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FIRST VICE-PRESIDENT MARKKU MARKKULA 

University-Business Forum "University Business Cooperation, a crucial partnership for Innovation 

and Sustainable Development"  

HIGH-LEVEL CONFERENCE WITH DG EAC (EC)  

25 OCTOBER 2019, 11:30H – 12:50H 

  THE SQUARE, BRUSSELS 

 

Dear colleagues from the European Institutions and academia, 

It is a great pleasure for me to represent the European Committee of the Regions at the eighth edition 

of the "University Business Forum", organised by DG EAC of the European Commission. Indeed, the 

role of local and regional authorities is crucial in the process of building bridges between universities 

and business, on the one hand, and ensuring sustainable development, on the other.  

As you well know, the LRAs are currently at the forefront of implementing climate-mitigation 

measures and experimenting with new technologies and modes of urban mobility and territorial 

planning. In sum, we have already mainstreamed the UN Sustainable Development Goals in our daily 

policy-making, while we are striving to do better and more at the same time, together with all our EU 

partners, also in the years to come.  

My key message 1: 

Cities and city driven regions are more and more the powerhouses for inventing the future, 

especially with respect to implementing the UN SDGs. And when I talk about cities, I don’t mean the 

authorities, but cities with their citizens, industry, universities etc; 
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As said, in this process we are not acting alone: we are actively supported by local, regional, national 

and European Research and Innovation ecosystems, which provide us with the necessary know-how, 

partnership networks and resources to carry on with this process. As you may know, in mid-June this 

year, the European Commission published the Regional Innovation Scoreboard1 as part of the larger 

EU Innovation Scoreboard. My region in Finland, Helsinki-Uusimaa, has been designated the most 

innovative region in the EU. Having participated first-hand in the process of building our regional 

Research and Innovation system, I could say that our success was due to a combination of human, 

infrastructural and investment factors. Not least, our historical and wide-ranging education and 

innovation traditions have considerably contributed to this positive outcome. In addition, I would also 

like to highlight here the role of the world-class universities and businesses around Helsinki (and in my 

city Espoo) – combining both societal and participatory elements, design thinking and digitalisation 

that were decisive. 

My key message 2: 

Universities have a crucial role in creating regional innovation ecosystems to be based on the co-

creation culture and the network of innovation hubs, especially in: 

creating living labs and innovation test-beds for knowledge co-creation; 

encouraging bottom-up activities by creating new arenas as innovation hotspots; 

moving towards experiments, demonstrations and rapid prototyping.  

While discussing regional ecosystem and pan-European partnerships – also bearing in mind the 

forthcoming programming period 2021-2027, one should also not forget the many challenges and 

shortcomings that keep us from being world leaders in Research and Innovation. Both the innovation 

gap at the EU and national level, as well as the lack of well-targeted investments create a situation, in 

which the European universities and businesses punch below their weight and are not recognised as 

undisputable leaders in their respective fields. 

Currently, we are living in a relatively prosperous but inherently unstable socio-economic period. 

Many studies and data have shown that, during the latest 2008-2012 crisis, the innovation divide 

among EU regions grew and many companies had to delocalize. The "innovation divide" not only exists 

among Member States and across borders, but also within our own regions, cities and societies. The 

reason for this gap is that regional innovation systems in less-advanced regions are often 

underdeveloped and fragmented.  

This could be linked to a low demand for innovative solutions and new technologies among 

businesses and public institutions from the regions and cities lagging behind, on one hand. And a 

continuing "brain drain" and breaking of the "scientific fabric" in many peripheral EU member states 

to the advantage of the well-established, North-Western centres of research and advanced research-

                                                           
1 https://ec.europa.eu/growth/industry/innovation/facts-figures/regional_en  

https://ec.europa.eu/growth/industry/innovation/facts-figures/regional_en
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intensive companies, on the other. We, as key actors in Research and Innovation policy-making, should 

definitely strive "not to leave anyone behind" and to promote inclusive and sustainable development 

in our territories and cities. Our focus should be on both the well-being of researchers and the further 

development of regional and urban innovation ecosystems. 

My key message 3: 

Looking from the SDGs perpective let me stress that universities have the key global role as the 

knowledge base in opening the avenues for cities and industry – again with the citizens – to defining 

and implementing regional SDGs strategies, especially in: 

Increasing smart city & smart region initiatives; 

renewing the mentality for SDGs focused activities; 

building critical mass based on European-wide and also global strategic SDGs partnerships. 

Please allow me to say also a few words about the chances of promoting synergetic financing under 

FP9 and the role of Smart Specialization, particularly in view of the ongoing MFF debates conducted 

by the Finnish presidency. 

It is well-known fact that advanced regions in Europe invest more public money than the lesser 

developed regions. There is a clear interregional innovation gap, what we refer to as the 'innovation 

paradox'. Today, richer countries get less regional EU money in their national envelopes and have a 

tendency to set cohesion policy aside due to excessive bureaucracy. Less wealthy countries and their 

regions and cities have a bigger envelope and prioritize cohesion. However, when calculating and 

reviewing the RDI financing overall, the EU level is only a small part of all RDI financing. That should be 

spent wisely, especially on RDI which done at the European level gives extra value-added. This means 

especially using EU financing for sharing the best new knowledge, for joint breakthrough initiatives 

where critical mass is needed, as well as in catalysing and enabling more national, regional and local 

public-private financing on RDI. 

My key message 4: 

I am very much afraid of the MFF negotiations between the member states. The interests of some 

MSs are too much on short-term influence, not on RDI and a few key areas for the joint European 

future. 

A striking disconnection between the academic/research landscape and the regional economy 

reinforces this problem.  
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One of the solutions put in place to bridge this gap, is the Stairway to Excellence. The aim of this 

initiative is to help countries in the uptake of knowledge and innovation. After 25 years of investments 

via cohesion policy, some countries are still lagging behind. 

To have successful research and innovation strategies, political decision makers need to start thinking 

about their region from the perspective of becoming innovation ecosystems (e.g. the Quadruple Helix 

approach) built on strengthening human capital. The key success factor is a positive attitude towards 

curiosity, creativity, entrepreneurship and knowledge sharing based on the principles of open 

innovation. Throughout my years as decision-maker at both national and EU level, I have noticed that 

pioneering regions develop their collaboration mentality and working culture based on crossing 

boundaries and creating European partnerships via new digitalized open innovation platforms and 

processes, including via European Groupings of Territorial Cooperation.  

The European Committee of the Regions and its members stand ready to cooperate both inter-

institutionally and, bottom-up, at the local and regional level, to make the University-Business 

cooperation a success. Moreover, similar to and within established networking projects that we 

already have with the European Commission (JRC, RTD) and the European Parliament (EPRS), such as 

the Knowledge Exchange Platform – KEP and Science meets Regions, we are ready to look into various 

aspects of academic-business cooperation in our regions and cities. As an example of this, I can cite my 

recent participation at the KEP Industry 5.0 in Gabrovo (Bulgaria) back in September, where I debated 

this topical issue with Deputy Prime Minister Tomislav Donchev and many international participants 

from business and technological universities. 

Let me conclude by my key message 5: 

New societal innovations will shape a new world and Europe can and should play a key role in this 

transformation. There is a power shift coming up. This will require new skills and competencies, 

more public-private cooperation and the capacity to invest and regulate smartly. 

This progress will require, in brief:  

- deep understanding of innovation; 

- entrepreneurial mindset; 

- full use of digitalisation and knowledge-based solutions; 

- high quality research – R especially focusing on disciplines which are crucial in tackling the 

UN SDGs. We have 17 SDGs meaning that all cities and all universities do not need to focus 

on all of these 17, but collaborate and learn to share knowledge and co-create.  
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Ultimately, we as EU institutions' representatives would possibly have the political chance of having 

two super-commissioners, the forthcoming French commissioner and Maryia Gabriel, being 

responsible for three DGs each (!) – GROW, DEFENCE/SPACE and CNECT (the FR representative) and 

RTD, EAC and JRC (Gabriel). This bodes well for ecosystem thinking and action, as well as for changing 

the EU institutional mind-set in this field! Moreover, we need to work together and try to break 

institutional and policy silos, in order to make business-university partnerships a concrete reality in our 

regions and cities in the near future. 

Thank you for your attention! 

 

 


