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Strengthening the entrepreneurship culture and collaboration in the eligible programme area
. STRENCTHEN

Introduction

The STRENGTHEN proiect in a glance

STRENGTHEN

l. Development and support oflocal economy

3a. Promoting entrepreneurship, in particular by facilitating the
economic exploitation ofnew ideas and fostering the creation

ofnew firms, including through business incubators

Subsidy Contract: No B6.3a.25

The development of extroversion and exports is one of the main levers in order Io overcome the

intense problems created by the economic crisis and the prolonged recession in both countries. [n
this context, the initiative for strengthening the entrepreneurship culture and collaboration in the

eligible programme are4 aims to highlight, promote and enhance the extroversion of quality Greek

and Bulgarian products and services by stimulating their export activity, upgrading their general

international trade, their international networking, the search for partners. etc.

The overall objective of the proposed project "STRENGTHEN" is to enhance the competitiveness,

sustainability and management capacity of targeted smes in the cross border area by stimulating
cross border cooperation, enabling the promotion of local products and services and improving
services and tools for business support and internalionalization. The objective will be reached

through targeted actions to support the business networking and partnership of smes in cross border

area and promote the export activity of Greek and Bulgarian products and services tkough
participation in trade fairs and business missions. SMEs are much more likely to survive in the

globally competitive business climate if they intemalionalise. Intemational SMEs are also more

innovative than their stay-at-home cousins and more resistant Io local and national crises.

Moreover, the project aims at exploiting opportunities for cross border coopelation by developing

common mechanisms and actions on strategic issues, such as the creation of conditions for the

future developmenl of competitive cross-border cluslers.

In conclusion, the proposed project "STRENGTHEN" provides with the purpose to improve

entrepreneurial support iystems for smes in the cross border area - through joint actions undertaken

by thi project pu.tners - focusing on removing the above mentioned barriers and bottlenecks for

smes tlrus itrengthening business survival and providing support to specific smes'
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Descriptiorl of action 5.2

PBl, PB2, PB3 and PB4 will collaborate on the elaboration ofa common strategy that will guide

future actions by the pa.rtners, who share responsibility for its implementation and the achievement
of its priority objectives. The aim of the activity is to develop common mechanisms and actions
towards the creation of conditions for the development of competitive cross-border clusters in the
future.

All panners will contribute to the elaboration of common strategy and future action plan. PB I will
provide with the document layout to be agreed by all partners and drafting the document for the
Greek side, PB2 is responsible for overviewing draft texts and for the elaboralion of the

consolidated document, PB3 and PB4 will contribute to the drafting the document for the Bulgarian
side.

The outworking of each of the actions within the Action Plan will directly impact on policy
decisions. Through the development ofa knowledge base ofthe cluster landscape in CBC area and

marrying this with the learning regarding intemational best practice, policy initiatives will be

developed to encourage and support the creation and groMh of clusters in cross border cooperation

area.
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Clusters as an Advanced Form of Cross-Border Cooperation Development
(Responsible partner: PB4, min: 2 pages)

The strategic objectives in the Nalional Strategy for SMEs for the period ?021-2027 in Bulgaria are

based on the pro$ess achieved under the current strategy, as well as the identified potential for
gromh of SMEs and certain challenges and driving factors for their development. Main factors for
the competitiveness of SMEs are access to markets, access to financing, the use of ICT solutions

and digitization ofprocesses, the availability ofqualified personnel and the efficient,

environmentally friendly use of resources.

Part ofthe facbrs for the creation and growth of SMEs are related to the availability of information

and knowledge, as well as the use of innovative technologies at the global and local level. An
effective way to improve access to them is participation in associations along the value chain,

including clusters ofenterprises, cooperatives, production associations, etc., which is also an engine

for the development ofthe relevant sector.

The growing amount ofcluster (initiatives) and the disappearance ofborders in Europe allow for
the development ofcross-border clusters. ln their interaction with the borderlands on both sides of
the border, the cross-border cluster gains access to both home markets and can interact with them.

This can be an opportunity for the borderlands due to the synergetic effects between and within the

cluster.

Two recent developments in regards to cross-border clusters are obseryable in Europe: on the one

side there is the disappearance of national borders, which is creating a larger space of free

movement especially inside the European Union (EU) and a re-focus on regions as a reference

frame (e.g. Czempiel 2002, Adams 2012); on the other side, there is a growing amount ofclusters,

especially cluster initiatives (e.g. Sdlvell et al. 2003, Ketels et al. 2006). However, the combined

effect between both and the emergence ofthe cross-border clusters remain a controversial topic.

Historically, the EU started the enhancement ofcross-border cooperation through different

approaches ever since the establishment ofthe Single European Act. Following shortly after, the

funding and support ofEuroregions was supposed to foster (economic) cooperation across the

border, where it can be argued that its underlying intention rather was to stabilize the territory and

pre-integrate Eastern European states (Popescu 2008). Another supportive scheme is the Interreg

program, which does support cross-border cooperation, however it does not require the participating

regions to be physical neighbours. While there is an apparent interest in cross-border activities (e.g.

Venesaar & Pihlak 2012), especially when it comes to societal developments with a larger impact

factor like the demographic shift,

the amount ofknown operational cross-border clusters remains very limited (e.g. Coenen et al. 2004

on the Medicon Valley between Denmark and Sweden).

Cross-border and cross-ecosystem collaboration and investments can help deliver the green and

digital transition of the European economy and society. To be efficient, the EU, the Member States,

the regions, and the businesses and business networks should commit to a new way of cooperation:

facilitate the development of joint cross-border innovation agendas, set an innovation-friendly

regulatory framework, increase and pool funding and investments, and take into account business

visions for new opportunities.

In the past 20 years industry cluster theory has come to prominence in the economic development

literature, recognised as increasingly important in a rapidly changing environmenl. Some factors
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that have caused this interest in industry clustering are said to be a reaction to homogenised

globalisation which has led to a rediscovery of localisation and specialisation (Malmberg & Maskell

2002; Steinle & Schiele 2002; Waits 2000), as an alternative to inadequate posrFordist theory

(Giuliani 2007; Malmberg & Maskell 2002), and due to the perceived failings of economic theories

such as neo-liberalism (Pitelis & Pseiridis 2006; Tordior 2006). An important aspect of many

cluster definitions, including one ofthe most cited by Porter (1998,2000), is that clustering activity

is bound only by the extent to which organisations hold links, ties and inlerdependencies. As such,

it is said that existing boundaries such as national, state and other sub-national political borders are

not barriers to cluster development. In fact, it is assumed commonly in the literature that cross-

border industry clusters are commonplace.

Literature used:

Cross-Border Clusters; Opportunity or Competitive Threat? Sebastian Zimmer

lntemational lnstitute of Management and Economic Education

University of Flensburg, Germany

https://clustercollaboration.eu./contenVeu-cluslets-talks-crossins-borders-instruments-interreqional:

collaboration

Cross-border Industry Clusters: The Conduciveness of Border Regions Joshua Hills School of

Tourism and Hospitality Management, Southem Cross University, Coffs Harbour, Australia
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Socio-economic and SWOT analysis of the entrepreneurial ecosystem in the Cross Border Area

(Responsible partner: P84)

The Greece-Bulgaria cross-border cooperation area is one of the poorest in the European Union, as the GDP per capita is below 50% of the E28 average. This has

not changed considerably in the last l0 years, even lhough shortJived improvements were noted during 2002-2004 and then again in 2006-2009. The CB area is also

characterized by large internal disparities, especially as it concems the dichotomy between Bulgarian and Greek territories. Bulgarian districts exhibit a much lower

level of economic development (below %) than their Greek counterparts, mainly attributable to the fact that Bulgaria has long been a transition economy.

The 2006-2009 period was marked by economic growth on both sides of the border, as was the general trend all over Europe. After 2009, the global recession

effects resulted in slowing down the growth rates in the Bulgarian part (0,25% annually) and in negative growth rates in the Creek part (9% annually).

Economy

Even though the CB area has been gradually converting from an agricultural/industrial economy to an industrial/service economy, this conversion has been rather

slow. Compared to EU28, the economy remains considerably more agricultural, Iess industrial, and more service-dependant. However, this is far from being

homogeneous. The Greek CB-area is considerably less agricultural and industrial than the BG CB-area part, and more service-oriented. This heterogeneity is even

more pronounced at district level. We can discern 2 types ofdistricts in the BG part, and 3 types ofdistricts in the GR part:

Blagocvgrad/lIaskovo: industry and trade dominated

Smolyan/Kardzhali: industry and agricullure dominated

Exros/Drama./Thessaloniki: public administration and industry dominated

Xanthi/Rodopi: public administration and agriculture dominated, and

Kavala/Serres: industry and public administration dominated.
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More than half of GVA produced in the CB area (59%) is produced in the district of Thessaloniki. All other areas exhibit low percentages. Particularly low

percentages are observed in the Bulgarian districts Haskovo, Smolyan and Kardzhali ( l-2%).

Some ofthe noteworthy intm-territorial structural developments that have taken place recently include:

. A gradual conversion belween the two parts in terms ofthe portion of GVA attributable to the primary sector. Still, there remains a large differential between

the two sides, with the Bulgarian territories being more heavily agricultural than the Greek territories, and even more heavily agricultural than the national (BG)

average.

. A significant diversion between the two parts in the secondary sector, mainly attributable to the considerable losses of industrial activity experienced in the

Greek part after 2006 (mainly due to relocations of labour-intensive industries in cheaper neighbouring countries).

Total labour productivity in the CB area is significantly lower thar the EU28 avg. (approx. l/5) and exhibits high differentials between the Greek

(32800€/employee) and Bulgarian (5800€/employee) parts. CB area productivity is also below the respective national averages for both parts:

for the Bulgarian part: ranging from 6oyo to 78oA of the BG national average, and

for the Greek part: ranging from 60% to 84% ofthe GR national average.

Tourism and especially eco-tourism - has long been heralded as the "growth-industry" ofthe CB area, as it includes a significant number ofpristine areas ofhigh

ecological value. Yet, iI has a ralher modest number ofaccommodation establishments compared to its population (43 establishmentVl00.000 inhabitants, when the

EU28 average is I I l),

and unevenly distributed. The largest concentrations ofaccommodation establishments and beds are in the districts ofKaval4 Thessaloniki and Smolyan.

lnnovation

Both Greece and Bulgaria have outlined national or regional strategies for innovation in the context of"smart specialization". Yet, Bulgaria is lagging far behind the

other EU countries and is listed as a "modest innovator" in the 2014 "lnnovation Union Scoreboard", while Greece, although in a somewhat better position, falls

below the EU average and is listed as a "moderate innovator".
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Yet, the CB area possesses significant research facilities currently which are however not collaborating with each other or with the business community. lt also

possesses similar productive systems, therefore exhibiting important opportunities for coupling enhepreneurship initiatives with innovation. The critical mass of

research centres and other academic structures is located in Thessaloniki with the following fields of excellence: biotechnology, advanced production systems for

chemical processes, energy and environmental technologies, information processing, virtual reality, security services, etc. R&D activities in East Macedonia and

Thrace are concentrated in the public sector and particularly in the Demokritos University of Thrace (with a unique Genetics Department) and to a lesser degree in

the Technical Education Institute (TEI) of Kavala. On the Bulgarian part, most important research infrastructure is located outside the CB area (mainly in Sofia and

Plovdiv) and only Blagoevgrad seems to have any significant research structures. The South-West University "Neofit Rilski"- with nine faculties [ ] - offers PhD

programmes in many liberal arts fields (Education and Pedagogy, Literary Studies and Linguistics, History and Archaeology, Social Sciences, Law, etc. and Arts -

with a specialization in choreography and cinema). Of particular importance for the CB area are the programmes in Economics (with a specialization in Tourism),

Geography and Environmental Sciences, and IT technologies. Also, in Smolyan there are branches of the "Paisii Hilendarski" University of Plovdiv with is

Technical College and the Vama Free University "Tchemotisets Hrabar".

Climate change

According to the ESPON-CLIMATE project, the programme area is substanlially more vulnerable to climate change both compared to EU 28 and the Greek and

Bulgarian national levels as well. The districts with the highest vulnerability are Thessaloniki, Serres, Kardzhali and Haskovo.

Climate change will have major negative impacts to the CB area. [t is estimated that it will affect the majority ofthe urban centers, by rising the number of heat-

wave days to more than 50 by 2071-2100. Natural hazards in the area include flood risk zones (mainly in the vicinity of Nestos/Mesta and Evros/Maritza rivers),

wildfire risk areas (mainly in the mountain ranges) and erosion risk areas (especially on the coast). Floods and wildfires can quickly spread across borders and their

effective management is of cross- border importance. Finally, the areas with the highest risk of landslides are located in the basin of Maritsa East and in the coal

development area in the South-west region. The largest studied landslide is located in the district of Smolyan at the location "Smolyan's Lakes".

ln addition, the combined adaptive capacity ofthe CB area to climate change is similar 1o the national levels and the lowest in Europe. On the Greek side the district

of Thessaloniki and on Bulgarian side the district of Blagoevgrad show a rather high adaptive capacity relative to the national values but still lower than the EU28

avefage.
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Environmenl

The CB area is characterized by many and importanl natural resources, including a large number of protected natural sites (86 Natura 2000 areas, 5 Ramsar

wetlands, etc), many of which are of pristine character. The CB landscape consists of densely forested mountains, straits of rivers, valleys, plains, lakes, coastal

wetlands, seasides and river deltas. The area comprises the mountain ranges of Rila, Pirin and Rhodopi, featuring outstanding forests, the cross-border rivers

Strymon (Struma), Nestos (Mesta), Ardas (Arda) and Evros (Maritsa) and more than 400 kilomelers of coastline. These important natural resources have not been

sufficiently exploited for development purposes in the past.

In terms ofthe state ofthe environment, industry is among the major polluters on both parts ofthe border, and pollution hot-spots are concentrated in southwestem

Bulgaria and near the Kavala urban area. Both cross-border rivers - Nestos and Evros - are polluted with urban as well as industrial effluents (e.g. BOD). The major

problems in the manag€ment of urban wastewater result fiom the lack of sewage treatment infrastructure in settlements between 2,000-10,000 inhabitants. The

problem is more acute on the Bulgarian portion ofthe CB area. In Bulgaria only 46% ofthe population is covered by wastewater treatment systems and most ofthe

treatment capacity (7lyo\ is located in the Danube and Black Sea River basins (which are outside the CB area). On the Greek poftion 88% of the population is

covered by wastewater treatment systems.

Accessibility

The area possesses significant transport infrastructures. [t is served by three ports of national/intemational importance (the Thessaloniki port, the double port of

Kavala and the port of Alexandroupolis) and three main airports (the lntemational Airport "Makedonia", at Thessaloniki, the Airport "Great Alexander" at Kavala

and the Airport "Democritus"at Alexandroupolis), all ofthem on the Greek side.

The most important transport infrastructure is the road network and overall connectivity has improved significantly in the past:

. with the construction ofthe Egnatia motorway and several vertical axes connecting Greece to Bulgaria and

. the construction oflarge portions ofmotorways 43 and A.4 in Bulgaria.

Nevertheless, Iower-level roads are at various stages of disrepair (especially on the Bulgarian part) making

especially in the mountain ranges. At the same time, several Egnatia vertical axes as agreed in the

interconnections difllcult and reducing mobility
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Transnational Agreement between Greece and Bulgaria in 1998 still missing or under construction (such as the connection of II-86 to the Greek transport system)

and the motorways on the Bulgarian part are incomplete.

The CB area exhibits many strengths and considerable development potential which includes:

. A rich natural environment with many protected natural areas which conveys a high quality of life and tourist development potential;

. Rich water, forest, mineral and energy resources which can be used for strenglhening the local economy;

. Proximity to sea (Aegean, Black Sea) which presents many opportunities for combined transport and a relatively mature TEN-T network, combined with the

large urban and transport center ofThessaloniki which acts as a European "gateway";

. A critical mass ofresearch capacity mainly concentrated in Thessaloniki but with lesser concentrations in Thrace and in the Bulgarian part;

. Considerable agricultural potential in the entire CB area; and

. Considerable industrial potential and a specialization in IT in the Bulgarian part.

It is however plagued by many and serious weaknesses which need to be overcome;

. The area is predominantly rural, mountainous and remote (compared both to the territory ofthe 2 countries and as well as to the rest of EU), and exhibits a low

urbaniation level (i.e., medium-small cities);

. It suffers from depopulation and an ageing population;

. It exhibits severe infrastructure challenges in environment (urban effluents in BG)

which leads to pollution problems and in transport (low cross-country accessibility and low multi-modal accessibility) which leads to low goods transport potential

and low commuting potential;

. It has low broadband connectivity and low digital content;

. The production system is characterized by stagnant growlh trends, low innovation content, and a low tourist capacity;
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. The characteristics of the production system combined with the low education levels and a mismatch between labour demand and supply have led to high

unemployment (mainly in the Greek part), poverty and social exclusion;

. The CB area is very susceptible to climate change due to low institutional capacities; and

. The area population is faced with considerable health challenges, especially in remote areas and areas ofconcentration ofspecial population groups.

Opportunities from the wider environment which can help the CB area face its challenges include:

. Existence of "smart specialization" strategies in both participating countries and regions, which exhibit many complementarities between the production

systems

and regarding the priorities established in each country for this programming period; and

. A good interaction track-record between actors from Greece and Bulgaxia due to long-standing cooperation.

On the road to development, the CB area will have to overcome threats

Severe international competition due to intense globalization ofthe economy;

Slowing-down global growth rates which characterize the 2l st century; and

Worsening climate change risks which lead to a rise in potential area damages
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The action plan reflects the need to establish lasting connections and cooperation between private

economic development organizations, vocational training centers, non-Sovernmental orBanizations, in

the field of business and economic development in the cross-border region and local government

structures for education, sustainable economic, tourism, cultural and competitive development in terms

of creating a permanent network of organizations engaged in Lifelong Learning, sustainable economic,

tourism, cultural and competitive development, to improve the quality of services in the business sphere

in the cross-border region of Greece-Bulga ria, the diversity of training methods, exchangeofgood

practices and experience in organizing trainings, seminars and courses, encouraging participation in

meetings, practical trainings and implementing joint projects with the aim of promoting economic

development and increasing the business attractiveness of the cross-border region by developing and

implementation of projects, part of and financed by the MFF 2OZL-2O27 of the European Union.

Partnerships should be mutually beneficial for all participants, even when the latter differ signiflcantly in

size, although a large difference in size is often perceived as a potential barrier to cooperation. Cultural

differences and speed of decision making are two areas where problems can arise. However, there are

several ways that organizations can prepare to work with others of different sizes. Perhaps the most

important activity for both parties is the drafting of a partnership agreement, but, as just described, the

issues each party needs to address are different.

We are in a very complex and challenging period, which in the European context is related to making

significantly greater efforts to achieve sustainability through the development of a green economy,

providing support to businesses to increase competitiveness and strengthening the role of innovation

and smart solutions. For this purpose, it is necessary to improve the cooperation and create sustainable

pa rtnersh ips for the successful development ofthe cross-border region. This vision requires the

implementation of an active policy in the field of innovation through the implementation of the Smart

Specialization Strategy for carbon neutrality, the development of a circular economy, diEitalization and

the development of professional education in relation to the needs of business.

By assessing the potential and needs of the business sector in Bulgaria for cooperation with the

academic sphere in the field of scientific research, education and innovation, as well as the effects of

innovation activity, it has been proven that business in the country still has an insufficient, albeit

growing, potential to creates and implements innovations and limited research output needs.

The potential of the academic sphere to create and transfer new knowledge and prepare personnel with

professional knowledge and skills necessary for business was assessed, and based on an analysis of the

results of the research, devetopment and educational activities of the academic sphere, a significant lag

A first step of the plan would be to create a consortium of organizations with the same or similar

missions and goals to achieve. A consortium is an association or combination of multiple partners. lt is

extremely important to reach an agreement in advance on the way the consortium works and the

intellectual property rights. Managing this collaboration can generally be seen as the act of working as a

team to achieve a common goal within a specified period of time.

A second step would be to define the scope of the partnership and what Boals it sets itself to achieve.



behind the average for EU level in the field of Research and Development, as well as insufficaent training

of specialists corresponding to the needs of business.

Examples of cooperation areas could be:

Sources of business financing

Entering new markets

Expanding the activities of the organization

Com petitiveness

Marketing and sales

Human resource management in the context of digitalization

Sustainable tourism and tourism products

Quality of the orBanization's management

Environmental management

Smart farming

Technologies

Product and service innovations

The objectives of this partnership strategy must be in full sync with the objectives set in the EU

M ultiannual Fina ncial FrameworkTO2T-2027:

. investments in areas such as scientific research and innovation;

. digital transformation;

. the strategic infrastructure and the sinBle markeu

. decarbonization;

. demographic changes;

. the competitiveness of enterprises;

. strengthening sustainability and conver8ence between EU member statesi

. sustainable territorial development;

. the green and digital transition;



A fourth step would be to select an appropriate program whose goals align with the goals the

partnership is setting for itself.

The list below includes an overview of the funding opportunities und er the 2OZL-2027 Multiannual

Financial Framework and NextcenerationEU by function, cluster and program or fund (most ofthe
programs implemented under shared management are called 'funds').

Function 1: Single market, innovation and digital technologies

Scientific research and innovation

Horizon Europe

Scientific, technological, economic, environmental and societal impact; support for all forms of research

and innovation.

Euratom Research and Training Programme

Euratom aims to continue nuclear research and training activities with an emphasis on the continuous

improvement of nuclear safety, security and radiation protection

ITER

An ambitious international project to build the world's lar8est fusion machine, advancing fusion

technology for a greener and more sustainable energy mix

European strategic investments

lnvestEU

. sustainable agriculture and marine sectors

. the climate;

.environmental protection;

. food security and rural development

A third step would be to define the target groups that will be the object of the partnership's activities:

business representatives, CPOs, non-governmental organizations, representatives of local and national

authorities, youth, women, future entrepreneurs, scientific organizations, social or8anizations and all

other stakeholders countries.



Providing the EU with critical long-term funding, leveraging private investment, supporting recovery and

a greener, more digitaland sustainable Europe.

Connecting Europe Facility

Supporting the delivery of key energy, transport and digital infrastructure across Europe.

Digital Europe Programme.

The Digital Europe program is the first EU program that aims to speed up recovery and boost Europe's

digital transformation.

Single market

Single Market Pro8ramme

Consumer Empowerment and Protection; ensuring food safety, enabling small and medium-sized

enterprises in the EU to thrive.

Function 2: Convergence and values

Regional development and cohesion

European Regional Development Fund (ERDF)

Strengthening the EU's economic, social and territorial cohesion by correcting imbalances between

regions through programs implemented by local authorities.

cohesion Fund (CF)

The Cohesion Fund aims to reduce economic and social disparities and promote sustainable

development.

REACT.EU

Additional funding for existing 2014-2020 cohesion programs under ERDF, ESF and FEAD

Support for the Turkish Cypriot community



The aid program aims to facilitate the reunification of Cyprus.

Recovery and resilience

Recovery and Resilience Mechanism

The Recovery and Resilience Facility is NextcenerationEU's key tool to help the EU emerge stronger and

more resilient from the current crisis.

EU4Health

lnvesting in sustainable, fair and modern health systems, improving the health of EU citizens and

protecting people from cross-border health threats.

lnvesting in people, socialcohesion and values

European Social Fund+

The European Social Fund+ (ESF+) is the EU's main instrument for investing in people to build a more

social and inclusive Europe.

E rasm us+

Support the educational, professional and personal development of people in education, training, youth

and sport.

Creative Europe

Creative Europe is the European Commission's program to support the cultural and audiovisual sector.

Feature 3: Natural Resources and Environment

Agriculture and Maritime Policy

European Agricultural Guarantee Fund (EAGF)

The EAGF flnances income support for farmers in the EU and measures to stabilize agricultural markets.

European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD)

The EAFRD provides funding to support rural areas and strengthen the EU's food and forestry sectors



Environment and climate action

Program for Environment and Climate Action (LIFE)

To achieve a transition to a sustainable, circular and sustainable economy, protect and restore the

environment, halt and reverse the loss of biodiversity.

Just Transition Fund

Supporting the transition to climate neutrality by alleviating its socio-economic impact in the most

affected regions.


