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Abstract 

The European Union decided in 1997 (Amsterdam) on strategies concerning the enlargement of the Union („Agenda 2000“). Looking forward and in order to improve knowledge concerning the scientific and technological competencies of Austrias neighbouring countries the BM:VIT commissioned the „Gesellschaft zur Förderung der Forschung – GFF“ to conduct a study under the title „Innovation Potentials of Central European Countries“. It included Country Reports of the candidate countries Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovakia, Slovenia, of Austria herself and also of Croatia. 

· Based on these country reports analysis was carried out addressing ten specific areas of comparison: 

· R&D expenditures

· Sources and use of financial capacities by private and public sectors 

· R&D personnel

· National foci of research and technological development (RTD)

· The organisation of R&D promotion 

· National systems of RTD-policies and administration 

· International cooperation in RTD

· The balance of patents and technology transfer payments

· Indicators of economic development

· Indicators of ICT (Information and Communications Technologies) take-up

Country Reports and comparative analysis were carried out between late 1998 (starting in Slovakia) until 2000. First of all the project team had to overcome major difficulties concerning the comprehensiveness and comparability of data due to a great variety of statistical sources and of methods to obtain and process information. Despite some incomplete and partly vague and not most recent data the study represents a highly valuable international benchmarking attempt to compare as complete as possible the „innovation potentials“ (i.e. financial and personnel resources, infrastructures and distribution of competences, standards and indicators of economic performance) in the central European region of the six countries involved.
Trend extrapolations of current economic development reveal the continuation of a major divide separating the EU15 from the candidate countries: Pertaining the current pace of development, Hungary could reach 40% of the avarage EU productivity level by the year 2006, whereas it would take until 2010 for the Czech Republic and until 2012 in Slovakia to get there. However, Slovenia surpassed the level of 50% already in 1995. To make enlargement successful, the undeniably necessary speeding up of this process can be fueled particularly by systematic improvements of  the  existing RTD systems to use and raise the innovation potentials.

There is proof for very close linkages between innovation potentials (especially in the form of resources and infrastructure), economic performance, social and political stability and progress. 

This has become recently acknowledged by the European Union in its new common policy framework: The European Council agreed to make Europe „the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy, capable of sustained economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion“ (Lisbon Summit, March 2000). The European Council meetings in Göteborg and Stockholm reinforced these objectives, both demanding and promising.

Concerning the impact of R&D and of technological innovation the results of the study may be summarized as follows: obviously innovative technologies are required to secure the jobs of tomorrow, whereas at the same time improved R&D policies and procedures must be put in place to facilitate employment for the day after tomorrow.

More detailed propositions and conclusions of the Country Reports and their comparative analysis relate to some very topical issues:

· The transformation from pre-dominant basic research towards applied research, involving much greater research capacities in enterprises and private industries is one of the main challenges to be met.

· The study reveals downsizing of human ressources in terms of qualified personnel due to brain drain and institutional draw-backs during the 1990‘s.

· Inadequate communication and interaction within the national systems of RTD are reported as well as demands for better inclusion in international networks.

· There are debates and critisism regarding time consuming reforms, slow developments of infrastructures, and a lack of monitoring and evaluation.

· National RTD-policies need to establish clear strategies, objectives and priorities.

· New instruments and procedures should be invented to accelerate decision making processes, to extend research capacities and to enable faster usage of research results for technology development. 

· All countries should improve their RTD-infrastructures, including more efficient mechanisms supporting technology transfer.

· Systematic and more in-depth SWOT (Strengths-Weaknesses-Opportunities-Threats) analysis could help to focus on further development of national strengths in „Centres of Excellence“ (to prepare for „Networks of Excellence“ in the 6th Framework Programme of the EU 2002-2006).

· Training schemes for research managers and international information brokerage will become more necessary and relevant in the years to come.

· Regional clusters and the promotion of innovative start-up research companies may specifically foster and improve the utilisation of innovation potentials.
The central European region encompassed by the study, as well as the European Union and the Member States should aim at establishing supportive programmes for leverage impacts adapted to the requirements in the candidate countries. However, adequately improved national RTD policies will also play an important role as indispensible pre-requisites in the processes of economic transformation and integration in the European Union.
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