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Overview

1. Baltic Sea Region (BSR) and small and medium enterprises (SME’s)

The BSR has excellent prospects of once again becoming an innovative, economically powerful world-class region. The key starting points here are:
· A cosmopolitan outlook and liberalism which nowadays can be guaranteed in the form of the European Union

· The creation of win-win situations

· The exploitation of strengths specific to the region and of the different cultures

· An increase in and securing of qualifications

· A strengthening of innovative ability.
SME’s, which make up 99% of all companies and provide around 70% of all jobs, represent the lynchpin and bedrock of developments in the BSR. They need to form the main focus of an extensive programme supporting innovation and promoting economic development. The traditional transnational cooperation areas of SME’s provide particularly large growth potential. This can be ensured by a transnational network supporting SME´s.
2. Strategies for a BSR innovation policy (PPP)
Three main innovation policy approaches have been identified, the implementation of which largely rests on public private partnership (PPP) models.

2.1
Intensive promotion of process and product innovation for SME’s in the 
BSR (Cluster)
Homogenous clusters are being developed, incorporating the majority of SME sectors. One or more “innovation” centres of excellence are being established for each cluster, forming a comprehensive network covering the whole of the Baltic area. These centres of excellence are the driving force behind and the hub of the development of innovation within SME’s in the BSR.

2.2
Intensive promotion of organisational innovations for SME’s in the BSR

Organisation development staff departments are being set up at existing institutions to provide SME’s with single-source services for the realisation of organisational innovations. The main focus here is on the development of cooperation agreements at various levels, cross-border cooperation on the part of SME’s being of particular significance. This organisational progress is driving forwards extensive product and process innovations.

2.3
Intensive promotion of innovation through expansion of strengths 
specific to the region and exploitation of the different cultures within 
the BSR  

There is an extensive project relating to this innovation strategy consisting of three interlinking sub-projects:

· Specific investigation of strengths

· Promotion of strengths and regional division of tasks

· Worldwide marketing.
3. Strategies for a BSR qualifications policy

Excellent qualifications are the crucial prerequisite for securing comprehensive, sustainable innovation. Reforms and improvements in educational policy remain the central tasks in the promotion of the BSR and its SME’s irrespective of innovation strategies.

3.1
General education

Further development through learning from one another, especially from the Scandinavian countries. 
3.2
Initial and continuing vocational education and training

Brief outline of approaches towards targeted further development and raising the attractiveness of VET and an implementation model integrating the competent bodies, chambers and inter-company training institutions. 
3.3
Qualifications for entrepreneurs and management staff

Establishment of a close-knit network with existing universities/institutes of higher education providing dual courses of study for the training of entrepreneurs and managerial staff for the small and medium-sized economy as well as conducting research and development work with SME’s and driving forward innovation at the same time. An outline model for further training of companies and managerial staff on a Baltic wide basis is also being drawn up.

4. Central “innovation and qualification” coordinating office

Establishment of a coordinating office as engine and planning and service provider for the ongoing realisation of qualification and innovation strategies for SME’s in the BSR and the promotion of public private partnership solutions. 

1. Baltic Sea Region (BSR) and small and medium enterprises (SME)
(1)
During the time of the Hanseatic League, the BSR was one of the most innovative and economically powerful regions in the world. The Hanseatic League was made up of and moulded by SME’s. Originally founded by merchants as a protective alliance, the League’s durability was built on craft trades and commerce. The main spirit of the historic Hanseatic League was especially embodied by:

· A cosmopolitan outlook and liberalism 

· A balanced combination of public and self-interest (win-win situations)

· Learning from different cultures and innovative ability created in particular by travelling master craftsmen

· A high level of qualification, mainly organised by the craft trades themselves.

(2)
Although the central issue today is no longer the recreation of the historic Hanseatic League, the task facing us very much involves reviving its associated cultures and the once so successful Hanseatic spirit. The roots of the old Hanseatic League are still very much alive. The BSR has excellent prospects of once again becoming an innovative, economically powerful world-class region. The key starting points here are:

· A cosmopolitan outlook and liberalism which nowadays can be guaranteed in the form of the European Union

· The creation of win-win situations

· The exploitation of strengths specific to the region and of the different cultures

· An increase in and securing of qualifications

· A strengthening of innovative ability.
(3)
Just as in historic times, SME’s will once again form the lynchpin and engine of social and economic development in the BSR. SME’s make up 99% of all companies and provide around 70% of all jobs in the Baltic Region. A high level of innovative ability is inherent in SME’s. More than two thirds of new patents come not from universities, research laboratories and major companies, but from the very smallest and small companies. The pronounced SME based structure and a culture founded on providing support lend the BSR a high level of innovative potential.
Compared to major companies, SME’s have crucial advantages. They are flexible, fast moving, innovative and fast growing. The main disadvantage they have opposed to large company groups is the fact that they do not have internal staff and service departments. Whereas major companies can fall back on such internal departments as research, marketing, human resources, legal services and the like, in SME’s these functions are largely left up to company owners to deal with alone, the result being that all too quickly too great a burden is placed on management. In the light of the forces of globalisation and internationalisation and the associated complex issues, information overload and deep-seated structural change, SME’s are confronted with a particularly difficult situation. The key solution can only be based on the establishment of external staff functions for SME’s, providing them with assistance for the broad range of management tasks facing them whilst also putting them in a position to make unrestricted use of the distinct advantages they enjoy.

(4)
During the period of the historic Hanseatic League, transnational and economically active SME networks were already in place. As far as SME’s in many EU countries are concerned, recent decades have seen a significant reduction in the level of importance attached to this internationalism. They have been mainly operating in local and regional markets, which in themselves offered sufficient growth and development potential. Nowadays, such domestic growth potential as existed in the past is, however, largely exhausted in important areas, whereas, in global terms, a great deal of demand goes unfulfilled. By the same token, SME’s themselves are not immune to the forces of internationalisation. The major opportunities for innovation and growth, both present and future, are today (once again) particularly closely allied to bringing about a general increase in international cooperation in general terms:

· The export quota of German craft trade companies is, for example, under 2%, whereas export potential is estimated at around 25% of craft trade companies.

· There is a continuing high level of demand worldwide for adapted technologies and tailor-made solutions, a requirement which, first and foremost, only SME’s are in a position to meet.

· Modern transport infrastructure and information technologies are making the world we live in ever smaller and are providing increasing opportunities for SME’s to achieve the same level of success on international markets as on their traditional regional markets.

· According to an American study (“The hidden champions”), foreign trade activity is increasingly becoming the domain of small and medium-sized companies.

· Cooperation between different cultures, learning from one another and from the impetus provided by new challenges and international activity are a major driving force behind innovation as the key to success.

· SME’s within a country/sub-region have both specific strengths and certain weaknesses. Transnational cooperation enables strengths to be bundled and a significant reduction in existing weaknesses to be achieved.

(5)
The (re-) establishing of a significantly stronger level of international activity represents a considerable challenge for SME’s and is a process which requires extensive structural change. Against the background of internationalisation and the exploitation of the opportunities this process provides, the targeted promotion of establishing an effective service in the form of the creation of “external staff department functions” for SME’s is of crucial importance. The BSR with its preponderance of SME’s offers considerable development and growth potential. In order to take advantage of these opportunities, extensive support for SME’s needs to be put in place, a particular starting point being the expansion of international cooperation and raising the level of innovation.

(6)
Within the context of worldwide competition, the opportunities of the BSR lie exclusively at the top end of the quality spectrum. The high costs within the BSR (particularly in relation to labour costs) renders the area unable to compete at lower quality levels and in the low price segments.


For this reason, any effective development policy pursued by the BSR needs to be consistently targeted at making the SME’s within this market faster and better than the economy in other competing regions in the world. This will require:

· the highest level of innovation,

· the highest quality in respect of goods and services

· and, as a prerequisite for both of the above, the highest level of qualification.

2. Strategies for a BSR innovation policy

(1) The central focus hitherto has been on cost cutting process innovations, occasioned in particular by the high level of labour costs. The inevitable result of this has been ongoing job losses.  Product innovations creating extra jobs have tended to be neglected thus far. There are vast reserves of untapped potential in the field of product innovations in the BSR. This needs to be accompanied by an ongoing process of intensive process innovations in order to remain competitive internationally by driving down costs. A BSR innovation policy therefore needs to address simultaneously the areas of:

· Process innovations

· Product innovations.
(2) The least exploited area up until now has been innovation arising from ongoing further development within organisations (organisational development). At the same time, organisational development (OD) is taking on an increasing significance for SME’s in terms of:

a) internal OD with cooperative forms of management and work to exploit the full range of employee potential and gain social energy

b) inter-company OD involving cooperation between companies on development work and complex tasks

c) international OD involving cross-border cooperation between companies and the tapping of new markets.
The primary requirement for SME’s as they seek to overcome future challenges is intensive cooperation (not mergers) a process which, in turn, requires extensive deployment of modern information and communication technology. The main approach towards an SME specific innovation policy therefore encompasses:

· organisational innovations which, in turn, create the necessity for

· intensive use of modern information and communication technology.

(3) The cultural differences within the sub-regions of the BSR represent a further important starting point for innovation. This is an approach which has been very little exploited thus far, if at all. This means that starting points for the implementation of an effective BSR innovation policy are:

·   diversity and cultural differences and

·   the expansion and exploitation of specific strengths within the individual sub-regions.

(4) The three starting points for an effective BSR innovation policy listed above are closely interrelated and, to a certain extent, mutually interdependent. Product innovations, for example, require in many cases organisational progress and the exploitation of region specific strengths, and organisational innovations bring with them process modernisations and cost-savings which can be driven forwards and promoted on the back of cultural diversity. Although individual BSR innovation strategies for SME’s should mainly be based on one of the three starting points listed, a holistic approach needs to be adopted in every case, involving close monitoring of interrelationships and interdependencies. There now follows a brief outline of BSR project proposals for SME’s in respect of the three approaches sketched out in general terms.
2.1
Intensive promotion of process and product innovations for SME’s in the 
BSR (Cluster)
· Clusters will be formed, bringing together SME sectors with similar innovation potential, related technological solutions and the like.
· An essential aspect of this cluster formation is that no or very few SME sectors are not included, meaning at least 80-90% of the SME’s within the BSR can be allocated to one of the clusters created. This is in contrast to conventional cluster formation within the scope of an innovation policy which focuses on a small number of branches and companies operating in future oriented technologies, such as biotechnology, medical technology and such like. Such an approach however, which concentrates on high-tech and encompasses very few sectors, fails to take into account that all sectors have a high level of innovation requirements and that the greatest job creation opportunities lie in the large number of branches excluded. A traditional craft trades company from the sanitary goods sector, for example, has great need of product innovations to secure existing jobs and create new ones. Moreover, important though they are, the focus cannot always be on high-tech developments. Adapted technologies or the transfer of new technologies to conventional sectors/companies are of equal importance.

· The expected number of different clusters arising from the inclusion of all branches and companies, or as many of these as possible, would be between 15 and 25.

· One or more “innovation” centres of excellence will be developed within the BSR for each cluster. The number of centres of excellence per cluster will be determined by the size and importance of the individual clusters. 

· The centres of excellence for a specific cluster will be located at some distance from one another in different countries within the BSR. 

· The establishment of 20 clusters will involve the setting up of at least 40 centres of excellence. The selection of the locations of these will be determined on the basis of the respective concentration of the branches represented within individual sub-regions and on the existing infrastructure in terms of universities and research institutes matching the tasks of the individual clusters. We expect at least one cluster specific centre of excellence to be established in each of the countries within the BSR.

· The centres of excellence are to be targeted further developments of existing self-administered trade and industry institutions (chambers, associations, educational institutions) rather than newly founded institutions.    

· Within its respective sub-region, each of these centres of excellence will develop a network involving:

· universities, institutes of higher education, state funded and private research institutes

· public and private institutions within the field of economic development and innovation support

· SME’s.

· The individual centres of excellence will be organised on an institutional basis as public private partnerships (PPP), involving intensive cooperation on the part of private and public institutions and with company integration.

· Each centre of excellence and its sub-networks will be closely linked to all other centres of excellence and their sub-networks, enabling a comprehensive overall network of promotion of innovation to be established across the BSR. 

· The individual centres of excellence will not only represent the SME’s within the respective cluster in their region, but will also be act in the interests of all the SME’s of the cluster across the whole of the BSR. This will mean that every SME within the BSR will have recourse to innovation support from at least one network.

· The individual centres of excellence have particular responsibility for the following tasks in respect of the SME’s within the cluster they are representing:

· Technology transfer between research institutes/universities and companies

· Passing on of company requirements to research institutes/universities 

· Transfer between the companies within the cluster in the BSR

· Advisory services for the SME’s

· Specific continuing training

· Quality management measures as an important element of product innovation

· Securing of exchange of information and experience

· Lateral transfer of information via cooperation within the overall network and securing of network 

· This bundle of measures brings with it a series of crucial advantages, including:

· Use of existing capacities rather than the establishment of new institutions

· Direct access to SME’s via chambers/associations as centres of excellence providers

· Exploitation of the existing research infrastructure

· Coordinated division of work within the BSR focussing on individual clusters whilst at the same time coverage of all clusters involving all/many companies

· Comparably low expenditure and high level of sustainability.
· Around 30 chambers from the countries bordering the Baltic are integrated into the INTERREG Project “B-SME”. Results of the cooperation thus far have indicated that a significant number of these chambers would be in a position to grow into the challenging task described above. Within this context, work has been done on the development of initial concepts for joint product development in the BSR with the result that major growth opportunities exist within these areas of innovation policy.

2.2
Intensive promotion of organisational innovations for SME’s in the BSR

(1)
The project approach outlined below relating to innovation support specifically for SME’s in the BSR focuses on the following particular areas:

· Development of new, in-company forms of management and cooperation; exploitation of the creativity and innovation potential of all employees; customer acquisition as a catalyst for innovation etc.

· Inter-company forms of cooperation between companies within a sector and especially between companies from different sectors; bundling of strengths; provision of single-source services; development of new goods and services and acquisition of new markets etc.

· International cooperation between companies; bundling of strengths and reduction of company specific deficits; development of new products; cost cutting; acquisition of new markets etc.

(2)
The major benefit of such support for innovation can particularly be seen in light of the fact that all customers are increasingly seeking to identify and purchase added value. This added value comes in the form of services attached to a product and encompass such provision as: extensive consultancy services; distinctive warranties and long guarantee periods; inimitable design, individuality; uniqueness and speciality; company image; retention of value; energy savings and environmental protection; reliability; top quality; single-source services; personal proximity and empathy etc. The greatest growth potential is to be found in the development of such added value. Added value services combined with a product are growing more dynamically than the level of demand for the actual products. Such services are severely underdeveloped in SME’s. Lack of company size means the majority of SME’s are not in a position to develop these services on their own and offer them as a complete package. The key to success lies in organisational progress and cooperation between SME’s, securing the highest quality of packaged provision.

(3)
Cooperation agreements require rapid and intensive exchange of information, modern information and communication technologies also being ideal problem solvers. This means that in this respect general support for the use of information and communication technologies in SME’s is an important component of this innovation strategy.

(4)
To provide support for these organisational innovations, a comprehensive network of organisational development staff departments (OD departments) should be established in all the sub-regions of the BSR based on the existing economic development and self-administered trade and industry institutions (chambers, associations, educational institutions). These OD departments should operate as PPP models in cooperation with the existing institutions within the respective sub-regions (universities, institutes of higher education, initial and continuing VET institutions etc.), some of the innovation promotional tasks they should perform on behalf of the SME’s being as follows:

· Information and consulting

· Arrangement of contacts and cooperation agreements

· Relaying examples of best practice

· Development of specimen contracts and clarification of legal matters

· Monitoring of cooperation agreements and arbitration of disputes (mediation)
· OD training and continuing training

· Consulting and training for information and communication technologies

· Inter-company training and demonstrations centres for the use of information and communication technologies 

· Integration of third parties and single-source provision of all services required by SME’s.
(5)
One of the main tasks of the OD departments is the provision of general support for foreign trade activity and cross-border cooperation agreements by SME’s. The recent past has seen the introduction of important support measures in the form of export consultancy services, delegation visits and cooperation exchange events. There is, however, a significant shortfall in ongoing monitoring, stabilisation and development of cooperation agreements initiated. New, more far-reaching SME support measures need to be tested within this area and implemented broadly. Such measures include, for example, ongoing process advisory services after initial contact has been arranged, clarification of legal issues, accessing support and assistance for contracts and extending to include mediation in disputes. The creation / promotion of “mediation centres” can support existing transnational cooperation’s between SME´s sustainable and encourage new cooperation’s.
Measures relating to cross-border cooperation agreements by SME’s have already been successfully developed and realised within the scope of the INTERREG Project “B-SME”. Results thus far show that such measures bring far-reaching innovations, the development of new products, cost savings and the securing and creation of jobs in their wake. The emphasis should be on systematic continuation of these support measures with a particular focus on developing measures relating to the stage of the process which follows initial establishment of contact.

(6)
The OD departments in the individual sub-regions will be integrated into an overall network within the BSR, be involved in a permanent exchange of information and experience and undertake joint implementation of complex organisational development tasks for their SME’s. The pan-Baltic network as a whole will provide an optimum environment for the monitoring and support of international cooperation agreements.

2.3
Intensive promotion of innovation for SME’s through the expansion of strengths specific to the region and the exploitation of cultural differences within the BSR
(1)
There is an extensive project relating to this innovation strategy consisting of three interlinking sub-projects:

· Specific investigation of strengths

· Promotion of strengths and regional division of tasks

· Worldwide marketing.
(2)
Basic investigation of strengths

· This will include all sub-regions of the BSR and may involve multiple overlapping of sub-regions and traverse international borders.

· Existing strengths within the individual sub-regions will be subjected to systematic investigation, analysis and evaluation. This process may address strengths within a wide variety of thematic areas, such as trade and industry, culture, nature and society.

· This will be used as a basis for the development of strategies relating to the retention and expansion of strengths and the achievement of regional win-win situations.

(3)
Promotion of strengths and regional division of tasks

· The results of the basic investigation will from the basis for the development and implementation of measures relating to the retention of cultural diversity and expansion of strengths.

· A support concept for regional division of tasks enabling the bundling of strengths specific to the sub-regions will be drawn up and realised. The following simple example is presented as an indication of this complex innovation process:

· Natural amber resources represent a specific strength along large areas of the Baltic coast.

· As a result of this, a further strength has been established in the form of a high level of crafts and artistic expertise in the working of amber.

· Whereas amber was previously considered to be a valuable product worldwide and achieved high prices, the trade has nowadays largely sunk to a low quality level in areas with high levels of amber resources, producing souvenir products and low cost goods.

· A particular strength of the North of Germany and in Denmark is the high level of design ability and master craftsman expertise offered by gold and silversmiths.

· If the strengths of the Danish and German gold and silversmiths were to be combined with the strengths of the amber coastal regions, it would once again be possible to establish a worldwide sales market for perfectly designed high price amber products, and this could develop into a considerable economic factor for the BSR.

· Combining strengths will release innovations and produce economic growth for the BSR. Within the context of such a concept for regional division of tasks, this will lead to the systematic creation of win-win situations for the individual sub-regions. This will enable the sub-regions to focus on their own specific strengths. The bundling of regional strengths will result in gains for both the individual sub-regions and for the BSR as a whole.

· Cultural diversity and variety will be systematically deployed to release far-reaching innovations which tend to be “hidden” at present as well as enabling us to learn from one another. Further starting points here are general support for transnational cooperation between SME’s, the ongoing exchange of information and experience, the development of tolerance and mutual self-respect, the bringing together of people, initial and continuing training, creativity training and much else besides.

· If transnational cooperation based on strengths between the sub-regions and SME’s within the BSR evinces a high level of sustainability and leads to significant economic success, innovation impetuses will be released.

(4)
Worldwide marketing
· The ultimate aim needs to be to market the BSR globally, thus creating a comprehensive range of additional sales opportunities and fields of activity for the SME’s located within the region.

· Such a worldwide marketing push can only be successful if the central focus of activities is on the actual, recognised strengths of the BSR and its sub-regions.

· At the same time, such a marketing campaign needs to be viewed as a mutual communication process. One central objective is the credible dissemination of the particular strengths and specific areas of service provision of the SME’s and sub-regions within the BSR across other global, economic areas. A further aim, however, must also be the intensive communication of developments, requirements and other relevant information from the individual international trade areas to the SME’s and the BSR and its sub-regions. 

· Such an approach based on this kind of worldwide oriented marketing strategy would have the effect of releasing ongoing innovations for the BSR as well as tapping into new sales areas for the SME’s of the region. The following example may serve to clarify these complex interrelating effects:

· Many Asian, Central and South American countries have an enormously high prevailing requirement for adapted energy and environmental technologies, such as decentralised solutions for sewage treatment, customised air conditioning technologies for cost cutting reasons, decentral water supply technologies and the like.

· The BSR has a particularly high frequency of SME’s offering particular areas of strength in the energy and environmental sector and in the development of adapted technologies.

· Within the scope of a six-year development project in Thailand, SME’s from the BSR worked in conjunction with Thai companies and scientists from both Europe and Thailand to develop a wide range of adapted energy and environmental technologies, testing these in practical terms in individual pilot projects.

· This enabled the participating European companies to develop valuable fields of activity in Africa, Asia and Central America.

· The project also saw the parallel development of wide-ranging product innovations at the host locations. Today, the SME’s which took part are pursuing successful activities in the energy and environmental branch back in their own home markets. There have been some examples of the re-import of solutions developed in and for Thailand, a current case in point being the successful deployment of decentral sewage works in European regions for sewage treatment in settlements with scattered buildings or at motorway service stations. 

· Worldwide “marketing” cannot merely involve simple, one-sided sales promotion. A parallel aim must be to view and implement this process as a wide-ranging support of innovation. For this reason, simple marketing measures are not sufficient. There is a need for the development of completely new ways of exchanging ideas, developing information, managing complex projects, structuring the role of main contractor for the worldwide activities of SME’s and much else besides.

3. Strategies for a BSR qualifications policy

(1)
Broad-based and excellent qualifications are the absolutely critical prerequisite for sustained and successful innovations. Irrespective of any innovation policy, however, the securing of well-qualified skilled workers and management staff also represents the most significant form of support to be afforded to SME’s within the BSR. The opportunities open to the BSR in global terms depend entirely on maximum level of innovation at the absolute top end of the quality spectrum. Both of these require the very best qualifications. This is an area where there are currently significant deficits in all BSR countries, which are set to increase considerably in future and prove a critical inhibitor of growth and innovation in the BSR.

· As a result of demographic development, there is a massive decline in the number of school leavers right across the BSR: quantitative problem!

· This is creating an increasing level of competition both between higher education and vocational education and training and within trade and industry itself in terms of securing well trained skilled workers and management staff. SME’s have up until now been on the losing side of this competition for young workers, and this is a situation which is likely to persist in the absence of far-reaching improvements: aggravation of the quantitative problem.

· Significant deficits are in evidence in the qualifications of school leavers in many BSR countries. Even at the present time, 15 – 20% of school leavers are not able to complete a course of vocational education and training. Qualification requirements on the part of trade and industry are high and growing. SME’s, however, are obtaining an increasing number of young workers exclusively from the lower ends of the qualifications scale. Measured against the high requirements and current necessities, the result is an increasing and marked qualification deficit: qualitative problems.

· The proportion of school leavers opting for vocational education and training is decreasing steadily, to a figure of only 12% in Poland, for example. At the same time, there is a constant increase in the numbers of workers leaving employment for age reasons. An ever-increasing deficit in qualified skilled workers is arising in all BSR countries.

· SME’s are experiencing a particularly extensive quantitative and qualitative squeeze in the field of young managers and entrepreneurs. There is already a marked lack of entrepreneurs, and this is a situation which will exacerbate considerably in future.

(2)
A wide-ranging reorientation and improvement in educational policy is indispensable. This is the most significant task facing the BSR and is an area where internationally coordinated solutions are required:

· Developments within the individual BSR countries have achieved varying degrees of progress. Good opportunities to learn from one another and to adopt sustainable solutions which have already proved their worth in other countries have come to light. The Scandinavian countries, for example, are leading the field in general education, and Germany has identified particularly effective vocational education and training routes.

· In accordance with the Bologna Process, the main aim must be to establish high level and comparable qualification standards and internationally recognised certifications.

· The increased level of international activity on the part of SME’s requires international knowledge to be imparted during the process of vocational education and training itself. Spending periods abroad and obtaining qualifications there which also enjoy domestic recognition is becoming very much more important.

· Cross-border cooperation and the international exchange of trainees and skilled workers requires the respective initial and continuing vocational education and training qualifications to be comparable in terms of level and to enjoy mutual recognition.

(3)
Since educational policy constitutes a separate and extremely important issue in its own right, the intention here is merely to provide a brief indication of its main significance and the tasks needing to be addressed insofar as these relate to innovation strategies.

The INTERREG Project “B-SME” also included an analysis of the educational systems of the countries bordering the Baltic Sea, this being used as a basis for the formulation of theses relating to the reorientation and further development of educational policy, and we refer you to this more detailed treatment of the subject at this point.

3.1
General education systems

Particularly effective and sustainable solutions have been achieved in Finland, Sweden and Denmark. The other BSR countries can draw extensive benefit from these developments.

3.2
Initial and continuing vocational education and training

(1)
Far-reaching reforms and a general raising of the level of attractiveness are indispensable. The main starting points include:

· Better permeability and ease of transferability between general education, higher education and vocational training.

· Clear differentiations in vocational training between various qualifications groups within an open and permeable system.

· A greater degree of practical orientation and longer proportions of training spent in-company. Experiences in Germany may be of particular benefit here.

· Structuring of initial and particularly continuing vocational education and training in modular form and the development of modular systems leading to recognised initial and especially continuing vocational education and training qualifications.

· International recognition of qualifications and crediting these towards further courses.

(2)
The chambers of crafts and trades and of trade and industry are devoting an intense level of attention to all issues relating to initial and continuing vocational education and training. In individual BSR countries, they constitute the “competent body”. Many of the chambers within the BSR operate inter-company training workshops and centres. An obvious way forward would be to use these institutions as a conduit to advance and in some places put in place direct phased implementation of the further development of initial and continuing vocational education and training in the form of a comprehensive project extending over several years and covering the whole of the BSR.

3.3
Qualification of entrepreneurs and management staff

(1)
Work is underway and a significant amount of progress has been made on a particularly innovative and sustainable approach within the context of the INTERREG Project “B-SME”. A concept is being developed involving pan-Baltic Bachelor dual programmes of study to train entrepreneurs and management staff with the small and medium-sized companies sector, the aim being to establish these at five locations in the BSR. 

This extremely promising route needs to be further pursued as a matter of urgency, with the integration of as many institutes of higher education and universities as possible to offer such courses and to undertake intensive cooperation within a Baltic-wide network. 

This route provides the ideal opportunity for combination with direct support of innovation. The participants in the dual programmes of study will work in an SME parallel to their studies. This will result in direct links between universities/institutes of higher education and SME’s. Course work or Bachelor theses will provide a framework to tackle directly issues relating to innovation within SME’s. Direct transfer and personal exchanges will become a possibility, thus making institutes of higher education a significant promoter and monitor of innovation for SME’s in the BSR.

(2)
There is a further important point in connection with the ongoing continuing training of entrepreneurs and management staff. This is a central task of the chambers and associations, which are in effect charged with the responsibility of using their training institutions to provide external staff department functions offering tailor-made services. This is also an area where a project extending over several years and involving transnational cooperation on the part of chambers and associations of the Baltic Region could help achieve the desired goals. Educational concepts, course documentation, materials and the like could be developed jointly and cost effectively and implemented centrally. This also addresses the issues of international activities by SME’s, secures ongoing exchange of experience and opens the way for cross-border cooperation agreements.

4. Central “innovation and qualification” coordinating office

(1)
The aim is to establish a small and effective central “innovation and qualification” coordinating office for the whole of the Baltic Region. The tasks of this central coordinating office would include:

· Ideas workshop and service centre

· Initiation and coordination of the outline development processes
· Development of specific support projects and ongoing monitoring and advisory services in the implementation process

· Engine for the networks and a platform for exchange, information and cooperation

· Initiator and supporter of cooperation from private and public institutions in the form of public private partnerships (PPP) 

· Venue and opportunity for the implementation of workshops of the future for the ongoing recognition of future developments and solutions and provision of timely advisory services in respect of these.
(2)
The main aim pursued by this central coordinating office should be indirect support for innovations and qualifications for SME’s by enabling existing relevant institutions to provide optimum promotion of innovations and qualifications within SME’s. The following groups of stakeholders in particular would therefore need to be integrated into the work and networks of the offices and become an integral part of the organisational structure:

· Chambers of crafts and trades, chambers of trade and industry and trade and industry associations from the SME sector

· Universities, institutes of higher education and other public and private research institutions

· Public planning and economic development agencies.
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