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1.
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In 2001 the Border, Midland and Western Regional Assembly, as one of two NUTS II Regional Assemblies established in Ireland under the National Development Plan 2000-2006 set out on a very ambitious, challenging yet exciting mission. The mission was to frame a credible and substantive Regional Innovative Actions Programme proposal which would address the main prevailing innovation challenges & technological deficiencies throughout the region’s economy and involving all of the key regional stakeholders. Being recognised throughout the EU as a competent authority to manage and deliver a Regional Programme of Innovative Actions represented an extension to the Assembly’s core management and monitoring responsibilities under the National Development Plan. More importantly the Assembly had a unique opportunity to establish itself as a proactive authority striving for the increased economic development of the region through new and innovative approaches to the delivery of collaborative initiatives.

Following an extensive consultation process with the key agencies, a two year programme involving a process of Innovation auditing, pilot actioning (embracing novel approaches to ICT delivery, education outreach delivery, company innovation & policy assessment) and a strategic planning process was approved by the European Commission. The approved actions under each of the strategic themes were as follows:  

Regional economies based on knowledge and technological innovation 
· Strategic Planning 

· Social Accounting Matrix (SAM)

· Outreach 

e-EuropeRegio: the information society at the service of regional development   

· Information Society

Regional identity and sustainable development  

· Audit/SME Tech Advance

As one of over 120 regions throughout Europe approved by DG Regio under the Innovative Actions Programme in 2001 & 2002, the BMW region had, for the first time an opportunity to experiment with novel project ideas and test new and innovative approaches to project delivery. From a more strategic perspective the seed funding had now become available to engage the public, private, higher education and community sectors with a view to collectively working together to improve the region’s innovation infrastructure, research & absorptive capacity and to plan for a more innovative, competitive and sustainable region.   

The Programme entitled ‘The BMW Region and the New Economy’ was an inclusive, engaging, challenging, diverse and not least innovative pilot initiative. With structural funds assistance of just under €2m, the BMW Regional Assembly, as Managing Body has overseen a programme which has offered real value for money, addressed fundamental gaps across all sectors of the regional economy and most importantly as a result of some of the pilots undertaken has served to position key aspects of rural infrastructural investment as priorities for Government mainstream supports going forward.

The Programme’s management, delivery and rollout from the outset has been inclusive, transparent and all encompassing. 

The programme has been overseen by a regional steering committee representative of the Managing Body, public, private & third level sectors. Over the duration of the programme, the committee has met on nineteen occasions (on average once every six weeks) to approve methodologies and projects and review progress updates from final beneficiaries. The committee has provided direction and focus for the programme’s delivery within the allowable timeframes thus contributing to the efficiency of implementation. 

In rolling out the pilot initatives under each of the three strategic themes of the programme, the Steering Committee used a complementary approach of competitive public calls for proposals as well as using the expertise, resources and administrative capacity available at NUTS III and NUTS IV Authority levels. In this respect the Midlands Regional Authority, County Enterprise Boards, Vocational Education Committees and University/Third Level sector were involved in administering initiatives locally.  

The pilot actions supported under the programme have presented new challenges, demanding new approaches and creative thinking. 

The BMW Audit of Innovation is by far the most innovative of all the pilot initiatives supported. This very extensive baseline report has put in place sustainable regional partnerships and prescribed strong recommendations and further pilot actioning aimed at achieving greater regional competitiveness and increased investment which has been formally communicated to senior Government Ministers and An Taoiseach (Prime Minister) 

The Regional Foresight exercise has also laid down a strong marker for a more strategic and innovative region taking cognisance of key investment priorities and core influencing factors on regional development. The Foresight exercise has put forward a clear vision for the region: - 

‘An innovative, knowledge-based and competitive region, with a high quality environment, first class infrastructure, visionary leadership and a quality of life for its citizens that is among the highest in the world’
Each of the pilot actions through their development and implementation have fostered creative and innovative approaches, which while presenting challenges for promoters have been ultimately successful in putting in place key enabling resources from which mainstream supports have been attracted. The ring fencing of funding under the National Development Plan for rural broadband investment under the County and Group Broadband scheme is an example of this success.

The communication of the programme & dissemination of the programme’s results have also been approached using innovative and imaginative techniques. 

Since programme initiation, tailored presentations have been delivered to a wide spectrum of regional and national audiences. Examples include an international delegation of Academics & Industrialists visiting the North West Region of Ireland in late 2002 as part of a SAIL Network exchange programme, County Development Board teams at local level, National Statutory Development agencies including Enterprise Ireland and the National Enterprise Strategy Group. Elected members of the Regional Assembly have also received communication updates on the programme through the Enterprise & Infrastructure sub committee structure within the BMW Regional Assembly.  The Programme has also been communicated throughout the region through the medium of local radio, printed media and national publications. 

In summary, the ‘BMW Region and the New Economy’ has been a key enabling instrument & foundation from which to build for the future. The programme has been a successful venture on behalf of the region, most notably: -

· key partnerships and solid working relationships have been fostered for future project collaboration, 

· communities and voluntary bodies have been enabled to take the initiative and merge with the private sector on sustainable projects with tangible community dividends,  

· innovative approaches to project delivery and implementation have been developed in partnership with key agency technical personnel.  

· third level education outreach opportunities have been delivered to those peripheral sub regions of the BMW region which have been at a dis-advantage heretofore because of lack of access to educational opportunities and distance from a third level institution and finally 

· the process of auditing of Innovation and foresight visioning has put in place a unique long term vision and strategic goals for the region from which agencies across all sectors have a key part to play in building a competitive, innovative world class regional economy with an unparalleled quality of life for its inhabitants.   

2.
Implementation
2.1
At the programme level  

The implementation of the programme has not differed greatly to that set out in the original proposal approved. At the level of the Programme, the Steering Committee includes representatives from the following public, private & third level Institutions: - 

· Midland Regional Authority (NUTS III)

· Border Regional Authority  (NUTS III) 

· West Regional Authority (NUTS III) 

· Western Development Commission 

· IBEC  (Employers representative body)

· Chambers of Commerce of Ireland (National Business representative body)

· Lionra (regional Higher Education Network in BMW region) 

· Enterprise Ireland 

· BMW Regional Assembly Executive (Director & Assistant Director) 

The programme Steering Committee has over the duration of the programme met regularly to agree on the mechanics of the pilots’ rollout, to assess projects for consideration and to monitor the progress of supported operations.  The administrative structure has been implemented, as approved with contract agreements put in place with project promoters. A Programme Liaison Officer was also appointed in June 2002 to administer the programme on a day to day basis.  
The overall programme objectives have been met through the implementation of the identified pilot initiatives, the completion of key baseline research on the innovation capacity and capability of the region and a strategic planning process involving the identification of investment priorities of the region going forward. Specifically the programme has achieved the following core objectives: - 

· A comprehensive analysis of the regions’ innovation infrastructure and baseline audit of existing and planned ICT infrastructure, applications and support services. The report has adequately informed public debate as envisaged. 
· The process of putting in place an innovative education strategy has been initiated with the supports delivered to the Roscommon, Midlands and Cavan Outreach projects. The support of the relevant players has been achieved in working towards the provision of further and higher education opportunities within disadvantaged areas of the region. To sustain an innovative outreach education strategy, however, it is necessary to garner centralised supports.  

· Through the construction of the Social Accounting Matrix tool, the capacity has been created to analyse the impact of investment programmes on the region which will lead to the enhancement of targeted investment under future programming. The transfer and dissemination of the model to other regions and scenarios are crucial to its sustainability. 
· Through the provision of targeted technology, mentoring, market development and strategic planning supports to twenty six small businesses throughout the region, companies have been able to put in place the necessary investments to grow and develop their businesses in environments where state supports have not been available. 
· The promotion and advancement of the information society throughout the region has been made possible by the provision of seed funding for rural wireless broadband initiatives. This objective has been encapsulated by the follow on commitment from the State to advance the Information Society in the BMW region as a priority. 
· The lessons learned from each of the targeted pilot initiatives and the results from the Audit of Innovation have been used in providing the impetus to map out a framework for a more competitive, innovative and attractive region
At the thematic level 

At the level of the themes the implementation of actions has mirrored in large part the programme approved by the European Commission. A requested three month extension was approved by the European Commission so as to allow for remaining payments to be made to final beneficiaries, independent financial control checks to be performed and final closure arrangements. Some minor amendments to the financial tables were also made to accommodate small budgetary movements between the action headings (these changes did not exceed 10%)

 Following approval of the BMW Innovative Actions programme it was necessary to plot the specific mechanics of the rollout of each of the supported actions. In the case of Action 3.1 (the Technology Advance Programme) it was agreed by the committee that in the interests of practicality and efficiency, the rollout of the pilot initiative would be best served by involving County Enterprise Boards at a county level in the pre-selection of companies. This pre-selection process followed a similar method to that set out in the original proposal. Each participating Co. Enterprise Board put forward on average 2-3 firms which were defined as typical of the type of firm in the BMW region which required a technology injection, mentor assistance or strategic marketing assistance necessary to grow and develop the company to become a high potential export -driven firm. The firms were carefully chosen from the County Enterprise Boards’ client banks after applying the programme criteria. The implementation process worked effectively with the co-operation of eleven participating County Enterprise Boards. Twenty seven companies received grant offer letters in November 2003 and approved funds were drawn down over an eight month period.
When defining the scope of the Technology Advance Programme, it was also agreed by the Steering Committee that in addition to direct company grants schemes, the nature of interventions be extended to look at further innovation supports. To this end the steering committee approved a proposal to extend the business and innovation support services of Westbic (the business & innovation centre in then the Border and West regions) to the midlands sub region. The funding made available from the Innovative Actions programme helped initiate a BIC presence in the midlands region and dedicate co-ordination and management activities to the delivery of services in the four midland counties of Westmeath, Longford, Offaly & Laois.  

The Strategic Planning process which was included as part of the original proposal set out to put in place a strategic innovation plan for the BMW region in addition to identifying mechanisms for the improvement of the region’s competitiveness. As set out at the outset it was intended that the Audit of Innovation, when complete would provide the optimum foundation from which a longer term outlook could be plotted. This process has taken the form of the BMW Regional Foresight exercise which was initiated in January 2004 and involves identifying strategic investment priorities for the region, in particular innovation investment using a 20 year outlook. 

In the roll out of the programme, direct linkages and synergies were established with other programmes throughout the BMW Region. A Cross Border Initiative, involving the main Economic Development players north & south entitled the ‘North West Regional Innovation Strategy’ was subscribed to by the Assembly. While the process is not complete at this time, the Innovative Actions Programme and its contents were communicated to the main stakeholders in the RIS process. The BMW Audit of Innovation is viewed as a critical foundation to the NW RIS and the findings of which are widely accepted as a key cornerstone to a sub regional Innovation framework.  

Regarding other initiatives throughout the region, the Innovative Actions Programme has served to complement and initiate further targeted programmes. The activities undertaken in the Innovative Actions Programme very much complement the mainstream activities funded under both the Micro Enterprise and Regional Innovation Strategies measures of the BMW Regional Operational Programme under the National Development Plan. Since initiating the audit of Innovation process, new and tailored programmes specific to the BMW region have been introduced by the State Agencies with a view to increasing levels of entrepreneurship, appropriate research and company growth. The Applied Research Enhancement Scheme, for example has been introduced in the past twelve months by Enterprise Ireland which aims to improve levels of applied research within the Institutes of Technology throughout the region. A €7m Enterprise Equity Fund Programme was introduced in 2003 by the then Minister for Enterprise Trade & Employment, Mary Harney T.D. to increase the number of high potential start up firms in the BMW region through the provision of equity finance.

 As a direct result of involvement in managing an EU Innovative Actions Programme, the BMW Regional Assembly, alongside NUI Galway is participating in an Interreg IIIB transnational Project involving partners from the five member states of the Atlantic Area. The project entitled ‘REGINA’ brings together public, private & University organisations from the Basque, Galician & Andalucian regions of Spain, Brittany in France, Porto & Algarve in Portugal, the BMW region and the West Midlands region of the United Kingdom. The overriding objective of the project is to look closely at regional innovation & governance structures within each of the regions, identify common niche areas/synergies from which common transnational pilot initiatives can be developed and strategies put in place aimed at increasing the research capacity of each of the regions, thus collectively positioning the regions of the Atlantic area strategically within the European Research Area.  

The Innovative Actions Programme in the BMW region, overall, has been a very worthwhile learning exercise. The content of the programme has represented a good mix of project material embraced under the umbrella of “Innovative Actions” and ranging from research/policy work to specific pilot actioning and strategic planning. The programme has encompassed very innovative subject matter with the Audit of Innovation representing the most extensive and innovative project supported. 

The partnership approach has worked effectively with all stakeholders throughout the region engaging with the programme. The level of buy-in to the Audit of Innovation and Foresight processes from the public, private, community/voluntary & third level sectors has been particularly encouraging and the results achieved are testimony to this support. Likewise, the goodwill demonstrated by the Central Statistics Office in making available key NUTS II data to the Social Accounting Matrix project has fostered a good working relationship with the Managing Body which will be consolidated going forward. 

The programme has been extremely successful from a number of perspectives not least the publication of the Audit of Innovation Report which represents the first major piece of published research and policy work undertaken at NUTS II level on behalf of the BMW Regional Assembly. As stated in the Executive summary of this report, the initiatives undertaken under the e-EuropeRegio theme have assisted in making rural broadband initiatives central to mainstream Government investment priorities. From the Private sector technology advance scheme 
delivered, total company investment of over €1m was generated as a result of making available circa €400,000 in ERDF assistance.   
In short the main successes of the programme were: - 

· For the first time the region had a baseline picture of levels of innovation research capability and technological advancement from which to introduce improved cross sectoral supports 

· Pilot actions supported have, through the provison of seed funding laid the foundation for more sustainable state supports. 

· A mechanism has been developed to critically assess the economic and social impact of investment on the region. 

· Agency players have been challenged by engaging with all the pilots on a regional playing field and working collaboratively beyond colloquial parameters. This is viewed as critical to consolidating the region’s support infrastructure.

Notwithstanding the main successes of the Programme, many lessons have also been learned from the implementation stages. Challenges which presented themselves throughout the Programme will be addressed going forward. Communities, for example require much needed technical assistance and brokerage expertise in the whole area of project management and ongoing monitoring if they are to be effective partners in project delivery. The Audit of Innovation, while presenting key opportunities for the region, also set out very clearly the major inhibitors to innovation. Companies within the region require greater and more focussed supports to grow, develop and remain competitive; likewise the culture of innovation within the region must improve. The BMW region has traditionally not fostered an entrepreneurial culture. Attitudes must change towards enterprise, new ventures and risk, as the audit has alluded to.  

The Programme in the BMW region has made a very positive impact on testing new ways of approaching and managing projects, collectively addressing the key challenges facing all sectoral interests throughout the region. In short the Programme has succeeded in proving that for regional innovation to be fostered and sustain itself, those closest to the innovation arena must think strategically, beyond local responsibilities.  The experiences in establishing sub steering commitees to oversee the Audit of Innovation, BMW Wireless Broadband service and the Foresight exercise has initiated a platform from which regional influencers can develop strategies and collaboratively tackle barriers to growth.

2.2         Monitoring and evaluation 

Monitoring
The programme monitoring system implemented has worked well and effectively. Over the life of the Programme, the Steering Committee has met on nineteen occasions to agree the specific rollout framework of each of the approved pilot actions, approve individual projects presented for consideration, monitor progress and expenditure on each operation. 

Committee members at each Steering Committee meeting were presented with an update report on each of the approved actions. Individual project reports were furnished to the BMW Executive in advance of each meeting. Article 4 (Regulation EC 438/2001) physical inspections were also carried out by the Assembly Executive in compliance with the requirements of the EU Structural Funds General Regulation following the examination of expenditure claims received from project promoters. These inspections served as another key monitoring tool in reviewing the practical progress made and challenges encountered by promoters on the ground. In addition, updates were provided electronically to committee members and some decisions were made by written procedure to speed execution of decision making.

Furthermore, where practicable, the Assembly Director officiated at the launch of many of the supported pilot projects including the three rural broadband initiatives, the Technology Advance Programme, the Social Accounting Matrix and the three Educational Outreach projects. This was also useful from a monitoring point of view in that it allowed the Managing Body engage at a local level with final beneficiaries, gauge the level of local buy-in and monitor the initial commitment to the co-financed pilots. The local dimension to each of these projects has been viewed by the Steering Committee as key to their long term sustainability. 

In addition to the above, regular meetings were held with promoters over the life of the pilot actions where issues such as management arrangements, challenges and longer term sustainability were discussed with the Managing Body. Promotional seminars & Dissemination events organised by final beneficiaries also acted as a useful monitoring mechanism.  

Evaluation

The evaluation of the programme has been carried out on an ongoing basis by the Steering Committee over the programme’s life through the periodic review of the implementation of initiatives supported by the ERDF, ongoing assessment of how actions have been meeting objectives and determining the impact and effectiveness of the interventions. Given the ongoing evaluation of the programme by the committee, it has been agreed that a final commissioned report is not necessary for evaluation purposes. The Final Report Template draws on key information which overlaps on the evaluation process and therefore, as the committee has determined will address, among other key issues: - 

· The potential for mainstreaming of the pilot actions 

· The obstacles encountered and how these were overcome

· The sustainability of the actions 

The Steering Committee agreed that given the pilot nature of actions undertaken, the Steering Committee itself was best placed to evaluate the programme on an ongoing basis rather than commissioning an external consultant/evaluator to undertake an ex-post exercise. 

2.3         Strategy  

The strategy deployed by the BMW Innovative Actions Steering Committee from the outset of the programme has been inclusive, transparent, comprehensive and most importantly has been successful in promoting innovation at regional level. The key challenge from the outset has been to engage relevant actors regionally in the delivery of the programme. While more effort is required in this mission going forward, given Ireland’s relatively new regional structures, the Innovative Actions Programme has provided the platform to involving a broad cross-section of the regional economy in working together on key innovation and technological challenges. There has been broad cross sectoral agreement that the co-financed cross sectoral innovation initiatives have provided a framework from which all players can participate in the years ahead to make the BMW Region more competitive and sustainable.  The systems devised by the steering committee to efficiently manage and progress the programme represent key partnerships with all the key stakeholders including State Bodies, the Third Level sector, the community & voluntary and private sectors. The strategy employed in the enactment of each of the strategic themes and its results is best explained by way of the core growth engines set out overleaf, which have been central to the programme’s success: 

Growth Engine 1: 
Planning & Impact Assessment Growth 

In order to plan for the future of the region, it is first of all imperative that there exists a clear understanding of the impact of investment and the allocation of resources to all sectors of the regional economy. The Social Accounting Matrix policy assessment tool which was constructed on behalf of the region by a transatlantic project team consisting of econometricians and statisticians from Universities in Ireland and the USA and Letterkenny Institute of Technology in the North West of the BMW region, relied heavily upon a collaborative partnership approach engaging all relevant agencies. 

In addition to the need for specialist econometric expertise and statistical analytical supports, the project was also dependent on the availability of vital NUTS II data to compile a substantive econometric analytical model.  To facilitate this requirement, the strategy of partnership was extended to involve this key enabling resource. The Authority in Ireland responsible for the collection and grouping of statistical data – the Central Statistics Office, following a request from the BMW Regional Assembly agreed to accommodate the project’s need to access vital NUTS II data. The CSO’s collaboration was instrumental to the construction and completion of this unprecedented piece of policy work in Ireland. A Statistical Officer from the University of Missouri worked on placement at the CSO for a period of four months. This placement afforded the project key NUTS II sectoral data which made the project feasible. The placement of an external Statistical Officer with the CSO was unprecedented and viewed as a critical success factor for the project. The good working relationship with the CSO, which has come about as a result of the project will be built upon for other projects going forward. 

To disseminate the results of the strategy on policy and impact assessment growth key agency policy makers, Econometricians and Statisticians were involved in a number of seminars throughout the project’s life to look at the further application and usage of the model. The completed model was presented at a national seminar to key policy makers in September 2004. 

Growth Engine 2: 
Education as a driver of Economic Growth  

The strategy implemented to put in place measures to address educational deficits and the prevailing ‘brain drain’ syndrome throughout the BMW region was achieved through a process of consultation, engagement and dialogue with the agencies at NUTS III and IV levels best positioned to assess the specific educational needs of rural and peripheral sub regions of the BMW region, most notably the Midlands, mid Border region and Co. Roscommon.  Geographic constraints to education accessibility, low ICT penetration, dearth of alternative delivery methods and heretofore low uptake in educational programmes were key motivating factors in devising a strategy whereby all relevant stakeholders were engaged in bringing together specific local needs into a regional framework. To this end the Border, Midland and West Regional Authorities (NUTS III), Vocational Education Committees in Roscommon, Laois, and Offaly, the County Development Boards, Third Level Institutes and Enterprise Boards were involved in the process of strategically tackling the educational deficits in the BMW region.   

The partnerships that have been fostered have led to key investments in co-ordination, state of the art equipment, business planning and market research necessary for ensuring the delivery of accredited & recognised programmes to a diverse range of users on an outreach basis. 

Growth Engine 3: 
ICT and Innovative Processes in Business

The BMW Audit of Innovation found that companies in the Border Midland and West region of Ireland were characteristically small companies, challenged by technological advancement, market development and competitive forces. Such companies have potentially high growth and export prospects and were in need of more customised, innovative supports necessary for growth, the report found.
In devising a strategy to address this deficit, the Steering Committee agreed that micro enterprises assisted by County Enterprise Boards (NUTS IV) would be the best positioned to avail of such developmental supports. As a result, all Enterprise Boards throughout the region were consulted with eleven CEBs agreeing to engage in a pre-selection process from their data bank of client companies which identified approximately 2-3 companies per county for consideration. Following the approval of the company investment plans by the Innovative Actions Steering Committee, Enterprise Boards subsequently worked closely with the chosen companies in overseeing the implementation of the company investment plans. In total, 26 companies participated in the BMW Technology Advance Programme which provided company supports for specific technology investment, market development, business planning and mentoring assistance. 

The strategy for the greater part worked extremely well from an efficiency and programme management perspective. However the rollout of the pilot programme did prove that companies in the BMW region need to be more strategic in their outlook to gain the competitive advantage.  

Growth engine 4: 
Promoting economic and social cohesion in the information society 

The strategy employed to promote the benefits of participating in the Information

Society and to promote social inclusion through increased usage of ICT was

devised following careful consideration by the Steering Committee.  The

committee’s strategy followed 

· some initial research into technologies tested in other EU countries 

· taking cognisance of mainstream Government supports to ICT initiatives,

· consideration of the prevailing rural deficiencies in ICT access and consultation with ICT experts in relevant Government Departments and Consulting firms. 

The Steering Committee agreed that one of the greatest barriers to the economic development of the region was infrastructure and in particular broadband infrastructure. To pilot a rural broadband initiative was a very challenging proposition, which required both technical know-how and local community buy-in. Both characteristics were brought together by way of a public call for expressions of interest whereby consortia of licensed Telecomms providers and local communities were invited to come forward with proposals to pilot the supply of a rural wireless broadband service to remote areas of the BMW Region otherwise excluded from participating under the mainstream National fibre broadband rollout. As part of the process followed proposals were invited from the community, voluntary and private sectors. A large degree of interest was generated from a cross section of interests throughout the region and beyond. Eighteen proposals were received following the open call for proposals in January 2003 and six were subsequently recommended for support by a technical assessment committee, established to adjudicate on the proposals received under the BMW Wireless Internet Service. 

The strategy worked well and was very focussed on identifying the most sustainable projects for EU support. The lessons learned from the strategy highlighted the challenges facing the community and voluntary sectors throughout the BMW Region in mobilising a significant innovative project management effort. Cross-sectoral support and comprehensive buy-in to the process were achieved in rolling out this complex initiative. The strategy adopted under the pilot has increased greatly the profile of broadband and its benefits as a key enabling infrastructure throughout the region. The process has also served to increase competition and create potential opportunities among the private Telecomms providers. Furthermore, added networking opportunities have come about for rural communities to aggregate with outlying areas.  The Government has since deployed a national mainstream initiative entitled the ‘County and Group Broadband Scheme’ using a similar strategy. The scheme involves a €25m investment over five years. 

The Innovative Actions Programme has also involved two very significant pieces of strategic policy and planning work in the form of the BMW Audit of Innovation and the BMW Regional Foresight Exercise. 

While very different in their objectives, approach and outputs, the strategies overlapped somewhat in both processes, for example

· A public tendering process was used in choosing the consultants to perform both the audit of innovation and the process facilitation element of the regional foresight exercise. 

· As part of the research phase of the audit of innovation, multi stakeholder engagement took place across a wide range of sectors including the micro enterprise, hi tech, Foreign Direct Investment Companies, Third level sector, state support structure and community and voluntary sectors.

A similar consultation and engagement process to that outlined above took place as part of the foresight exercise where thematic panels and regional consultation workshops were used to enagage stakeholder participation. 
· A specialist Steering Committee was appointed in both instances to oversee the progress of each of the projects. 

· With both the Audit of Innovation and the Regional Foresight exercise 

international comparisons and expertise were exploited in putting together  strategic frameworks for a more innovative, competitive and sustainable region.  

Overall the strategy adopted was successful because: -

I. The current and prevailing situation was comprehensively assessed as part of the audit exercise 

II. Widespread participation of stakeholders was achieved giving buy in to the work undertaken.

III. Successful pilot projects were administered which met with the programme
2.4       Objectives 

The objectives set out from the outset of the Innovative Actions process were clear with defined parameters and scope set out for each of the actions beginning with a baseline examination and analysis of the regions’ innovation system, absorptive and research capacity and levels of technological adaptation. This was followed by targeted pilot supports, each with defined expectations and goals and culminating in a strategic planning process for the region, drawing from the results and experiences of all the actions. 

Since the programme’s initiation in January 2002, the objectives have been met in so far as: -

· For the first time the region has a key policy report in the form of the Audit of Innovation from which a framework has been prescribed making provision for the inclusion of all regional actors in working towards a more innovative and competitive region 

· By piloting a rural wireless broadband initiative, the BMW Regional Assembly highlighted the need for an alternative mechanism to connect rural communities to modern telecommunications infrastructure and thus contributing to the lasting economic and social cohesion of the region. 

This objective has been met to a great degree with the Government mainstreaming of rural broadband supports. 

· The Technology Advance programme assisted with providing the necessary financial leverage to those small firms throughout the region most needy of growth-induced supports. The funding made available to 26 small firms highlighted the extent to which small firms fall victim of the state support infrastructure in that following the start-up phase they grow to become too big for micro enterprise supports and yet are not large enough to become larger, export-focused firms eligible for indigenous high potential grant supports.
· The Strategic Planning process which was initiated in January 2004 garnered the results of the pilot actioning phases and very much built upon the framework of the BMW Audit of Innovation, as initially perceived. Using a regional foresight approach and examining the potential make up of the region using a twenty year outlook, a strategic vision has been developed for the region which provides for a more innovative, competitive, entrepreneurial and creative region with a high quality of life.
Using pilot initiatives to address gaps and deficiencies throughout the region, the BMW Innovative Actions Steering Committee strived to make these issues a priority for exchequer investment. The announcement of the County and Group Broadband scheme was welcomed as a positive acknowledgment of the importance of the wireless Internet pilot projects supported under the programme. While the objectives of the Outreach initiative were met with the successful rollout of accredited educational opportunities to rural communities throughout the region, the issue of further and higher education within dis-advantaged areas of the BMW region has yet to be recognised nationally. While the funding provided under the Innovative Actions Programme has led to the leverage of small amounts of other funding, the ring fencing of national funds for outreach delivery remains to be prioritised in Departmental budgets. 

While the objectives of the Innovative Actions Programme have been achieved for the most part, regional actors on the ground need to work more closely to ensure that national priority is given to addressing existing gaps sooner rather than later. 

2.5
Partnership 

The partnership approach has been fundamental to the management and delivery of the Programme. At the level of the Steering Committee the partnership approach has provided the much needed focus and impetus required to successfully deliver the programme to the region. Given the BMW region’s relatively weak innovation structural framework, a strong management and steering arrangement was imperative. The diversity of the partnership approach brought new ideas and approaches to the table and provided the solutions to many of the technical challenges which presented themselves throughout the implementation phases. Perspectives from individuals drawn from the industrial, business network, third level and state sponsored sectors added to the innovative partnership approach.   

The separation of regional layers of administration has enhanced the programme greatly. The diagram below will help explain the degree of partnership involvement in the programme. 








As Managing Authority for a Regional Operational Programme under the National Development Plan 2000-2006, the BMW Regional Assembly used the network of partners and agency stakeholders to leverage expertise, create awareness  and disseminate the results of the innovative initiatives  within National Policy Institutes, Government Departments, other Managing Authorities and among political leaders. For example discussions were held with the Taoiseach (Prime Minister), senior executive managers within  Forfas, the Industrial Development Agency, Enterprise Ireland and also with the Chief Science Advisor to the Government.
2.6         Publicity  

From the outset of the programme, publicity requirements have been complied with in full. All presentations delivered by the Assembly staff have included an acknowledgement of the ERDF support under the Innovative Actions Programme with clear visibility of the EU logo. Project specific advertisements in regional and local newspapers have also taken cognisance of the funding source where co-ordination positions and other advertisements have been placed in the National and Regional press.
In addition to the visibility of the EU in advertisements, local print media have carried very informative articles on the subject matter of the EU supports. For example, in depth articles were written on rural broadband as a result of the BMW Wireless pilot initiative where the critical issues surrounding demand and supply were debated. On the same issue, local radio stations carried interviews with local promoters, the BMW Executive and elected representatives on the importance of the pilot initiatives in delivering cost- effective, reliable broadband to remote areas of the region, a pre-requisite to attract outside investment. 

The Technology Advance Programme also attracted regional media attention where some of the small firms supported under the pilot were case studied. Press articles were published in which Owner Managers elaborated on the importance of the grant support provided in carrying forward the growth, development and diversification plans of their businesses.

In the case of the third level outreach centres supported under the programme, brochures and invitations produced for project launches have all carried a clear acknowledgement of the EU support. Some examples are attached (of the Roscommon and Laois Third Level Outreach Projects) in an annex to this report. 

All Project Promoters have received Publicity plaques from the Managing Body which acknowledge the support of the EU through the ERDF Innovative Actions Programme.

Press Releases dispatched by the BMW Regional Assembly with the announcement of approved funding all carried full acknowledgement of the EU Innovative Actions Programme also. 

Where a tendering process was initiated, the National Print Media was used to advertise open calls for proposals in the case of the Audit of Innovation and the BMW Wireless Internet service. Copies of both advertisements placed with the Irish Times and the Irish Independent in July 2002 and January 2003 respectively are included in an annex to this Report as are other examples of publicity from various print media throughout the region. 

In November 2004, Mr. Brian Cowan T.D., Minister for Finance in Ireland formally launched the BMW Audit of Innovation report. The launch also served to attract media reporters and regionally based journalists who afforded the event coverage on local radio and press. 

To disseminate the results of the Programme, several presentations have been delivered by the BMW Regional Assembly Executive to a wide variety of Interest groupings throughout the region and at National Level. For example at National level the Enterprise Strategy Group established by Government to look at strategic enterprise policy received a presentation from the BMW Regional Assembly on the main recommendations of the Audit of Innovation. The Industrial Development Agency and Enterprise Ireland also received delegations from the Assembly.  An Taoiseach Bertie Ahern received a delegation from the BMW Regional Assembly in late 2004 where, among other issues the infrastructure & research deficit throughout the region was raised. These challenges formed a key cornerstone emerging from the Audit of Innovation. Other regional presentations were delivered to University, County Development Board and Community & Voluntary  audiences.  (Presentation slides included in an annex to this report)

In terms of networking with other Managing Bodies, the BMW Regional Assembly has participated in the UK Regional Programme of Innovative Actions Network. A presentation was delivered at the first networking event in Waterford, Ireland in September 2004. Close liaison is maintained with Assembly colleagues in the Southern & Eastern region of Ireland in addition to UK colleagues. The BMW Regional Assembly will participate in a networking event scheduled for June 2005 in Glasgow, Scotland. The region is also part of the IRE Network & participates in organised events. 

2.7          Financial Execution & Control 

The Financial Management system put in place to ensure the smooth running of the programme is comprised of three layers each involving a number of key functions encompassing the Paying Body (Department of Finance), the Managing Body (BMW Regional Assembly) and the final beneficiaries at project level. Each of the three tiers in the financial management and control system is interlinked as demonstrated below - 




Paying Body

Paying Body

At the level of the Paying Body, the Department of Finance was responsible for the disbursement of the initial 40% advance payment to the Managing Body from the European Commission. More recently and following receipt of a statement of expenditure prepared by the Managing Body, the Paying Body performed a spot check on expenditure, accounting systems and records in July 2004. Following certification of this expenditure claim, application for payment of the second 40% tranche of ERDF was made to the European Commission on August 4th 2004. Funds have since been received by the Managing Body. A similar procedure will be followed when declaring a final certificate of expenditure. A 5% audit of all expenditure under the programme was carried out by the ERDF Financial Control Unit in February 2005.
Managing Body

At the level of the Managing Body, the Certification process followed has been thorough and complete in compliance with the requirements of Commission Regulations relating to the management of EU Structural funds. An Innovative Actions bank account was established with a licensed institution from the outset of the programme to manage the funds. Separate accounting spreadsheets and database management systems have been maintained to account for income & expenditure. Microsoft Access and Excel applications are used to prepare and maintain payment vouchers and other relevant accounting records. 

Physical inspections, in accordance with Article 4 of Commission Regulation 438/2001 have been carried out on tangible projects following desktop examination of claims presented by project promoters to ensure the actuality of expenditure incurred. Examples of on site physical inspections which took place include: - 

· Virginia Wireless Broadband project 

· Ballinlough Wireless Broadband project

· Strokestown Wireless Broadband project 

· Cavan Innovation & Technology Centre 

· Offaly Vocational Education Committee
This verification process has also been followed by the County Enterprise Boards when administering claims under the Technology Advance Pilot Programme on behalf of the BMW Regional Assembly. The Managing Body has adhered strictly to all Commission Regulations including Regulation 448/2004 on the eligibility of expenditure incurred, Regulation 1159/2000 on ensuring publicity & information requirements are complied with in full and Council Directives on the award of public contracts.
As required, the Managing Body submits Statements of Expenditure for certification and makes applications for payment to the Paying Body. 

Final Beneficiary

At the level of the final beneficiary, contract agreements have been made with all promoters. In total, thirty six contract agreements were enterered into by the Managing Body which set out general & specific conditions pertaining to the awarding of grant support to each project. Examples of conditions of grant aid include:  

· Eligibility of expenditure incurred 

· Tax Clearance requirements 

· Insurance Indemnification requirements in the case of both the Managing Body and the EU
· Publicity requirements 

· Withholding of payments 

· Procurement

· Compliance with EU requirements.

All claims submitted by the final beneficiary bodies to the Managing Body contain completed claim forms, paid original invoices and evidence of payment by way of bank statements, receipts or cleared cheques. All back up documentation is held by the Managing Body. 

In the case of the Technical Assistance budget assigned to the BMW Regional Assembly, all records are maintained internally concerning salary recoupment of the Programme Liaison Officer, travel claims of the Programme Liaison Officer, Executive staff and Steering Committee members, pro-rata quarterly charges to the overheads of the organisation, consumables and time allocated by other Executive staff members to the Programme, supported by timesheets. The audit trail for the programme has been maintained at all times throughout the life of the initiative and all records will be maintained for the requisite period following the closure of the programme.
Regular statements of expenditure by each strand of the programme were made available to the Programme Steering Committee for their consideration and approval. Amendments to the financial plan were approved by the Steering Committee either at a meeting or by written procedure prior to their notification to DG Regional Policy. 

To provide for the prevention and detection of irregularities, the Managing Body has signed grant agreements with all final beneficiaries which outline general EU conditions and specific requirements pertaining to the implementation, monitoring  and control of the project and drawdown of the grant. To assist project promoters in submitting the appropriate documentation and accurate information with the claim, the Managing Body has drawn up a ‘checklist’ document which clearly outlines the requirements when drawing down EU Grant aid. Examples of checklists are included in an annex to this report in relation to the BMW Wireless Internet service and the BMW Technology Advance Programme.

Control 

The ERDF Financial Control Unit in Ireland has responsibility for the financial control of the programme (5% Verification). To this end this organisation ensures that: -

· Compliance is upheld with EU requirements on areas such as eligibility of expenditure, public tendering, publicity and competition. 

· Compliance is maintained throughout on the principles of sound financial management.  

· Measures are put in place to detect, prevent and correct irregularities  

The ERDF Financial control Unit has completed its control checks on the Programme at this point. A Controller from the Unit conducted a control examination on 5% of the expenditure in late February 2005. A sample number of projects were chosen for inspection where files and contract agreements were inspected,  claims examined and procedures checked. One project assisted under the Programme– the Cavan Innovation and Technology Centre was inspected in situ. This one day site visit entailed physical examination of serial numbers of equipment purchased, a desktop examination of files maintained relating to the claim and inspection of publicity compliances. 

2.8      Individual Actions  (per strategic theme)  

Regional identity and sustainable development 

Action 3.1       BMW Audit of Innovation     

The Audit of Innovation was included within the Innovative Actions Programme as a key instrument in determining & measuring levels of innovation, entrepreneurship, technological advancement and absorbtive capacity within the region. It is considered an integral enabling baseline gauge of innovation performance across all sectors of the regional economy including the State Support sector, third level sector, private sector, community & community sector. 

The process involved in conducting the audit was comprehensive and involved the participation of stakeholders across a diverse range of sectors. A dedicated Steering Committee was put in place to oversee the research project of over twelve months duration which met regularly with the CIRCA Group Europe Ltd (the Consultants chosen to conduct the audit). The auditing process involved the following: - 

· Extensive Desk Research on National, Regional & EU-wide economic & statistical reports;
· One to One Interviews with heads of State Agencies throughout the region for example County Managers, Regional Managers of IDA, Enterprise Ireland, CEOs of County Enterprise Boards and Heads of Development;
· Focus Group discussions with Micro Enterprises, Hi tech Firms, FDI (Foreign Direct Investment) assisted companies, Third Level Institutions, the State sector and the community and voluntary sector;
·  International comparison exercises with the Tampere region of Finland, Central Macedonia region of Greece and the South Yorkshire region of the UK; 
· Case studies conducted on specific industry, third level and tourism related projects in the region; 
· Regional dissemination seminar held where the results and main findings of the audit were communicated to a regional audience and
· Formal launch of the publication by the Minister for Finance, Mr. Brian Cowan, TD.  

The process of auditing innovation levels throughout the region was a very long and tedious exercise which required the commitment and buy-in of a very diverse regional audience. This commitment was duly secured and contributed to a very important and strategic piece of policy work for the region. The Audit of Innovation, given its magnitude and coverage has set out the roadmap for a more sustainable and competitive region and represents a powerful lobbying instrument from which the region can strive for increased investment in infrastructure, research & development and supports to small industry. The Audit of Innovation is considered the most innovative pilot project undertaken by the Assembly. The Report has been widely accepted by state agencies, the private sector and public representatives as an essential key building block for the region which was absent from regional development plans heretofore. 

The Audit of Innovation report set out a series of recommendations and pilot actions which are encapsulated in the Strategic Innovation Framework set out hereunder: - 
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Each of the building blocks above are inter-related and marry with the prescribed pilots actions set out in the Audit of Innovation report, i.e.

· Regional Foresight 

· Improving SME Innovation capacity and Third level linkages 

· Creation of Clusters and Networks

· Improvement of the level of appropriate research in the Institutes of Technology in the BMW region 
The total cost of the audit which included consultants fees and publication costs came to €224,302.46 
Action 3.1        BMW Technology Advance Programme  

To address the challenges of low ICT penetration and technological adaptation within small firms, the Technology Advance Programme was implemented using the existing network of County Enterprise Boards throughout the Region. As the state support agency responsible for the development of the micro business sector, Enterprise Boards were perfectly positioned to fast-track the short listing and pre-selection of companies best suited to participate in a pilot initiative aimed at stimulating company growth and development, technological advancement, strategic planning and market planning.  

The Investment proposals of twenty nine small  firms were put forward for consideration to the Innovative Actions Steering Committee from eleven County Enterprise Boards throughout the region. Twenty seven company investment proposals were approved following a detailed assessment process performed by the Committee during November 2003. 

The response from the private sector was particularly encouraging. The involvement of the County Enterprise Boards was key to this uptake. Of the twenty seven approved proposals, all but one implemented vital investment plans totalling in excess of €1m with grant supports in excess of €400,000 in ERDF assistance. What was proposed in the initial proposal was circa €174,160 in matching funds from the private sector, this projection was greatly exceeded and augurs well for the future participation of the private sector in similar programmes going forward. What is pleasing is that while much more needs to be achieved in growing the small business sector throughout the BMW region, the private sector is willing to engage in regionally specific support programmes. Details of the criteria applied to the programme are attached in an annex to this report. 

Under the Technology Advance Programme, the Steering Committee also ringfenced a small amount of funding for the extension of business and innovation
services to the Midlands sub region of the BMW Region. Westbic, the Business and Innovation support agency had up to 2003, a support presence to the business community in the Border and West sub regions. As a result of the funding made available from the BMW Innovative Actions programme, Westbic was given the opportunity to extend its catchment area to encompass the entire BMW region. The seed funding made available supported initial office set up and co-ordination costs.  The Project was greatly facilitated by key agents in the midlands region, in particular the Midland Regional Authority who helped instigate the project in the first instance and Enterprise Ireland who dedicated office space to the project. Other agents who assisted with the project in the Midlands region included the Third Level Institutions, LEADER companies, Enterprise Boards and more importantly the private sector firms, many of whom have become Midland BIC clients, tapping into the comprehensive suite of business and innovation support programmes and services available. The total grant package approved was €496,641 ERDF of which €444,803.19 was paid to final beneficiaries.
e-EuropeRegio: the information society at the service of regional development 

Action 2.1  Information Society   : BMW Wireless Internet Service

Following extensive consultation with regional stakeholders and expert advice taken from Government Departments throughout 2002, the Innovative Actions Steering Committee decided that the most useful way to progress the promotion of the Information Society pilot was to pursue an initiative that addressed significant  deficits in the supply of rural broadband services to isolated communities throughout the region involving a technical impetus at the level of the Telecommunications provider and a local community input. The initiative very much complemented the national mainstream optic fibre investment programme.
Accordingly an Expression of Interest process was initiated where consortia of licensed Telecomms operators in conjunction with rural communities of population less than 2000 were invited to come forward with proposals to pilot the supply of an ‘always on’, cost effective wireless broadband service to those rural, remote areas of the region outside the eligibility criteria of the National Broadband Programme. Wireless was chosen by the committee as an appropriate technology to pilot, given its success in delivering reliable broadband to rural communities in Nordic states and across the USA. A detailed eligibility criteria document was drafted which set out the format in which proposals should be presented and the shortlisting criteria applicable (included in an annex to this report) 

An overwhelming level of interest was generated in response to the initiative. Eighteen proposals were received and following a detailed assessment process performed by a specially appointed technical steering committee, it was agreed that six proposals be recommended for support from the Innovative Actions Programme. As the budget allocated to this action of €240,000 in ERDF was sufficient only to fund three proposals in an order of merit, discussions were initiated immediately with Mr. Eamon O’ Cuiv, T.D Minister for Community, Rural & Gaeltacht Affairs in Ireland on the possibility of funding the remaining three proposals from exchequer sources. This request was well received by the Minister who identified the pilot initiative as very worthwhile and critical for the longer term sustainability of rural Ireland. The top-up exchequer funding brought the total Grant package to over €0.5m. The successful projects were as follows: 

· Ballinlough, Co Roscommon and Ballyhaunis, Co. Mayo in association with Last Mile Wireless 

· Strokestown, Co. Roscommon in association with Last Mile Ltd. 

· Virginia, Co. Cavan in association with Digiweb Ltd. 

· Dungloe, Co. Donegal in association with Eircom 

· Lanesboro, Co Longford and Ballyleague, Co. Roscommon in association with Last Mile Ltd. 

· Enniscrone, Co. Sligo and Killala, Co. Mayo in association with AI Bridges.  

The Pilot initiative, while slow in gaining momentum initially has proved extremely successful. Over 300 users drawn from the business, residential, SOHO (single occupier, home office) and core public services sectors have subscribed to the regional broadband service which has been welcomed throughout the region as a key enabling infrastructure which will attract investment into rural areas of the BMW region and improve the general quality of life of rural dwellers in interacting electronically with local government, commerce, education and edutainment. It has also offered workers the choice of working from home which is generally accepted as a positive lifestyle choice open to people. 

The process, again, like many of the other pilot initiatives funded would not have been possible but for the partnership approach involved and commitment garnered from state agencies, in particular Local Authorities throughout the region who facilitated the deployment of crucial backbone infrastructure.  

Most importantly, the objectives in promoting the awareness, education and potential of broadband infrastructure have been well disseminated by the project promoters on the ground. The Government has now decided to mainstream supports for rural broadband in Ireland through the announcement of the County and Group Broadband Scheme which will make available up to €25m over a five year period for rural broadband services. The BMW Wireless Broadband service along with other pilot initiatives implemented nationally, have contributed to this decision by Government.

There was a very minor change to the budget line for this pilot action. The approved budget reflected ERDF of €240,000. This amount of funding was increased to €263,431 to accommodate the first three projects approved in an order of merit. The €23,431 was deducted from the strategic planning budget (action 1.1). A total of €259,628.93 ERDF was paid to project promoters.
Regional economies based on knowledge and technological innovation. 

Action 1.3    BMW Education Outreach pilot

The Primary objective of the Outreach pilot initiative was to develop and implement an innovative education strategy in those peripheral sub regions of the BMW economy which were not serviced by Third level educational institutions locally. In particular, the areas identified were the midland counties of Laois, Offaly and Longford, Roscommon in the west of the region and the west border region taking into account Counties Cavan and Leitrim. Each of these counties were dislocated by distance from the Institutes of Technology, Colleges of further education and University in the region. 

Together with the regional agencies and support groupings, specific needs were identified in each county, assimilated into various  proposals and communicated to the Innovative Actions Steering Committee. The supports ultimately approved by the committee reflected different stages of development of Outreach projects. The specific projects funded are set out hereunder: - 

A.    Roscommon  

Overseen by a county wide consortium grouping comprised of business, state sector, third level representation and the community sector, and administered on a day to day basis by Roscommon Vocational Education Committee, the Roscommon outreach project was approved in the sum of €160,000 ERDF under the Innovative Actions programme. The funding provided assisted with initial business planning and co-ordination tasks in stage 1 and following the compilation of a Business Plan, supports were provided for the capital fit out of the centre in the town of Boyle, County Roscommon – identified in the Business Plan as the optimum location for Outreach delivery in county Roscommon. Since the Centre opened its doors in early 2004 accredited third level courses have been rolled out to a diverse range of participants. Examples of programmes include: - 

· NUI Certificate and Diploma in Womens Studies (NUI Maynooth) 

· NUI Certificate in Disability studies 

· National Certificate in Business Studies in association with Sligo IT

· Community Development & Leadership 

· Access to Third Level Programme (Equal Ireland/Lionra) 

During the first term of delivery in excess of forty participants took up outreach opportunities in Roscommon. 

To sustain the project in the long term, the promoters have been successful in securing further funding from within the county and externally. Local consortium members  pledged €25,000 towards the project. Further funding of €104,000 has also been granted from the Dormant Accounts Fund in Ireland towards the continuation of co-ordination and management duties. To help develop the centre further and broaden the scope and coverage of programme delivery, funding from Lionra/EQUAL Ireland had been secured to assist with the purchase of Video Conferencing equipment. 

B.    Midlands Outreach 

In the case of the Midlands Outreach Project, a joint collaborative effort in each of the three counties of Laois, Offaly and Longford characterised the approach to addressing educational needs. The project’s administration in the Midland region was handled by the Midland Regional Authority at NUTS III level.

In Co Offaly for example, funding of €60,000 ERDF was used to fund an initial feasibility study into the multi modal educational outreach potential for the county. A Consultant’s report which, among other tasks, performed an analysis of the existing educational attainment within the county identified that locating a dedicated Outreach centre and appointing a dedicated Centre Co-Ordinator were vital to the uptake of Outreach Programmes in Co. Offaly and the enhancement of career progression prospects of its inhabitants. Accordingly, a county-wide sub grouping involving the main agency players including the Midland Regional Authority, Offaly Vocational Education Committee and the Offaly Co. Development Board have worked closely to act upon the Report’s recommendations. An Outreach Co-Ordinator was appointed in October 2004 to oversee the delivery of Outreach in Offaly. The Outreach centre for the project is located at the offices of Offaly VEC, Tullamore – the capital fit out and equipping of the centre, and the initial co-ordination costs of the Co-ordinator have been funded under the Innovative Actions Programme.

In the case of County Laois, exploratory work undertaken previously on educational provision and access to programmes by a county wide third level strategy grouping was built upon under the current round of Innovative Actions. The facility to offer Outreach programmes within the County had been identified by the Laois Third Level Initiative grouping. Accordingly the €60,000 ERDF approved by the Steering Committee helped fit out the Laois Third Level Outreach Centre in  Portarlington in the south of the county. The salary of a co-ordinator was also funded up to December 31st 2004 to promote and drive the project. As a result of strategic linkages formed with colleges and Universities, a number of accredited programmes were put in place at the centre. Examples include

· Accounting Technicians Programme accredited through the Institute of Technology, Carlow. 

·  Accounting Technicians in Ireland and delivered through Carlow Institute of Technology

· NCI Diploma in Management and Employee Relations in association with the National College of Ireland

· National Cert in Business Studies in small business management (HETAC)

As with the Roscommon Outreach project, further funding has been secured from Lionra/EQUAL Ireland for Video Conferencing facilities at the centre.

The delivery of the Outreach programme in Co. Longford was at a more elementary stage of development. The Steering Committee approved €40,000 ERDF towards assisting with the identification of educational needs of Co. Longford. Following agreement with the County wide stakeholders, a Project Development Officer was appointed to research the educational needs and potential within Co. Longford. The funding helped to investigate opportunities open to educational attainment in Co. Longford. Colleges and Universities were consulted and strategic partnerships were formed culminating in the compilation of a Third Level Guide to course availability in Co. Longford. Examples of programmes on offer include: -

· BA in Public Management in association with the Institute of Public Administration 

· BA in Training and Education in association with NUI Galway

· National Diploma in Nursery Management in association with the National Children’s Nursery Association 

· Diploma in First Line Management in conjunction with the National College of Ireland. 

The Project in County Longford, while it has been successful in putting forward a comprehensive suite of accredited programmes will require further funding to sustain and carry forward the project in the longer term. 

C.     Cavan Innovation & Technology Centre 

The most advanced of all the Outreach projects was that of the Cavan Outreach programme. In 2000 Cavan Co Enterprise Board with the support of Cavan Co. Council  identified the need to plan for the years ahead in developing a hi-technology facility that would serve the business & educational needs of Co. Cavan. Plans were put in place to construct a state of the art 1080 square metre facility at the new IDA facility on the periphery of Cavan town. 

As part of a wider suite of service provision, Outreach and Distance learning opportunities were identified as core services that would be offered at the centre in partnership with key enabling agents. Following the completion of the centre, the Innovative Actions Steering Committee approved funding of €160,000 ERDF to support the capital fit out and equipping of the centre. 

This hi-tech facility which houses the Cavan Co. Enterprise Board and Industrial Development Agency is technically congfigured with satellite enabling equipment to receive courses delivered by Instructors in remote colleges.  

A Project Development Executive was appointed during 2003 to oversee the formulation and delivery of outreach education programmes. Spring and Autumn 2004 programmes have been put in place and  rolled out successfully, for example the Autumn Programme was subscribed to by over 80 participants on courses outlined below: -

· Diploma in Project Management in association with University of Limerick 

· Diploma in First Line Management in association with the National College of Ireland

· Certificate in Personnel 

· Health and Safety Programme in conjunction with University College Dublin. 

The Project is the most sustainable of all the Outreach pilots supported. Other EU funding streams have been secured for the further development of other stages of the Centre’s development. The centre’s pivotal location close to Northern Ireland makes it eligible to tap in to cross border EU supports.
The objectives of the Outreach action have been met in so far as the funding made available helped address critical deficits and accessibility challenges to Educational opportunity. Key enabling business planning and feasibility research was made possible by the seed funding from the EU in addition to helping fit out centres for delivery, thus making the historic first steps possible in offering third level educational opportunities at a local level. Those removed from the educational system for a prolonged period have been given a second chance to access education through convenient and accessible opportunities. 

Many of the projects supported have been successful in leveraging further funds to continue with the drive to engage businesses and  communities and other key users of accredited life long learning programmes locally. Longer term sustainability is a key challenge facing these education pilots as running costs are quite high and require mainstream supports, which to date have not been made a priority by the Department of Education.

Under the Outreach action, a total of €480,000 was approved to project promoters in ERDF. The amount drawn down by final beneficiaries was €472,335.50
1.2
Social Accounting Matrix  

In identifying the need to understand the impact of EU investment programmes and other funding on the BMW region and following lengthy discussions with econometricians and statisticians from NUI Galway and Letterkenny Institute of Technology, it was agreed that the most effective way of measuring impact and the potential of investment on the region was by way of developing a Social Accounting Matrix (SAM) as a socio economic policy assessment tool. The purpose of the exercise was to put in place a statistical and econometric model which would measure the impact of key cross sectoral investment interventions on the spatial and economic development of the region.  The model which was never tried and tested in Ireland up to this point required detailed econometric modelling and statistical interpretation facilitated by the availability of key NUTS II sectoral data and scenario testing. The project was made possible by the agreement of the Central Statistics Office to host a Research Officer on placement for a period of four months in early 2003. This period allowed the partners in the project the opportunity to gather and interpret vital NUTS II data on the BMW economy sectors, necessary to construct the model. A total of over 40 sectors were used in the construction of the model which took approximately 12 months to finalise. 

A regional information seminar was held in June 2003 which brought together key policy analysts, researchers and policy makers from State organisations, Econometricians from research institutes and Universities and Statistical staff in order to outline the objectives and potential for the usage of the model and its application to practical, demonstrable economic scenarios. 

Following much discussion on the potential for applying the model to chosen scenarios, it was agreed that the model look closely at the dormant West Rail Corridor of Ireland and the potential impact which its re-opening would have on the regional economy. The analysis which was essentially an impact analysis predicted the economic impact of the re-opening of the rail corridor on the BMW region. The Study found that total economic activity in the BMW region would increase by approximately €460m with the increase in regional GDP of circa €177m as a direct consequence of the Rail corridor. The SAM model offered a balanced anlysis in that it looked at the sectors which would benefit from the development (for example the Tourism and Household sectors) and on the opposite end of the equation the model looked at the sectors which would decline (e.g. non rail transportation). 

The model has also reported positive implications for the environment of the region. It found that the west rail corridor while increasing tourism in the region would also reduce the number of automobiles on the roads thus reducing congestion, accidents, fuel consumption and transit times. 

The results of the process were communicated to an audience of Statistical, Research, Policy and Economic experts in Letterkenny Institute of Technology in September 2004. Total ERDF approved to the project was €320,000, of which €301,484.19 was drawn down.
The project was a success in that for the first time it allowed the Regional Assembly the opportunity to look more closely at the economic impact of investment on the region. The process of impact assessment and ascertaining value for money from economic sectors had been tried on a much smaller scale in the past by Economists through the use of  input –output models. The major challenge facing the project partners was to gain access to NUTS II statistical data through the Central Statistics Office. The agreement of the CSO to facilitate the project is regarded as a major success. This breakthrough will pave the way to look at the application of the model to further economic and spatial type scenarios going forward. The challenge now remains to carry the project forward and test other scenarios on the model. One such option open to the model is replicating the process in the Southern and Eastern region of Ireland. Much work is now required to engage with Policy Makers and other State Institutions in coming up with practical everyday applications for the SAM.
Action 1.1    Strategic Planning 

When defining the objectives and scope of the Strategic Planning action it was necessary to take cognisance of the recommendations emerging from the audit of innovation and the results emanating from the pilot actioning strand. 

The BMW Audit of Innovation made several key recommendations and prescribed a number of pilot actions aimed at achieving a more innovative, competitive and sustainable region. One such pilot prescribed was that of a Regional Foresight Exercise which involves a  strategic process (with a 20 year outlook) of planning, forward thinking,  region wide consultation and brainstorming aimed at identifying key investment priorities for the region going forward, with a particular focus on innovation. 

From a regional perspective, this process had not been undertaken in the past in Ireland. However the Assembly was fortunate in that it was in a position to draw from the expertise of Forfas who devised national guidelines on the process of foresight. 

In December 2003, the Innovative Actions Steering Committee initiated this process – going to tender to select a firm of consultants to facilitate the process involved and subsequently appointing a specialised Steering Committee to oversee the implementation of the exercise. Following an examination of proposals received, the contract to provide process consulting to the foresight exercise was awarded to CM International. 

As a backdrop to the foresight exercise, several key policy driving forces were identified at local, regional, national and at EU level. They included County Development Plans, Regional Planning Guidelines, the National Spatial Strategy and the Lisbon strategy.  

Key objectives were set out using core components and cross-cutting themes such as 21st century infrastructure networks, entrepreneurship, effective regional management and sustainability. 
The ten strategic objectives identified included: 
· Place 3rd level institutions at heart of regions future prosperity

· Create an innovation & entrepreneurial culture

· Build on clusters & concentrate investment

· Invest in infrastructure that builds on the NSS

· Strengthen regional leadership
· Invest in leading edge business support

· Invest in community & social capital to ensure sustainability

· Invest in physical infrastructure to maximise knowledge capital

· Invest to make the region’s high quality environment sustainable
The process involved the establishment of four thematic discussion panels, each aimed at looking more closely at key issues, challenges and opportunities which are central to the region’s future success. The panels established were as follows: 
1. Quality of Life panel 

2. Competitive Region panel 

3. Innovating Region panel 

4. Knowledge Region panel 

Throughout 2004 the panels met on several occasions in a process designed to lead to the identification of key investment priorities which are central to the region in the years ahead. The panel formations were facilitated by an appointed chair and CM International. 

A region-wide consultation process was also initiated with all the key agency actors including the state support, third level and private sector. The foresight process has been one of the more ambitious and broader pilots embarked upon under the Innovative Actions Programme. The foresight exercise is viewed as critical to the region with particular reference to the post 2006 Structural funds period and the future development of the BMW region. The process has worked quite efficiently with very positive engagement and buy-in from a cross sectoral audience, all working towards the improvement of the region’s innovation performance, image, working  and living conditions in the years ahead. Like the Audit of Innovation, the investment priorities identified will serve in making a major impact in the years ahead. 
In addition to the ten strategic objectives listed above, specific recommendations were made on the region’s immediate investment priorities going forward:  
1. Delivery on key Road Infrastructure projects under the National Development Plan 2000-2006

2. Implementation of the National Spatial Strategy as a Spatial Planning Framework. 

3. Provision of universal broadband access throughout the region 

4. Investment in critical public transport infrastructure 

5. Investment in international access to the BMW region 

6. Development of clusters of excellence 

7. Investment in flagship tourism projects throughout the region 

8. Investment in the region’s childcare infrastructure and services

9. Invest to raise the region’s skills and knowledge capacity of the workforce 

10. Raise the research and innovation capacity of the Institutes of Technology throughout the BMW region.  
The implementation of the investment priorities will require the co-ordinated efforts of state agencies, the private sector, third level sector and the community and voluntary sector. The overriding objective of the action has been accomplished in that a strategic vision for the region has been formulated and key priorities have been identified. The challenge facing all stakeholders going forward is to strive for increased supports to achieve this vision.  
The budget for the Strategic Planning action & drawdown is unchanged to the Commission decision CCI 2001 IE 16 0 PP 210, dated 21/4/04. Total cost for the action is €174,910 of which €139,928 was ERDF and drawn down in full.
3. Identification and dissemination of practices
The implementation of the component actions of the ‘BMW Region and the New Economy’ Programme have been a key enabler to offering transferable approaches and methodologies to other regions. The Social Accounting Matrix policy assessment tool, as a complete econometric model offers real potential for replication in other regions. One option available in Ireland is to test the model in the Southern and Eastern region of Ireland. This model offers real opportunities for evaluating the impact of investment programmes on regional economies. While no action has been taken on pursuing this possibility to date, the issue has been discussed with the SAM Partnership in the context of the process involved and associated costings.
The Audit of Innovation is another action which offers real potential for transfer to other regions with a similar low innovation framework, technological and research penetration. 

The Assembly has used other regional fora to disseminate the activities undertaken. In September 2004 the BMW Regional Assembly participated in a UK/Ireland Innovative Actions Dissemination event in Waterford, Ireland. The event was attended by Managing Bodies of EU Innovative Actions throughout Ireland, Northern Ireland and the UK and the European Commission. 

Leading up to and since the accession of ten new member states to the EU, the BMW Regional Assembly has hosted a  large number of visiting delegations, representing Local Authorities and Government Departments. The activities undertaken under the regional innovative actions programme have been communicated in presentations delivered as part of broader regional presentations on the BMW Regional Operational Programme, financial management controls and project evaluation procedures. Examples include delegations from Latvia, the Czech Republic and Romania. 

Main successes and Lessons learned

There have been many successes and lessons learned from the implementation and delivery of the Innovative Actions Programme in the BMW Region. These lessons are drawn from the practical experiences gained as a result of pilot actioning, the formation of partnerships and key research and policy work undertaken throughout the region. The main lessons are set out here-under: - 

· The programme has, for the first time brought together a very strong, cohesive and focussed partnership involving state agencies, the third level sector, the business community and the voluntary sector at regional level. The good working relations built up as a result of this cross sectoral participation have laid the foundation for future co-operation.  The experience has demonstrated the importance of partnership. 

·  The BMW Regional Assembly, as Managing Body has learned a great deal from the implementation and delivery of the programme. New and innovative processes have been used in the rollout and assessment phases of the pilots. Strategic alliances have been forged with technical specialist evaluators who helped with project management of the Audit and Wireless processes in particular. 

· The Audit of Innovation, as the first key piece of NUTS II research & policy work undertaken by the region has, following a comprehensive and encompassing process, set out a strategic framework from which the regional actors must play a part in developing the region. 

· Under the Information Society pilot action, the main lesson learned from the pilot wireless initiative is that communities require mainstream technical support in managing and implementing projects of significant proportions. The merging of  community and business interests to manage projects can be cumbersome which requires expert guidance. The pilot was successful in this regard with Government taking on board the experiences gained from the pilot initiative in mainstreaming supports for rural broadband with significant co-ordination supports built in.  

· While many of the Innovative Actions supports to the Educational Outreach initiatives generated further funding both at a local level and from more centralised sources, the pilot has demonstrated the difficulty in sustaining such activities in the longer term. While successful in targeting peripheralised groupings of early school leavers and adults wishing to get back into the educational system, the initiative unless driven centrally will be difficult to sustain in the longer term.

· The experience in implementing the Social Accounting Matrix project has led to a very solid working relationship with the Central Statistics Office and augurs well for future collaboration and understandings in other programmes. To carry forward the model and the constructive work undertaken, the model requires further testing of other chosen scenarios which will necessitate the engagement of other state agencies.  

· The Technology Advance Programme led to over €1m in private sector investment throughout the region. However the programme, in delivering tailored supports to small firms did highlight that, as found in the BMW Audit of Innovation, companies need to be more strategic in their outlook and the state sector needs to be more focussed in delivering the right supports to Industry. 

· The regional imbalance continues and in order to address this deficit, the research needs throughout the region require addressing, third level to company linkages enhanced and the innovative culture throughout the region improved.  

  4         Future of the actions/programme  

The actions funded under the Innovative Actions Programme have in many instances led to continuation funding being made available at national level. In particular some of the recommendations which followed from the audit of innovation have been closely looked at by National Agencies with a number of BMW specific programmes announced throughout 2003 and 2004. They include:  

· Applied Research Enhancement scheme announced by Enterprise Ireland in 2004 which aims to increase levels of appropriate research within the Institutes of Technology in the BMW region. 

· Enterprise Equity Venture capital programme, a €7m pilot initiative funded by Enterprise Ireland and the International Fund for Ireland aimed at generating greater numbers of high potential start up firms in the BMW region. 
· The County and Group Broadband scheme announced in early 2005 which represents the mainstreaming of supports to Rural broadband provision in rural areas throughout Ireland. Under a public call, which is currently open, up to €4m has been made available to rural communities. The total funding earmarked over five years is in the region of €25m.  
· The Technology Enhancement scheme (Regional Hub) which represents a joint initiative involving Enterprise Ireland and Lionra in linking the third level sector and industry with a view to increasing the numbers of high potential start up enterprises (HPSU)  in designated parts of the BMW region. (This scheme is due to begin in June 2005) 

· As Managing Body for the Innovative Actions Programme, the experiences garnered have positioned the BMW Regional Assembly in a pivotal position to transfer the lessons learned to other programmes and initiatives. The Regional Assembly as a project partner in an Interreg IIIB transnational community initiative project entitled REGINA is carrying forward the results of all the pilot initiatives under Innovative Actions and disseminating these with Regional Governments, Research Centres and Universities from the five member states of the Atlantic with a view to identifying ways in which to increase the level of research throughout the eligible territory and strengthen academic, governance and industrial linkages. 

· The strategic investment priorities identified through the regional foresight process will influence the mainstream EU and exchequer funded programmes managed and monitored by the Regional Assembly over the 2007-2013 programme period. The strategic vision and objectives defined for the region will also serve as a framework for other regional bodies’ strategies and programmes.

Going forward with the design of future proposals and programmes, the main challenges and experiences from the Innovative Actions Programme will be used to shape future regional investment frameworks and collaborative transnational and inter-regional exchange projects. 

5.
Case Studies 


Regional Programme of Innovative Actions title: ‘BMW region and the new economy’ 


Region: Border, Midland and West Region of Ireland


Project title: BMW Audit of Innovation – Most successful


Action title: 
Audit/SME Tech Advance (Action 3.1) – approved as part of Strategic Theme 3 – Regional identity and sustainable development


Description of the activity 

This project involved a baseline examination of issues central to the region’s competitiveness, research & technological adaptation and organisational change. In essence the process involved the development of a regional profile, the identification of key relevant innovation indicators, an assessment of the private sector’s innovation capacity, the measurement of the research capacity of the third level (Higher Education) sector, the evaluation of the state support innovation infrastructure, in addition to the benchmarking of prevailing levels of innovation in the BMW Region relative to chosen regional exemplars of best practise throughout Europe.  

The Audit of Innovation has put forward key recommendations, conclusions and pilot actioning priorities relating to: -

· Stimulating levels of company innovation in the BMW region 

· Enhancing the research capacity within the third level education sector. 

· Improving the academic/industry linkages. 

· Improving the delivery and take up of innovation supports throughout the region. 

· Initiating a Regional Technology Foresight process.    

The Audit of Innovation involved the active participation of all key stakeholders in the BMW Region. This involvement has encompassed the initial preparation of the overall programme content and steering arrangements in addition to cross sectoral participation in focus groups, plenary sessions and bi-laterals over the project’s life.
Throughout all sectors of the BMW Regional economy, the Audit of Innovation is considered a significant piece of research and foundation work in framing the road map for the region’s competitiveness, knowledge creation capacity and economic growth. For the first time ever, the region has a framework document from which the public, private, higher education and community sectors will be enabled to position themselves strategically to achieve a sustainably innovative region. 

The design, implementation and management of the exercise represented a unique and innovative approach to auditing innovation capability and capacity building  throughout the BMW Region. The audit was a “first” attempt at gauging Innovation levels in the region. 

This project was designed and structured as a key component of the overall programme involving the valued contribution of the business, Higher Education, state support and community enterprise sectors. A project Steering Committee was appointed to oversee the implementation of the audit of innovation.  This committee was comprised of the BMW Regional Assembly, the Western Development Commission, the West Regional Authority (NUTS III) and Enterprise Ireland. Regular steering meetings took place (9 held in total) with the CIRCA Group Europe Ltd, the consultancy firm commissioned to carry out the audit. The Project Steering Committee liaised closely with the consultants on project management matters, sourcing relevant data, agreeing methodologies and monitoring progress. 

The research approach to the project, as employed by the consultants represented an innovative and inclusive process also. As part of the extensive data collection process, the CIRCA group convened a series of sectoral focus group meetings in January 2003 aimed at extrapolating sector specific issues of importance to the innovation process. These focus groups involved the following sectoral interests: -

1. Community & Enterprise                      5.   Third Level Education sector

2. Hi Tech Enterprises                               6.    State supports sector

3. Multi National Companies 

4. Service Industry 

The encouraging participation levels at these focus groups reflected cross sectoral buy in to the process with a good regional spread of representation achieved from the Border, Midland and West locations of the region.  

A subsequent presentation of the key preliminary findings of the audit to a  regional/national audience took place on June 12th 2003.  Following an extensive industry  survey carried out by CIRCA, this event  afforded the key stakeholders the   platform to consider the key preliminary outcomes of the report in a sector specific context and to discuss across all sectors, the potential for implementation of the preliminary conclusions. 

The BMW Audit of Innovation complements the work currently undertaken at NUTS III  level where a regional innovation strategy is being prepared (for the first time) for the North West of Ireland in conjunction with Enterprise Ireland and Invest Northern Ireland. The Audit of Innovation is premised on the model overleaf which illustrates the core building blocks of enabling and stimulating pillars and cross cutting themes. 


Objectives
The objectives of the project were seven fold, as follows: -  

I. To develop a broad profile of the capabilities, describing the status of innovation and the capacity of the region to innovate, providing insights to the performance of various sectors and identifying trends and the internal and external conditions which influence innovation within the region.

II. By reviewing existing data and supplementing it where possible by appropriate data collection means; to identify factors which influence innovative actions and outputs within the business sector, particularly those factors which result in the growth of technology based firms and the adoption, development and exploitation of new products, processes and organisational structures by firms, including SMEs.

III. By building a profile of the role and contribution of higher education and other research institutions within the region, to identify the current and future potential impact and role of these institutions on the capacity of the region to innovate and of the capability of the institutions to be able to transfer and commercialise the results of research within the region.

IV. To identify and evaluate the role and contribution of formal institutional supports - including those, which provide financial, training, research, consultancy, and other measures, which both initiate and sustain innovation and the extent to which these measures and supports are relevant to the growth of enterprise within the region.

V. To identify formal and informal networks and linkages which enable interaction between the public sector institutions, higher education institutions and the private sector and in which opportunities for knowledge transfer both within and from outside the region (including Northern Ireland) to occur. 

VI. By reference to international best practices, to identify or otherwise develop appropriate indicators or benchmarks, which establish the region’s innovation, performance and which allow on going monitoring and comparison of its performance to be performed.

VII. To identify successful models or systems of innovation or actions used in other regions which are transferable to the BMW region and can be used as a means of comparing or positioning the Region against other regions.  

The objectives of the Audit of Innovation represented by the Terms of Reference above have been adequately addressed throughout the report based on the comprehensive primary and secondary research carried out and widespread consultation engaged in, in the preparation of the report. It should be noted that in some instances availability of data at NUTS II level proved an inhibiting factor to making conclusive statements.  

Funding

Total cost of €280,378.07 of which €224,302.46 was paid in ERDF
Partners

The BMW Audit of Innovation was representative of a regional collaborative framework involving the valued contribution of all key stakeholders. Given the baseline nature of the Audit, the BMW Regional Assembly involved all sectoral interests throughout the region Specifically, the key stakeholders were: -

· The Higher Education /third level sector  represented by Lionra, the Regional Higher Education network

· The business sector, for example IBEC and the Chambers of Commerce representative of indigenous firms, the multi-national presence throughout the BMW Region, service supports including Business Innovation Centres and  micro-enterprises throughout the region. 

· The State sector – representative of all key state support infrastructure throughout the region, for example the IDA, Enterprise Ireland, FAS, the Marine Institute, Local and Regional Authorities, for example. 

· The Community and Community Enterprise sectors represented by Area based partnerships, LEADER Companies and County Enterprise Boards.
The  BMW Regional Assembly also drew from the valuable input from the Department of Enterprise, Trade & Employment, Forfas and the Office of Science and Technology, all of whom have a policy responsibility for innovation in Ireland.  
Impact  

The Innovation Audit has gone some way in setting out a road map for increasing industry competitiveness throughout the regional economy and bridging the skills gap. The audit has made key recommendations aimed at for example improving the industry/academic linkages and industry-level research capacity. These recommendations will involve the implementation of tailored programmes that will allow small vulnerable companies increase innovation levels through initatives such as Graduate Placement, Teaching Company Schemes and research voucher initiatives.
The project has also pointed to a more inclusive approach of the State Agencies to client support in the region. It is widely accepted that the necessary support structures are in place throughout the region. However, in some cases access to these supports can be difficult. 
Recommendations made in the report are currently being explored with all the relevant stakeholders in the context of future and more targeted supports to innovation. The Audit of Innovation has served as the enabling policy foundation from which strategic investment and innovation priorities have been set out in the BMW Regional Foresight Report. 
The findings of the Audit of Innovation in relation to in-Company innovation and technology investment, also informed the design and roll-out of the Technology Advance Programme.
Sustainability 

The sustainability of the project, will be achieved primarily through the universal buy in and support throughout the region, and equally important at national level. This support will be characterised by both financial and direct process involvement.  The Regional Innovation Strategies measure of the National Development Plan along with Interreg Community Initiatives have been earmarked as a potential source of finance for further regional innovation supports however it is widely accepted that private supports in the form of Equity/Venture Capital and other commercial supports will be required to sustain the process.  A series of bi-lateral engagements with key agency personnel has been taking place to carry the process forward and to embed the new approaches into existing agency programmes.

Transferability
The model of innovation employed in the execution of the BMW Innovation Audit is one which can be re-modelled in other regions and indeed applied to those countries preparing for objective 1 entry to the European Union. The model assumes the core building blocks of Enablers and Stimulants to Innovation and frames the key institutional framework around this premise. The model is all-encompassing involving all regional actors, both public, private and voluntary sectors. Similar type auditing and research processes have been conducted in the West Midlands region of the United Kingdom and plans are in place to carry out a similar process in northern Portugal. The Audit of Innovation is central to any strategic visioning process and is one which is necessary to set out the framework for identifying key Investment priorities for regions going forward.        
The publication has been shared on a transnational and interregional through the Assembly’s direct participation in Interreg Community Initiative projects. The REGINA (Interreg IIIB Atlantic Area) and ADEP (Interreg IIIC) projects have facilitated the dissemination of results to project partners drawn from Andalucia and Galica in Spain, Brittany and Midi Pyreneese in France, Algarve and Porto in Portugal and the West Midlands in the UK.
It is also envisaged that the BMW Audit of Innovation would be used as a

demonstration model, in particular in the context of the accession countries to the EU and transferability of the audit results and methologies to other regions.  
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Case Study no. 2.  

BMW Region and the new economy

Border, Midland and Western region of Ireland 

BMW Wireless Internet Sercice  

Action Title: Information Society (2.1) approved as part of the e-EuropeRegio theme: the information society at the service of regional development.  

Description  

The BMW Wireless Internet Service was designed to address the deficits in accessing reliable rural broadband services. Under the current round of structural funds as part of the National Development Plan, the Irish Government made a commitment to investing in fibre broadband infrastructure in large towns throughout the regions. However, for smaller communities of less than 2000 population there was no opportunity available to avail of broadband telecommunications services. The BMW Regional Assembly therefore identified a niche area/gap which could be filled from Innovative Actions Funding. The service which has been delivered in nine rural communities with top up exchequer funding provided by the Department of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs brings together a partnership approach involving local community organisations in association with telecommunications providers. The projects are managed locally with back up technical support provided by installation and customer service teams. 

In the case of all projects, innovative approaches have been developed in addressing the key challenges posed by backbone connectivity which determines whether or not projects will progress. With some projects, fibre backbone networks have been used to source internet connections while others have depended on  accessibility to the larger telephone exchanges. Other projects constructed wireless networks which source internet using point to point radio links and a line of sight technology. With wireless technologies there is no physical disruption to roads, as is the case with optic fibre cabling in the larger towns. 

The initiative has addressed many challenges and problems facing rural Ireland in mobilising a significant project management effort to enabling a key piece of enabling infrastructure. Some of the challenges addressed include: - 

· Management entitiy establishment to manage and deliver the projects

· Company Formations and shareholding arrangements

· Banking and Finance considerations

· Demand aggregation

· Local Authority permissions

· Telecommunications regulatory environment

· Promotion and Publicity

· Line of sight and topography challenges

· Power supply accessibility 
In total six projects were approved under the scheme, involving nine rural towns. As a result of the pilot in excess of 300 customers were connected to broadband services which secured top-up exchequer funding under a rural programme for disadvantaged areas. 
Objectives 

The objectives of the pilot wireless internet service were defined as:  -

· To promote the social and economic benefits of the Information society throughout the BMW region through the trialling of a generally untested broadband technology. 

· To stimulate increased usage of the internet and its benefits among all sections of the regional economy

· To facilitate the development of partnerships and collaborations between the private, community and public sectors 

· Through the use of innovative techniques and new approaches to broadband access to empower initiatives at a local level to initiate and progress projects to a point where they can seek mainstream supports.
Funding 

The funding approved under this action was €329,289 of which €263,431 is ERDF 

A total of €259,628.93 was paid to projects in ERDF or €324,536.16 (Total cost) 
Partnership 

The Partnership arrangement for this pilot action was as follows: - 

At the Steering Committee level, the technical group appointed to oversee the assessment and delivery of the projects was made up of representatives from the following organisations: 
· BMW Regional Assembly executive staff 

· Department of Communications, Marine & Natural Resources. 

· Dept. of Finance (Centre for Management and Organisational Development) 

· West Regional Authority 

· Western Development Commission. 

At project level, the partnership framework was drawn from a consortium approach of the local community interests and the licensed telecommunications operators. Local Authorities worked closely with local groups on the ground through the County Development Boards in the preparation of applications and facilitated the rollout of projects locally.

Project partnership examples include: 

· Ballinlough, Co. Roscommon/Ballyhaunis Co. Mayo Wireless Internet service 

A consortium involving local enterprise grouping – Enterprise Kiltullagh Ltd and Last Mile Wireless  

· Virginia, Co. Cavan Wireless Internet service 

A consortium involving local development association – Virginia Development Association and Telecommunications Provider Digiweb Ltd. 

Potential Impact  

The Impact of the pilot wireless initiative has been significant in that local communities throughout the BMW region have grappled with a subject which to many is very complex and obtuse. Communities have proven how resourceful they can be in presenting a solid business case aimed at improving the local rural economic environment and quality of life of its people through the piloting of an innovative initiative such as this.
The delivery and rollout of these pilots have demonstrated what can be achieved and how an enabling piece of infrastructure can enhance employment prospects within a locality, generate increased economic activity and investment in rural communities and attract those outside the area to come and reside in rural towns where, with broadband available, remote working opportunities will be available thus helping the work/life balance aspect of peoples lives.

Sustainability 

The single greatest challenge facing rural broadband projects is that of long term sustainability and securing the future of the project after the ERDF grant aid has been absorbed.  

This issue has been tackled using both public and private means. In some of the projects where a fixed number of customers were subscribed during the pilot exercise, the connection fee for each additional customer increased beyond the pilot. The revenues generated by the pilot, for the best part were sufficient to sustain projects in the medium term following full grant drawdown. 

The long- term sustainability of these pilots is determined by two critical success factors: 

1. The aggregation of projects beyond single location projects

2. The mainstreaming of supports for rural broadband initiatives. 

Since the rollout of the BMW initiative the Department of Communications, Marine and Natural Resources has, following extensive consultation with the BMW Regional Assembly and other agencies decided to allocate a significant exchequer contribution to rural broadband delivery. This is a very significant development and pledges long term support to sustainable rural telecommunications accessibility. The Department has earmarked €25m over a five year period to the County and Group Broadband scheme and has taken on board many of the suggestions made by the BMW Regional Assembly in a formal submission presented to the Department in August 2004. This submission put forward suggestions so as to improve mainstream rural broadband initiatives based on the experiences of the Assembly’s wireless broadband initiative.

Transferability 

The rural wireless broadband model is one which could be used in other regions throughout the EU with similar low levels of rural broadband penetration, accessibility problems and lack of state funding. To be successful in transferring such a model it is important that prevailing levels of education and information on the subject are at a reasonable level on the ground. One of the main lessons learned from the Wireless broadband process was that to pilot a complex exercise such as this, one first of all needs to understand the motivation for engaging with such an initiative. Some degree of market analysis is useful in determining if potential users fully understand broadband, the technology, its uses, benefits and configuration. 

The results of the BMW Wireless Internet service are most definitely transferable to other regions. However, it is important to have in place key preliminary information relating to consumer needs and practical applications for the service. 
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Case study number 3 

BMW Region and the new economy

Border Midland and West Region of Ireland

BMW education Outreach project

Action Title: Outreach – (action 1.3 as approved under the Regional economies based on knowledge and technological innovation theme) 

Description 

The education Outreach pilot initiative was designed (amidst other influencing factors) with the significant ‘brain drain’ from the region in mind. Heretofore many of the region’s population left the region to pursue University accredited opportunities given the presence of only one University within the BMW region.  In particular the initiative served to provide outreach educational opportunities to those rural sub regions of the economy which were at a disadvantage due to the absence of any third level institutions locally. Following consultations with the three constituent Regional Authorities and other key players the areas identified in most need of outreach infrastructure were County Roscommon, the three midland counties of Offaly, Laois and Longford and the mid- Border region. Within each of the three sub regions, specific identified needs were supported under the Innovative Actions programme which included business planning and feasibility studies, co-ordination/management costs, capital fit out and configuration of Outreach centres. The supports provided have assisted with the delivery of new and accredited programmes targeted at local businesses, those wishing to avail of adult education programmes and those sections of rural communities wishing to re-enter the education arena following a prolonged spell out of education. 

Objectives 

· The principle objective of the Outreach initiative was to design and implement an innovative education strategy for the BMW region supported by the third level network, industry, local communities and the state sector with the ultimate goal of delivering accredited further and higher education opportunities to disadvantaged, remote sub regions of the BMW region. 

· By working towards an innovative education strategy, to engage all the key agency stakeholders in a collaborative support framework so as to ensure that the region maintains and nurtures its human capital.

· To highlight education delivery in disadvantaged areas of the BMW region as an issue of mainstream priority.
Funding 

The funding approved to this action was €600,000 in total eligible cost of which €480,000 was ERDF. A total of €472,335.50 was paid to promoters.

Partnership

The project brought together all the main agency players. The Steering Committee for the programme benefited from Lionra’s (the Regional Higher Education Network) expertise on outreach education. 
Prior to the submission of the BMW Innovative Actions Programme to the EU, the three NUTS III Regional Authorities were first of all consulted on the core needs of their regions. There followed a comprehensive consultation process from which key agencies were identified to contribute to the rollout of this initiative. At NUTS IV level agencies such as Vocational Education Committees, County Enterprise Boards, County Development Boards and the Regional Authorities themselves acted as a vehicle in facilitating the development of county specific outreach projects. The specific partners are as follows: - 

Cavan Outreach: 
Cavan Innovation and Technology Centre




Border Regional Authority

Roscommon:

Roscommon Vocational Education Committee

County Wide consortium comprised of industry, state, community and voluntary, third level, Local Authority & community sectors 




West Regional Authority

Midlands

Midland Regional Authority 




Offaly Vocational Education Committee




Laois Vocational Education Committee




Longford County Enterprise Board 

County wide third level groupings/initiatives in each of the three midland counties. 

Potential impact

In the case of each of the three sub regions of the BMW region, the funding provided has assisted in making feasible key enabling county specific initiatives. In each of the counties targeted, varying degrees of development with the concept of outreach had been achieved prior to the approval of funds from the BMW Regional Assembly. The seed funding made available helped mobilise local authorities & key agents on the ground and focussed these groupings on the specific educational needs at county level. 
Vital preliminary  research has been conducted into county wide educational needs as a result of the availability of Innovative Actions funds. In more advanced projects the funding has enabled the purchase of hi-tech equipment, office furniture and fittings necessary to fit out the Outreach Centres. While outreach is still very much at an early stage of development, the seed funding has put in place the core foundation from which to build a more sustainable outreach programme suite offering at a local level with the collaborative support and buy in from all agency players.

Sustainability

From a sustainability point of view the Outreach  initiative is probably faced with the  greatest challenge of all the pilots supported. While the seed funding made available under the Innovative Actions Programme has attracted local cash and in kind contributions from agencies at a county level and other funding for management and equipment from Lionra/Equal Ireland and the Dormant Accounts Fund, the mainstreaming of supports for Outreach education provision has yet to come about from central Government. In the interim project promoters must depend on local and regional one off contributions to sustain these projects going forward. 

Transferability

Given the varying stages of development which the Outreach projects in the BMW region are at, for example the Cavan Innovation and Technology Centre is a best practise model compared to other projects in the Midlands and west sub regions where projects are very much at an embryonic and developmental stage, it would be a challenging process to transfer the results to other regions, given the diversity of individual pilots and working environments. What would be more useful and practicable would be to look closely at approaches to rural education delivery in other regions of similar demographic and economic profile and compare and contrast systems of delivery, accreditation, and sustainability so that common approaches can be used across the EU, drawing from the lessons learned from pilot exercises. 
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Strategic Innovation Framework in BMW Region





PAYING BODY


Dept. of Finance  








Examines ERDF Expenditure declarations from the Managing Body & subsequently certifies these claims before drawdown from the EU




















MANAGING BODY 


BMW Regional Assembly 





Certifies Payment claims received from the project promoters. 


Provides expenditure reports to the Paying Body 


Performs Verification checks on expenditure claims





 FINAL BENEFICIARIES 


Project Promoters 





Implements projects & submits payment claims to Managing Body. 





Provides back-up documentation to the Managing Body including invoices, accounting documents & retains back-up documentation for payment claims





NUTS 1





Paying Body (Dept of Finance) – partnership on financial management 


Audit Body (Dept of Finance) – ERDF Financial Control Unit


Dept of Communications, Marine & Natural Resources   


Dept of Finance (Centre for Management & Organisational Development) 





Both Government Departments provided technical assistance with the rollout of the BMW Wireless Broadband pilot initiative.





NUTS II


BMW Regional Assembly    (Managing Body)


Western Development Commission 


Chambers of Commerce of Ireland


Enterprise Ireland 


LIONRA (Regional Higher Education Network) 





NUTS III





Border Regional Authority (Steering Committee member) 


West Regional Authority (Steering Committee member) also represented on Wireless Assessment & Audit Steering Committees. 


Midland Regional Authority (Steering Committee member). Also managed the Midland Outreach project on behalf of the Managing Body. 


IBEC (Employers representative body)





NUTS IV





County Enterprise Boards – Facilitated  rollout of Technology Advance Programme 


County Development Boards – assisted in Foresight exercise & thematic panels, Audit process & Outreach pilots.


LEADER companies, 	Area based partnerships and companies at local level – participated in project workshops, focus groups and panel discussions on the Audit of Innovation. 





Knowledge: people, information, R&D, intellectual property, technology transfer, embedded technology in equipment & processes





Enablers: 3rd Level, infrastructure (roads, airports, ports, rental facilities), communications, electricity, etc.





Stimulators (externally & internally); markets, competition, customers, 3rd level institutions, research institutes, private & state suppliers, up-skilling,





Increased turnover/profitability


Clusters/Networks


Improved competitiveness


More innovation





Innovation


New & improved products & processes


New organisation structure


New markets





National & EU Cultural Attitudes & Policies





Regional Cultural Attitudes & Policies





Services & manufacturing








MNEs 





High-tech 





Large Irish 





Micro & SMEs
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