RTD in South East Europe –Challenges and Approaches to Problem Solving

The so called “West Balkan countries” are increasingly perceived as ‚white spot‘ on the ERA map. The awareness on this issue has considerably improved under the Greek EU presidency. Several initiatives have been discussed and are on the way of implementation.

The systemic problems which negatively affect RTD in most of the “West Balkan countries” are connected with

1. the overdue reform of S&T policy and RTD structures,

2. the revitalisation of RTD activities and

3. the internationalisation of RTD

As regards the first issue, the major problems concern 

· disruptive S&T policy formulation processes and the overall marginal status of S&T in governmental policy priorities,

· the weak policy delivery systems in terms of institutional structures and capacities,

· the lack of sufficient public budget allocations for RTD,

· the reform of the university system and the herewith connected allocation struggle,

· the generation change, related conflicts and the problem of brain drain.

As regards the second issue, the major problems concern

· the very low demand of industry for RTD results,

· the imbalance between basic, interdisciplinary and applied research,

· the need for improving the knowledge base in technical disciplines with a potential for industrial exploitation but also in social sciences and humanities and

· the derogation of physical RTD infrastructure.

As regards the third issue, the major problems concern

· the marginal position of most “West Balkan” scientific communities vis-a-vis European scientific communities and

· the rebuilding of S&T links between the “West Balkan countries”.

From a system of innovation perspective, one should (a) differentiate the system’s elements (such as ‘higher education’, ‘industrial structure’, ‘finance and banking sector’, ‘school education’, ‘vocational adult education’ etc.) from (b) the connections between them. Whereas in some ‘West Balkan States’ the system’s elements are of different quality, the system links are almost everywhere too weak. 

During the transition period of the last 15 years (enhanced by the armed conflicts, the problem of nation building and governance etc.), R&D itself became one of the most negatively affected system elements. The research budgets in many of the “West Balkan Countries” are below any critical mass. The modernisation of institutions and structures is long overdue. The links to other subsystems, like education or economy, are underdeveloped. 

Some of the more structural and development oriented issues mentioned above are actively tackled by the Austrian Development Agency, especially the improvement of the university system and its connections with regional economies and labour markets as well as with international know-how and technology transfer. Mr. Hummer will inform about these aspects in his presentation.

As regards the third block of problems mentioned above (i.e. the internationalisation of RTD), the Austrian Ministry for Education, Science and Culture has started a new initiative in the field of science targeting the “West Balkan countries”, and contributing to the EU-Balkan countries Action Plan adopted at the Ministerial Conference in Thessaloniki in 2003. This initiative includes – inter alia - the projects ‘Southeast European ERA-NET’ (SEE-ERA-NET) and the ‘Austrian Science and Research Liaison Offices’ (ASOs). 

Since 1st March, the ASOs, located in Ljubljana and Sofia and co-ordinated by the ZSI-Zentrum für Soziale Innovation in Vienna, are operating on basis of yearly thematic programmes with a regional focus in order to address – in addition to the relevant communities in Austria, Bulgaria and Slovenia - also researchers and S&T policy delivery systems from the “West Balkan Countries”. The presentation of Mr. Gajdusek and Mr. Polzer emphasises the new strategy and programmatic design of the ASOs. 

‘SEE-ERA-NET’ is another pillar of this initiative. It is the first regional ERA-NET supported by the European Commission. The main objective of SEE-ERA-NET is to enhance RTD co-operation between already established and new EU member states, candidate countries as well as ‘West Balkan countries’. SEE-ERA-NET is designed to support a much better exploitation of existing bilateral RTD co-operations under a flexible network that enables

· a systematic exchange of information and best practice on bilateral RTD programmes and activities supported hereunder on the project level,

· a sound understanding of the state-of-art of the systems of research of the West Balkan countries,

· a comprehensive needs analysis from the viewpoint of collaborating researchers - especially - from the West Balkan countries as regards international RTD co-operation,

· awareness raising on important, yet sufficiently tackled, problems and opportunities, the identification of joint strategic activities and the development of practical policy recommendations,

· the implementation of joint instruments and initiatives under a variable geometry and

· the conduct of multinational research by implementing a regional RTD programme with a pilot multilateral call for proposals. 

SEE-ERA-NET comprises 15 partners, most of them are ministries and a few agencies, from 12 countries. SEE-ERA-NET was initiated from Austria and designed together with all partners.
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