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Minister Cowen launches BMW Region Innovation Report
Minister for Finance, Mr. Brian Cowen TD, launched the Report on the Audit of Innovation in the BMW Region, in Tullamore today (Monday).  The Report which was commissioned by the BMW Regional Assembly points to a significant gap in the level of technological innovation and research and development activity taking place in the BMW region and calls for greater resources to be allocated to this area.  The report recommends that there should be a greater emphasis on building strong networks of businesses, improving business innovation and investing more in research in the region’s 3rd level institutions.

Speaking at the launch, Councillor Connie Hanniffy, Cathaoirleach of the BMW Regional Assembly stated that the report “paints a picture of a region that is under-performing in terms of innovation and research activities, business start-up and expansion and that of particular concern is the low rate of employment of higher-level graduates” Councillor Hanniffy went on to state that, “on the positive side, the Audit of Innovation Report also points out the presence in the region of many successful innovative enterprises, both Irish and foreign-owned, and 3rd level institutions with specialisations in key sectors”.
The Cathaoirleach of the Regional Assembly emphasised that the BMW region’s heavy reliance on low value added industries “renders it particularly vulnerable in the context of the decline and restructuring of traditional manufacturing, agriculture and primary processing industries.  The need to enhance the region’s innovative capacity (particularly in knowledge-based and R&D sectors), and its attractiveness to high value added industries therefore becomes even more pressing”
The Minister, Mr. Brian Cowen, TD, congratulated the Assembly for focusing on innovation as a driver of development in the Region.  The Minister challenged the business community in the Region to “get your R&D skates on, engage in a partnership approach with the development agencies and maximise the drawdown of potential R&D funding and become increasingly innovative, trade orientated and competitive.”  Mr. Cowen acknowledged that the BMW Region has the capacity to meet this challenge and confirmed that Government would display the agility that is required of it in relation to the recommendations in the report.

Mr. Gerry Finn, Director of the BMW Regional Assembly presented the key findings and recommendations of the report at the launch. He highlighted in particular the rate of business start-up and entrepreneurship in the region is much lower than the national average and the fact that there are fewer Internationally Traded Services Companies, fewer High Potential Start-Ups and fewer Multi-National Enterprises in the Region.

Mr. Finn stated that survey of 215 Companies carried out as part of the research for the report found a much lower level of innovation activities than the national average and also found that a large proportion of Companies do not undertake any product development or R&D activities and that participation in partnerships, joint ventures and network activities is also low.

The report, he stated, identifies that “ new strategies are required by the 3rd level sector in the region and additional resources for industry-relevant research activities in the Institutes of Technology”. He also pointed out that the BMW region absorbs a “relatively small proportion of its graduate output – leading to an evident brain drain.  The BMW Region is deficient in many aspects of infrastructure provision which adds costs to doing business and acts as a disincentive to businesses locating there (indigenous and foreign-owned).  In particular, it is poorly served in terms of Roads, Rail, Airports, Telecommunications and Energy”, he stated.

The Report makes recommendations in relation to vision and leadership; entrepreneurship and SME support systems; venture capital; 3rd level commitment to economic development; human resource development; networking; cluster development; creative arts and society; and addressing the infrastructure deficit.  

It also recommends specific pilot actions, many of which have already been taken up by the Regional Assembly.  The study was carried out by CIRCA Group led by Dr. Tom Higgins and Mr. Brendan Wafer and took 18 months to complete.
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