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Since the launch of the EU Strategy for the Alpine Region (EUSALP), a number of topics that 

need further investigation and preparatory action in order to achieve the set goals were 

identified. To support this, the Alpine Region Preparatory Action Fund (ARPAF) was initiated, 

within which the EUSALP AG5 together with AG2 and AG3 developed the project 

“SmartSMEs”.  
Combining the two heavyweights bioeconomy and digitization - that was the aim of the 

“SmartSMEs” project. The project focused especially on natural fiber-based value chains 

which should be analyzed for opportunities and obstacles of digitization.  

This involved the following steps a) gathering existing digitalization knowledge from research 

institutions, clusters, digital innovation hubs and other service providers, evaluating the 

digitalization level of SMEs, pinpointing issues that hamper the implementation of digitalization 

as well as demonstrating precise measures (technical and non-technical) to overcome existing 

barriers (WP2). b) the collection of best practices and the identification of new indicators for 

measuring the maturity level of digitalization in selected value chains (VCs). In addition, a desk 

research was carried out and existing digital tools suitable for SMEs (WP3) were collected. d) 

within WP4 an action plan was drafted including a list of intervention fields, actions, timeline, 

stakeholders identification and risk assessment. The action plan is targeted to EUSALP 

members, public authorities, umbrella organizations, innovation hubs, clusters willing to 

support the digitalization of traditional value chains.  

e) within WP5 recommendations for a common policy agenda for the macro-region have been 

elaborated to lower the barriers for SMEs to successfully apply digital tools in the Alpine Region 

and f) in WP6 the potential for the development of a network connecting relevant stakeholders 

in the Alpine region for interregional exchange of experience and collaboration beyond the 

project lifetime was assessed. The EUSALP subgroups bioeconomy and digital industry are 

committed to help setting-up matchmaking opportunities and to host a SMART SME network 

and continue to build on the results of the SmartSMEs project. All documents elaborated during 

the project duration can be found in full length under https://www.alpine-

region.eu/projects/smart-smes  

 

 

 

  

https://www.alpine-region.eu/projects/smart-smes
https://www.alpine-region.eu/projects/smart-smes
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Digitalization is a present topic in the Alpine regions, which participate in the project “Smart 
SME´s”, namely Baden-Württemberg (Germany), Lower Austria, Slovenia and Trento (Italy), 
and access to such knowledge is available for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in 

various ways.  

 

However, in spite of the fact that SMEs strongly prevail in the economy of the selected regions, 

reaching more than 99% in Baden-Württemberg, Lower Austria, and Slovenia and about 89% 

in Trento, they still do not “rule” the economy. Strong industrial actors make the major 
contribution to the economy. Thus, the input of SMEs in the entire digitalization expenditure is 

still low.  

 

In Slovenia and Trento, more than a half of the territory is covered with forest, and natural 

f ibers come mainly from the forestry and wood processing industry. In Lower Austria, the main 

source of the bio-based fibers is the agricultural sector. In Baden-Württemberg, natural f ibers 

come almost equally from wood and agriculture. In terms of processing of natural f ibers, the 

lack of knowledge transfer between research and academia, where usually new technologies 

are born, does not let SMEs benefit fully from technological achievements, especially from 

newly elaborated digitalization tools.  

 

A survey for SMEs, which are part of value chains based on natural f ibers (coming from the 

agricultural and wood sectors), was performed in the frame of the project and showed that 

additional big obstacles and challenges, which companies face on the way to digitalization, are 

lack of qualif ied personnel and lack of financial resources for conducting such changes. From 

0,002% to 13% of the operational budget per year is invested in the digitalization activities. 

Partly because of the financial issues, the digitalization “strategy” is in the hands of the 

management. Only four respondents mentioned that they have an IT-department. 

 

The most popular tools that the SMEs use to exchange information with clients or partners are 

traditionally a phone and corporate website. Newer services, e.g. online file sharing platforms 

and messengers, are nor spread that widely in their business communication. Being asked 

whether the companies have an account in the social media to promote their 

products/services, most of them use Facebook; fewer respondents have an account on  

LinkedIn, Instagram, Twitter or YouTube.  

 

The main goals which the SMEs associate with the advancing digitalization are attracting new 

customers/new markets, increasing the productivity and level of innovation as well as the 

reduction of costs. The respondents also mentioned that the digitalization helps in particular 

sell and promote products/services and thus increases competitiveness, offers consulting 

services of a higher quality to customers and also reduces mistakes and bureaucracy. Several 

companies underlined though that human skills and expertise are still more important than 

machinery and digital tools.  
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The interviewees from Baden-Württemberg organize IT-trainings for their employees at least 

once a year. A half of the Slovenian respondents have the same approach. The companies of 

Lower Austria mentioned that IT-trainings depend on the needs of staff and are not offered on 

a regular basis. The SMEs from Trento also do not conduct specific trainings; employees are 

usually informed by the management about the relevant changes with regard to the 

digitalization and innovation. 

 

The project survey shows the high interest of companies to collaborate with each other as well 

as with research and education institutions. Due to the heterogeneous economic structure 

differentiated approaches and support offers are necessary. 

 

There are manifold funding opportunities for SMEs with regard to high-tech and digitalization 

in the Alpine regions, both at the reginal and federal level (federal funding is usually available 

for companies coming from all regions): grants and innovation premiums, incentives (e.g. 

subsidies) and other schemes. Companies mention though that it is sometimes quite 

complicated to obtain such support due to various bureaucratic procedures.  

 

In order to support SMEs in Baden-Württemberg, the Ministry of Economic Affairs, 

Employment and Housing of the state has launched the initiative “Industry 4.0”1. Furthermore, 

several cross-industry projects have already been launched within the framework of the 

initiative “Wirtschaft 4.0"2: digital hubs, digitalization premium, innovation voucher "Hightech 

Digital"3, and the contest of ideas for knowledge and technology transfer.  

 

The interdisciplinary digitalization strategy of Baden-Württemberg "digital@bw"4, which was 

presented in 2017, contains a large number of innovative projects and measures. The state 

government provides around 1 billion euros for their implementation by 2021. The strategy is 

focused on the population of Baden-Württemberg and demonstrates concrete benefits of 
modern digitalization technologies to people with the help of innovation projects and pilot 

schemes. Provision of excellent training for junior staff and support of local authorities in 

shaping central policy areas, such as mobility, education or health in urban and rural areas in 

a future-oriented and sustainable manner, are among main goals of the strategy.5 

 

In Lower Austria, SMEs see the digitalization process as a chance for future business 

opportunities 6 . The region already features a diverse and broad ecosystem to foster 

innovation. For example, the House of Digitization 7 is the lighthouse project of the Lower 

Austrian digitalization strategy, which addresses the needs for digitalization of SMEs. It is a 

 
1 https://wm.baden-wuerttemberg.de/de/innovation/schluesseltechnologien/industrie-40/allianz-industrie-40-bw/ 
2 https://wm.baden-wuerttemberg.de/de/innovation/initiative-wirtschaft-40/ 
3 https://wm.baden-wuerttemberg.de/de/innovation/innovationsgutscheine/innovationsgutschein-hightech-digital/ 
4 https://www.digital-bw.de/-/alles-beim-neuen 
5 https://www.digital-bw.de/ziele-und-aufgaben 
6 Digitale Transformation von KMUs in Österreich 2019. Erfassung des Digitalisierungsindex 2019. Arthur D. Little.  
7 Operated by “ecoplus. The business agency of Lower Austria”, https://www.ecoplus.at/interessiert-an/haus-der-digitalisierung/ 
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platform that offers companies and researchers the connection of their interests, digital skills, 

expertise, and it also provides knowledge and networks customized to the local setting.  

 

Lower Austria has also introduced its Digitalization Strategy, which includes three main goals: 

securing and creating new jobs, strengthening rural regions and improving life quality 8. 

 

In Slovenia, aspects of the digitalization enter different business domains and become a part 

of everyday work, also for SMEs. However, the degree of digital technologies used by business 

actors differs from sector to sector.9 Companies can access digitalization knowledge through 

different paths. Technology parks, innovation hubs, university incubators, grants, innovation 

vouchers, tax incentives and supportive coaching services address the Small Business Act 

(SBA) recommendations in the skills and innovation area10. 

 

In 2016, Slovenia adopted a strategic document related to the development of information 

society until 2020. Digital Slovenia 2020 – Development Strategy for the Information Society 

until 202011 presents a commitment for acceleration of development of the digital society.  

 

In comparison to the majority of companies in Italy (about 55%), which have low investments 

in digital technologies often having just a simple website and a few computers12, the digital 

transformation potential of Trento is remarkable considering the push of innovations. The 

province puts forward specialization in a number of sectors related to advanced manufacturing 

and Industry 4.0 and counts on the strong research capacity of public and semi-public research 

institutions to innovate, as well as on the capacity of local SMEs. There are several inst itutions 

that support transfer of knowledge and technology from R&D 13  to economy as well as 

acceleration and education to entrepreneurship and strategic projects. These institutions 

include business and innovation hubs, foundations, universities, trade associations, etc. 

 

Piano Industria 4.0 (I4.0) is the Italian plan for companies to benefit from a wide range of 

measures in order to help them win the challenge set by the digital revolution. The core 

activities14 comprise innovative investment, stimulating private investment in the uptake of I4.0 

technology, expenditures in R&D, and development of skills. The measures imply tax 

incentives, access to finances, development of skills related to new technologies and 

innovative processes stemming Industry 4.0. As part of the strategy, 22 Digital Innovation Hubs 

are already active providing Italian SMEs with services to facilitate their digital transformation 

and networking in larger digital value chains.  

 

The main driver of innovation in digitalization in the Alpine space is the ability to significantly 

improve the visibility of SMEs and directly reach global customers. Communication, mobility, 

 
8 http://www.noe.gv.at/noe/Topics-in-English/Digitalization_Strategy.html 
9 Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI). Country Report Slovenia. (2019). European Commission. 
10 2018 SBA Fact Sheet Slovenia. (2018). European Commission.  
11 https://www.gov.si/assets/ministrstva/MJU/DI/7df0f756bc/Strategija-razvoja-ID.pdf 
12 Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI). Country Report Italy. (2019). European Commission. 
13 Research and development 
14 Source: Digital Transformation Monitor: Italy, Industry 4.0. (2017). 
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efficiency improvement, smart information, smart technologies, services, payment systems, 

crypto currencies, block chain. Especially in agriculture, the available satellite observation 

opens up completely new possibilities. Optimization of crop rotation, fertilizer application, pest 

control, self-propelled working machines, remote control of work processes in the field, 

optimization of feed application, early detection of diseases through evaluation of movement 

profiles. Direct marketing of the produced products to the consumer through online shops, and 

many more fields of application are seen as a chance for further business model development.  

 

In order to spread digital technologies more widely in practice in the industries producing and 

applying natural bio-based fibers, the following hurdles must be overcome resp. the 

requirements must be met: 

 

• Sustainable expansion of the digital infrastructure, e.g. broadband mobile 

communications, reliable internet connection, especially in rural and mountain areas;  

• Increase of the reliability of technologies; 

• Training and consulting (e.g. farmers are usually not very well educated in the IT field 

and need a good knowledge basis for taking decisions on investments in such 

technologies); 

• Further regulation of the data protection, security and sovereignty, as well as 

establishment of further starting conditions (e.g. air traffic regulations for the use of 

drones); 

• Improving the data flow between products from different manufacturers; 

• Diminishing the lack of knowledge about biobased products or recycling opportunities 

outside networks of stakeholders of the biobased industries; 

• Increase of the awareness about the topic of digitalization, especially among SMEs, 

which sometimes consist of only one-two persons who have to deal with a number of 

daily-basis business activities and simply do not have time to learn about new digital 

opportunities; 

• Further research on benefits of the digital farming15; 

• Active participation in national funding programmes for R&D on the digitalization;  

• Improvement of the existent and development of new programs on incentives for SMEs 

willing to accept and undergo new digitalization technologies – this is a task mainly for 

policy makers. 

 
15 Digitalizierung in der Landwirtschaft. Chancen nutzen – Risiken minimieren. (2018). Federal Ministry for Food and Agriculture.  
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GOOD PRACTICES AND TOOLS FOR TRANSFERING KNOWLEDGE ON DIGITALIZATION TO SMEsHow can policy makers and regional developers help SMEs in their digitalization efforts? The data and conclusions are derived from the report titled “WP3 Collection of good practices and existing tools”, the synthesis report of the Smart SME’s project co-financed by the European Parliament through the Alpine Region Preparatory Action Fund (ARPAF) (2019-2021).  The SMEs included in this research refer to farmers or any form of non-government business units formed with intention of making economic activity or producing the raw material for bio-based value chains within the Alpine space.
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Dimensions, sub-dimensions and indicators for measuring the digital maturity level of SMEs operating in the natural fiber-based VC.

The Smart SMEs project aims to find solutions to overcome existing digitalization barriers and focuses on enterprises in natural fiber-based value chains that produce, process and apply natural fiber-based materials, both cultivated and recycled from biological waste. The project is therefore tackling the idea of sustainable transformation in the Alpine region through the bio-economy concept. The relatively low level of digitalization of SMEs in the natural fiber-based value chains in the Alpine space is the result of several factors. There are some good practices and examples of successful SME digitalization initiatives in natural fiber-based VCs from this area; however, in some regions/countries, the number of these good practices is more limited than in others. Throughout project activities, the project partners analyzed the current level of digitalization in the following regions/countries:OVERVIEW: Baden-Württemberg (Germany) Lower Austria  Trentino (Italy)  SloveniaMEASURING THE DIGITAL MATURITY LEVEL OF SMEs: Based on the Digital Maturity and Society Index (DESI), Regional Innovation Scoreboard (RIS), Digital Transformation Scoreboard (DTS), Eurostat digital economy and OECD innovation and technology indicators, as well as indicators proposed in the scientific literature, a new methodology for assessing the digital maturity level of natural fiber-based value chains of SMEs has been established. The specific indicators were gathered into eight dimensions:  connectivity, online presence, online activity, ICT infrastructure, ICT policy, ICT usage, human resources, and research and development (R&D) infrastructure.
GOOD GOVERNMENT-LEVELPRACTICES FOR KNOWLEDGETRANSFER ON DIGITALIZATION:

CONSTRAINTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS:
One of the b i g g e s t hurdles to i n c r e a s e the digital m a t u r i t y level of a given region/country’s SMEs is their limited access to the relevant information regarding digitalization opportunities. To deal with this challenge, regions/countries within the Alpine space developed a series of mechanisms and practices aimed at their SMEs in given value chains to help facilitate the transfer of knowledge in terms of the skills of the staff, methods, technologies and tools and new value generation from research institutions and universities to the private sector.  One category of these practices encompasses different government initiatives, to which SMEs in each region have access to in terms of public schemes, aiming to enable digitalization in enterprises. More specifically, this category includes laws, public funding or subsidies that assist enterprises in implementing projects related to the digitalization.BENEFITS FOR SMEs:Precise definition of terms and activities equal for all participantsHigher funding process transparencySupport for digitalization projects (financing HW and SW for digitalization)Wide range of digitalization efforts available for funding (marketing, security, …)Creating new value through focused digitalization effortsIncreasing market competitiveness for SMEs and starting new collaborations with expertsIncreasing SMEs’ income through digital transformation of their processesPossible combinations of funding schemesGovernment-level practices and initiatives can bring certain risks and constraints into the digitalization process of SMEs. These bottlenecks and constraints can be grouped into four categories.

RECOMMENDATION:Regularly organize workshops and similar events open for SMEs to join free-of-charge to learn about their possibilities and prepare for the processEstablish a contact point to help resolve questions regarding the procedures for SMEs that can be easily accessed by everyone (e.g. a platform)Knowledge gaps of SMEs regarding bureaucratic procedures can make their application invalid.RECOMMENDATION:Establish initiatives to strengthen the interaction between research centres or consulting agencies and SMEs and build a support frameworkLimited support available to SMEs during the funding application process.RECOMMENDATION:Requirements, conditions and criteria for receiving public funding should be defined based on the "as is" digital maturity of selected VCWeighted distribution of public funds among different-sized SMEs (e.g. based on the current digitalization priority)Requirements might not be feasible for all SMEs.Large number of conditions can demotivate SMEs to apply for funding.The amount of funding is time- or finance-limited.Same amount of funding for all SMEs regardless of their size and financial possibilities.
Project partnersFinanced by
RECOMMENDATION:Encourage larger companies in investing in SMEs' digitalization to provide alternative funding mechanismsContinually work on establishing paperless procedures and decreasing the paperwork necessary to apply for funding (e.g. through government portals)Applications for funding digitalization projects depend on the availability of financial resources.Extensive documentation brings additional costs.General digitalization climate Digitalization project financial viability Availability of support mechanisms Scarcity of information Nevertheless, through the collaboration with research institutions (centres, innovation hubs, academia) and private sector SMEs, the influence of these constraints can be minimized for the welfare of SMEs’ digital maturity level. Government/policymakersPrivate sectorSMEs Research centers/innovation hubs



GOOD PRACTICES AND TOOLS FOR TRANSFERING KNOWLEDGE ON DIGITALIZATION TO SMEsHow can private sector companies help SMEs in their digitalization efforts? The data and conclusions are derived from the report titled “WP3 Collection of good practices and existing tools”, the synthesis report of the Smart SME’s project co-financed by the European Parliament through the Alpine Region Preparatory Action Fund (ARPAF) (2019-2021).  The SMEs included in this research refer to farmers or any form of non-government business units formed with intention of making economic activity or producing the raw material for bio-based value chains within the Alpine space.
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Dimensions, sub-dimensions and indicators for measuring the digital maturity level of SMEs operating in the natural fiber-based VC.

The Smart SMEs project aims to find solutions to overcome existing digitalization barriers and focuses on enterprises in natural fiber-based value chains that produce, process and apply natural fiber-based materials, both cultivated and recycled from biological waste. The project is therefore tackling the idea of sustainable transformation in the Alpine region through the bio-economy concept. The relatively low level of digitalization of SMEs in the natural fiber-based value chains in the Alpine space is the result of several factors. There are some good practices and examples of successful SME digitalization initiatives in natural fiber-based VCs from this area; however, in some regions/countries, the number of these good practices is more limited than in others. Throughout project activities, the project partners analyzed the current level of digitalization in the following regions/countries:OVERVIEW: Baden-Württemberg (Germany) Lower Austria  Trentino (Italy)  SloveniaMEASURING THE DIGITAL MATURITY LEVEL OF SMEs: Based on the Digital Maturity and Society Index (DESI), Regional Innovation Scoreboard (RIS), Digital Transformation Scoreboard (DTS), Eurostat digital economy and OECD innovation and technology indicators, as well as indicators proposed in the scientific literature, a new methodology for assessing the digital maturity level of natural fiber-based value chains of SMEs is established. The specific indicators were gathered into eight dimensions:  connectivity, online presence, online activity, ICT infrastructure, ICT policy, ICT usage, human resources, and research and development (R&D) infrastructure.
GOOD PRIVATE SECTOR-LEVEL PRACTICES FOR KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER ON DIGITALIZATION:

CONSTRAINTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS:
One of the b i g g e s t hurdles to i n c r e a s e the digital m a t u r i t y level of a given region/country’s SMEs is their limited access to the relevant information regarding digitalization opportunities. To deal with this challenge, regions/countries within the Alpine space developed a series of mechanisms and practices aimed at their SMEs in given value chains to help facilitate the transfer of knowledge in terms of the skills of the staff, methods, technologies and tools and new value generation from research institutions and universities to the private sector.  One category of these practices represents solutions that are provided by privately funded enterprises or organizations privately funded and usually provide precise and targeted solutions. These private sector companies assist SMEs in their digitalization-related projects in several ways, such as providing precise and targeted solutions, guidance in applying for funding opportunities, their “know-how” regarding the digitalization projects, etc.BENEFITS FOR SMEs:Improved business process and product development efficiency can reduce operational costs Direct access to information regarding funding opportunities Better market visibility and availability to customers Improved employee skills through trainings and workshops Improved public image of the company Possibility to expand to foreign marketsPrivate sector-level practices and initiatives can bring certain risks and constraints into the digitalization process of SMEs. These bottlenecks and constraints can be grouped into four categories.

Nevertheless, through the collaboration with government and policy makers and research centres, the influence of these constraints can be minimized for the welfare of SMEs’ digital maturity level.RECOMMENDATION:Continually work on meeting the infrastructural requirements of SMEs on the country/region-level RECOMMENDATION:Encourage larger companies in investing in SMEs' digitalization to provide alternative funding mechanisms RECOMMENDATION:Identify IT experts interested in providing consultant services for low-digitalized SMEs and ensure their contact details are available to SMEsDigital infrastructure is not established equally well in all regions/areas. Digitalization project application is limited to public funds. Lack of complete support by a company's IT system.Lack of knowledge on digitalization technologies may inhibit the company's efforts. RECOMMENDATION:Identify experienced experts with knowledge on the digitalization project to increase the probability of its successOrganize workshops and trainings held by other SMEs or research centres with experience in similar undertakings to inform interested SMEs about benefits and pitfallsDigitalization efforts may be too specific and focus only on a subset of processes, while ignoring others.Existing SME's resources may not be able to handle changes caused by digitalization.
Project partnersFinanced by

General digitalization climate Digitalization project financial viability Availability of support mechanisms Uncertainty of the digitalization project success Research centers/innovation hubsGovernment/policymakersPrivate sector SMEs



GOOD PRACTICES AND TOOLS FOR TRANSFERING KNOWLEDGE ON DIGITALIZATION TO SMEsHow can research centres and innovation hubs help SMEs in their digitalization efforts? The data and conclusions are derived from the report titled “WP3 Collection of good practices and existing tools”, the synthesis report of the Smart SME’s project co-financed by the European Parliament through the Alpine Region Preparatory Action Fund (ARPAF) (2019-2021).  The SMEs included in this research refer to farmers or any form of non-government business units formed with intention of making economic activity or producing the raw material for bio-based value chains within the Alpine space.
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Dimensions, sub-dimensions and indicators for measuring the digital maturity level of SMEs operating in the natural fiber-based VC.

The Smart SMEs project aims to find solutions to overcome existing digitalization barriers and focuses on enterprises in natural fiber-based value chains that produce, process and apply natural fiber-based materials, both cultivated and recycled from biological waste. The project is therefore tackling the idea of sustainable transformation in the Alpine region through the bio-economy concept. The relatively low level of digitalization of SMEs in the natural fiber-based value chains in the Alpine space is the result of several factors. There are some good practices and examples of successful SME digitalization initiatives in natural fiber-based VCs from this area; however, in some regions/countries, the number of these good practices is more limited than in others. Throughout project activities, the project partners analyzed the current level of digitalization in the following regions/countries:OVERVIEW: Baden-Württemberg (Germany) Lower Austria  Trentino (Italy)  SloveniaMEASURING THE DIGITAL MATURITY LEVEL OF SMEs: Based on the Digital Maturity and Society Index (DESI), Regional Innovation Scoreboard (RIS), Digital Transformation Scoreboard (DTS), Eurostat digital economy and OECD innovation and technology indicators, as well as indicators proposed in the scientific literature, a new methodology for assessing the digital maturity level of natural fiber-based value chains of SMEs is established.The specific indicators were gathered into eight dimensions:  connectivity, online presence, online activity, ICT infrastructure, ICT policy, ICT usage, human resources, and research and development (R&D) infrastructure.
GOOD RESEARCH CENTRE-LEVEL PRACTICES FOR KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER ON DIGITALIZATION:

CONSTRAINTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS:
One of the b i g g e s t hurdles to increase the digital matur i t y level of a given region/country’s SMEs is their limited access to the relevant information regarding digitalization opportunities. To deal with this challenge, regions/countries within the Alpine space developed a series of mechanisms and practices aimed at their SMEs in given value chains to help facilitate the transfer of knowledge in terms of the skills of the staff, methods, technologies and tools and new value generation from research institutions and universities to the private sector.  One category of these practices encompasses solutions that are provided by publicly funded or non-profit organizations, such as innovation hubs or research centres. These research and development (R&D)-oriented associations assist SMEs in their digitalization-related projects in several ways, such as providing assessments, guidance in applying for funding opportunities, connections or networks with HE institutions and other experts, etc.BENEFITS FOR SMEs:Quick and easy access to experts, which creates new contacts for SMEsSupport for digitalization projects (consultant and other services)Higher possibility of generating new value and innovative products in combination with experts’ knowledgeFree-of-charge support during project funding application processPossibility to evaluate the performance of developed technical solutions within a test environmentWide range of collaboration opportunitiesPossibility of staff trainings and workshopsIncreasing SME’s competitiveness and expanding to foreign marketsResearch centre-level practices and initiatives can bring certain risks and constraints into the digitalization process of SMEs. These bottlenecks and constraints can be grouped into five categories.

RECOMMENDATION:Use modern data-driven methods and techniques to ensure best-possible matching between SMEs and experts (e.g. machine learning)Identify experienced experts with knowledge on the digitalization project to increase the probability of its success
Possible difficulties in matching SME's needs with appropriate experts.Multiple SMEs within the same VC have access to the same resources, which creates competitiveness during project applications.RECOMMENDATION:Establish initiatives to strengthen the interaction between research centres or consulting agencies and SMEs and build a support frameworkProvide single-point contacting options for SMEs in need for some help or consultations

Limited knowledge transfer on certain digitalization steps.Limited or complete lack of support throughout project implementation may result in different results than expected.Only certain topics are included/handled in the initiatives.RECOMMENDATION:Minimize political influence on the digitalization projects and research centres on ensuring their transparency or providing additional help onlyExplore and extend additional funding possibilities to other European- or global-level financing programs
Political influence can interfere with research centres' activities.Sustainability of initiatives without public funding.

Project partnersFinanced by
RECOMMENDATION:Encourage larger companies in investing in SMEs' digitalization to provide alternative funding mechanisms

Digitalization project application is limited to public funds. RECOMMENDATION:Launch marketing campaigns to raise public awareness of possibilities available to help SMEs Knowledge gaps of SMEs regarding bureaucratic procedures can make their application invalid.
General digitalization climate Digitalization project financial viability Availability of support mechanisms Uncertainty of the digitalization project success Scarcity of information Government/policymakersPrivate sectorSMEs Research centers/innovation hubsNevertheless, through the collaboration with research institutions (centres, innovation hubs, academia) and private sector SMEs, the influence of these constraints can be minimized for the welfare of SMEs’ digital maturity level.
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INTRODUCTION 

 

In work Package 4 we expanded the scope of previous activities addressing the hurdles and drivers to 

foster digitalization of the whole value chain rather than focusing on the single SME. We also 

investigated the transferability of the results of previous WPs to other value chains, related to the natural 

fibres ones, namely wood, agri-food and textile. Details about these value chains and relevant 

digitalization examples can be found in the report on best practices for the digitization on the wood and 

agri-food supply chains of SMEs.1 

Digitalization of the whole value chain puts the whole process a step forward, pushing systemic 

transformation and allowing SMEs to benefit of a fairer, more transparent and dynamic environment 

where to make business and grow. 

The use of technologies to connect and 

manage value chains cannot be 

postponed any more due to the increasing 

complexity of value chains in terms of 

network, processes, products, demands 

and organization capacity. 

It offers several advantages making the 

whole value chains making it faster, more 

flexible, more customized, more accurate, 

more efficient. 

Focusing on the value chain related 

dimensions, digital innovation can bring 

several advantages in terms of end to end visibility, new customer experience, supply chain 

synchronization, improved logistics and storage management. Data collection and analytics can create 

new opportunities for data driven services and business models.  

 

                                                
1 https://www.alpine-region.eu/publications/report-best-practice-digitization-wood-and-agrifood-supply-chains-

smes 

Figure 1 The Vision of the Supply Chain 4.0  
Source: https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/operations/our-
insights/supply-chain-40--the-next-generation-digital-supply-chain# 
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Figure 2: Opportunities related to the digitalization of the whole value chains. 

 
EXAMPLES OF VALUE CHAINS DIGITALIZATION 
 

 
 

Wood Chain ManagerResearchers from the Slovenian Forestry Institute developed the website Wood Chain Manager that offers different interactive tools suitable for the organization and optimization of forestry works Foodchain ItalyFoodchain Spa is an appealing case of Italian Blockchain. This Startup born in 2016 wants to make transparency an essential asset for any supply chain actor to guarantee the provenance, quality, and value of the food, supporting producers, and protecting consumers This is an example of  the value chain as a service Business intelligence system adoption: a comparative study on 14 T&A companiesThe utilization of big data for decision-making, supply chain management, inventory management at stores and warehouses, shipments to customers, and logistics is a major challenge in T&A industry. BIS with Industry 4.0 concept have a positive role in resolving sustainability issues in organizations.
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Intervention fields 
 
In order to boost the digitalization of the value chains, the 

following intervention fields have been identified: 

- Value chain digital maturity assessment 

- Awareness raising among companies, decision 

makers, value chains leaders 

- Support technology transfer and industrial R&D 

- Increase organization capacities 

- Improve digital education and digital skills 

- Infrastructure, data, standardization and digital trust 

- Facilitate access to finance for SMEs 

Stakeholder analysis 

Main barriers 

• Many new technologies are used or 

starting to be used. However, the level 

of implementation in europe is still 

shallow compared to other regions in 

the world, such as the us, mainly due 

to the lack of workforce digital skills. 

• Primary requirements to enable most 

of the new technologies, broadband 

coverage, and good internet 

connection are not evenly distributed 

within Europe, especially in remote 

rural areas. 

• Small and medium sized enterprises 

seek cost-effectiveness and reliability 

on new technologies. Resistance to 

change and to the introduction of new 

technologies in wood and agri-food 

might be due to the knowledge gap by 

new technologies providers.  

• Small and medium sized have 

difficulties with investment capabilities.  

• Proper governance for ‘fair’ 

distribution of information is one of the 

key challenges for digitalizing food-

chains. 

• In general, the process of digitalization 

is accompanied by uncertainty of the 

return and fear by employees, and 

sometimes by employer too. 

 

Stakeholder Interest 
(1-5) 

Power 
(1-5) 

Description 

SMEs 4.5 2 SMEs would be interested parties if 
correctly educated and supported in the  
process.  Nevertheless, their power is 
limited due to dimension and limited 
resources 

Innovation 
agencies 

2 3 Innovation agencies can have a big role to 
increase the capacity for innovation and 
support technology transfer 

Value chain 
leaders 

5 5 Value chain leader companies are capable 
of exerting greater influence over other 
supply chain organizations. They have the 
right attitude and the interest to drive the 
digitalization of the whole value chain and 
force the transformation on single 
companies in the supply chain 

Cluster 
initiatives 

4 4 Cluster initiatives and umbrella 
organizations have the interest to help their 
affiliate to grow and compete. They can 
have high power to facilitate the transitions 
offering dedicated services and provide the 
right framework. 

Public 
authority 

1 3 Public authorities can affect the 
digitalization process by providing 
incentives, regulations and funding. 
Moreover, they can assure the right 
ecosystems for transformation 

RTOs 2 1 RTOs can provide new technologies and 
knowledge to accelerate the change.  

Private 
stakeholders 

2 2 Private stakeholders including Forests and 
land owners can benefit from the 
digitalization of the supply chain in terms of 
resource management and work 
organization. Their willingness to be 
involved in the whole transformation is 
important to cover the whole supply chain.  
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Action plan 

Starting from these considerations an action plan for the digitalization of value chains in wood, agrifood 

and textile sectors has been drafted and shared with project partners.  

The plan includes actions and strategies prioritized for the following years. According to available 

money, funding body expectation and involved parties willingness, it would be possible to get inspiration 

from this plan to develop one big or more small projects.  

Projects can cover just one of the intervention fields or encompass more dimensions, focus on different 

target groups and sectors, aim at different level of implementation.  

The first priorities for the first year include the following: 

1. Definition of assessment tools for the digital maturity of value chains in the selected sectors 

2. Creation of a network of stakeholders for transregional collaboration 

3. Identification of key enabling technologies and existing initiatives and projects to build on 

4. Creation of cross-regional funding schemes to support SME 

 

 

 



 Smart SME’s 

Co-financed by the European Parliament through the 

Alpine Region Preparatory Action Fund (ARPAF)  

2  

__________________________________________________________________________ 

“Capitalisation and policy recommendations” 
 
 
Work package 5  

__________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prepared by Anteja (WP5 lead) 

 

 
 



 Smart SME’s 

Co-financed by the European Parliament through the 

Alpine Region Preparatory Action Fund (ARPAF)  

    

Fields of Actions to Facilitate Digitalisation of non-tech SMEs  

When considering the various options and constraints concerning digitalisation of SMEs from the 

natural fibre sector within the Alpine Region, three main action fields can be identified, as given in 

Table 1. These actions fields set the proper framework conditions for the Action Plan developed 

within the Smart SME Project that further details dedicated actions needed to digitalise key value 

chains of the natural fibre sectors.1  

 

Table 1: Field of actions to promote digitalisation of natural fibre actors within the Alpine Region 

Action filed 1  

Setting up practitioners 

network 

Action filed 2  

Promotion of digital tools 

Action filed 3 

Improved access to finance 

• Lack of qualified personnel  

• Difficulties in reorganizing 

internal workflow  

• Lack of knowledge about 

digitalization and tools 

• Lack of data protection  

• Difficulties in reorganizing 

internal workflow  

• Lack of knowledge about 

digitalization and tools 

• Lack of data protection 

• Lack of financial resources  

• Access to internet   

 

Action Field 1: Setting up Practitioners Networks 

Table above reveals that many of the barriers and obstacles mentioned by the actors from the natural 

fibre sectors are connected with a lack of knowledge or even access to knowledge. Digitalisation is 

still a very recent phenomenon compared to others, like globalisation. Thus, SMEs, even if they are 

ready and interested in getting access to missing knowledge and skill, struggle to find appropriate 

sources.  

 

On the contrary, networks have proven in the past that they are ideal platforms for knowledge and 

information exchange. Well managed networks often succeeded in the past in creating trust and 

openness among the network partners as well as stimulating mutual knowledge spill overs. This is 

especially the case in the field of natural fibres, where technologies, application fields and customer 

requirements are changing quickly. The network AFBW2 in Baden-Württemberg gathers 156 actors 

along different natural fibre value chains.3  

 

   1 Elisa Morganti, Silvio A to io i a d Lu a Mio , Smart SME: WP 4 Action plan for digitalisation of value chains  (Synthesis Report, 28 April 2021) <https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwj5hrrnq-TwAhWL-6QKHXIsB_EQFjAAegQIBhAD&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.alpine-region.eu%2Ffile%2F7040%2Fdownload%3Ftoken%3DoE8urwdw&usg=AOvVaw3eF1ocPlhjJOrV68Xt6Prj> accessed 25 May 2021 2 Arbeitsgemeinschaft Faserbasierte Werkstoffe Baden-Württemberg AFBW  <www.afbw.eu> accessed 25 May 2021 3 According to information provided by AFBW in May 2021 
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Setting-up Alpine Region-wide practitioner networks dealing with dedicated topics and 

challenges around natural fibre and digitalisation 

The interest in setting up an Alpine Region-wide practitioner network was confirmed during the Smart 

SME workshop “Building a Sustainable Network for Smart SMEs in the Alpine Region” on 3 
November 2020, where the majority of the participants expressed the need for such a network to 

better develop joint projects (67%) as well as to share good practices (56%).  

Figure: Potential focus of the objectives of an Alpine Region-wide practitioner network for natural fibre and 

digitalisation, multiple choices allowed.4 

 

 

From the current project findings, it also became obvious that a “nucleus” of such a network of actors 

already exists from other initiatives or programmes, like INTERREG, such as AlpLinkBioEco, 

CAESAR5 or European Resource Efficiency Knowledge Network 6 etc. Thus, it is worth evaluating 

to what extent such networks can be used to further develop the idea of an Alpine Region-wide 

network for natural fibre and digitalisation. If so, the core partners of these projects could take the 

lead in developing further project ideas and enlarge the group of participants from the natural fibre 

sector. 

 

Five main topics should be addressed via the network in order to assure a clear focus on creating 

value for companies: development of smart value chains, identify and develop business 

opportunities in circular economy etc. This information was obtained through surveying 44 

participants in the framework of the Smart SME, 44 respondents, March – April 2021 in which key 

topics were addressed by an Alpine Region-wide network for natural fibre and digitalisation, multiple 

choices allowed.7 

 

   4 Smart SME Project (2020) <https://www.alpine-region.eu/projects/smart-smes> accessed 25 May 2021 5 Capacitating Energy efficiency in Small Alpine Enterprises (Project Caesar)  <www.project-caesar.eu> accessed 25 May 2021 6 EREK  <https://resourceefficient.eu/en> accessed 25 May 2021 7 Smart SME Project (2020) <https://www.alpine-region.eu/projects/smart-smes> accessed 25 May 2021 
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Setting-up close linkages to other networks to promote natural fibre-based innovation 

There is a well-matured network landscape in Europe that covers various topics in the broader field 

of Bioeconomy. However, the topics around natural fibre are rarely considered within these 

networks. Thus, setting up good relationships with some of these networks can be used to promote 

the potential of natural fibre innovation:  

 

Table 2: Examples of Networks for promotion of natural fibre innovation  

European level Alpine region 

ECCP8, The European Bioeconomy Network9, S3Platform 

on Agri-Food10 , DIHNET.EU, EIT Digital11 , EuropaBio 12 

and European Network for Rural Development13. 

EUSALP Action Group 2 subgroups for 

Bioeconomy or for Digital Industry.14 

 

Action Field 2: Promotion of Tools for Digitalisation 

Increasing the level of digitalisation within companies is quite complex. It can target internal 

processes, like administration or internal communication, or production processes or even marketing 

and sales activities. Furthermore, value chains significantly transformed over the past since 

digitalisation allowed new actors to enter existing value chains or new business models emerged 

that transformed existing ones. Customer demands and requests changed and set new rules for 

winners. Thus, finding new (strategic) partners along existing value chains or getting involved in the 

creation of entirely new value chains became key success factors. Particularly for actors from various 

nature fibre value chains, this is a prevailing topic since increasing technological progress opens 

new applications and markets for such companies. Increasing concerns related to the environment 

and climate change also offers new options for actors from the natural fibre sector. However, for 

non-technologically driven SMEs, this remains a huge challenge. Increased use of digital tools can 

be an option for such SMEs to turn the challenges related to digital transformation into a competitive 

advantage.  

 

Action 2.1: Support SMEs in using digital tools  

SMEs are often unaware of the potential new digital tools could offer for improving their business, or 

they consider the upfront costs of upgrading towards more sophisticated digital technologies as too 

high. Even if there is a sufficient readiness to invest, digitalisation is multi-faceted. It involves the use 

and applications of a broad range of technologies or software for different purposes. As a 

consequence, it is often hard for SMEs even to figure out where and how to start. 

Thus, supporting SME in using digital tools is an important activity to lower the entry barriers to 

successfully deal with this issue, but also to avoid wrong or costly investments. E. g. whereas using  8 Europea  Cluster Colla oratio  Platfor  ECCP  <https:// luster olla oratio .eu/> a essed  Ma  2021 9 Europea  Bioe o o  Net ork EuBioNet  <https://eu io et.eu/> a essed  Ma  10 The S art Spe ialisatio  Platfor  for Agri-Food (S3P Agri-Food  <https://s platfor .jr .e .europa.eu/e /agri-food> accessed 25 May 2021 11 Digital I o atio  Hu  Net orks DIHNET  <https://dih et.eu/> a essed  Ma   12 EuropaBio  <https:// .europa io.org/> a essed  Ma   13 Europea  Net ork for Rural De elop e t ENRD  <https://e rd.e .europa.eu/> a essed  Ma   14 A tio  Group  EU Strateg  for the Alpi e Regio  <https:// .alpi e-region.eu/action-group-2> accessed 25 May 2021 

https://www.clustercollaboration.eu/
https://eubionet.eu/
https://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/agri-food
https://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/agri-food
https://dihnet.eu/
https://www.eitdigital.eu/
https://www.europabio.org/
https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/
https://www.alpine-region.eu/action-group-2
https://www.alpine-region.eu/action-group-2
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Customer Relationship Management (CRM) software that helps to enhance front-office integration 

and supply chain operations appears to be almost a must for all SMEs operating in the natural fibre 

sectors, Enterprise resource planning (ERP) software that enhances strategic planning is mainly 

intended for those SMEs. They are matured enough to manage and integrate internal and external 

information flows from material and human resources to finance, accounting and sales, and 

automates planning, inventory, purchasing and other business functions. There is no one-size-fits-

all model on how to do it right, but based on proper support, the most suitable decision can be made.  

 

Appropriate support for SMEs can be provided by a broader range of intermediaries that exist in the 

Alpine Region. Digitalisation Hubs, cluster initiatives, but also practitioner networks, as proposed 

under Action Field 1, can serve accordingly. However, it is important that SMEs are more open to 

receiving proper help, but such intermediaries have to become more service-oriented and proactive 

to provide proper tailor-made support. The proposed practitioner network can provide important input 

in this regard.  

 

Action 2.2: Usage of digital tools that support the development of new natural fibre related 

value chain 

Digital tools can not only help to improve internal processes to help to find new clients through e-

commerce. Digital tools can also help to develop new or extend / shorten existing value chains. The 

Alpine Region is recognised as having huge potentials for the development of natural fibre-based 

value chains. But to move from opportunities to dedicated action often turns out to be a complex 

practical exercise. There is a huge lack of understanding of the potential of natural fibres. However, 

there are recent tools available that are intended to develop new value chains, especially for new 

bio-based material to which natural fibres belong. For example, the Value Chain Generator (VGC) 

provides a hands-on, data-driven approach to overcoming existing information gaps and to 

unearthing unexploited business opportunities for natural fibre-based value chains. The VGC is a 

software tool based on natural language algorithms allowing to match actors from a knowledge base 

into value chains. The VGC is a tool designed to embed the shift from fossil-fuel-based to natural-

based or bio-based economies into a context of shared value creation. It also helps to overcome 

information gaps and to unearth business opportunities for the generation and expansion of natural 

fibre-based value chains.  

 

Action 2.3: Promotion of digital tools that allow natural fibre companies to communicate 

transparency 

The process of disclosing information about the product, production processes, ethicality, and 

sustainability is of increasing relevance for clients. Transparency is a powerful tool to build trust and 

loyalty. 94% of consumers are more likely to be loyal to brands that commit to transparency.15 

According to the Harvard Business Review, “Consumer may be willing to pay 2% to 10% more for 
products from transparent companies”. Consumers and distributors are increasingly demanding 

transparency and making it one of their key requirements for purchasing decisions. The new Value 

Chain Law requires companies to ensure basic labour and human rights standards are respected in  15 Ke  Kli e, Here's Ho  I porta t Bra d Tra spare  Is for Your Busi ess  Inc., 7 September 2016) <https://www.inc.com/kenny-kline/new-study-reveals-just-how-important-brand-transparency-really-is.html> accessed 25 May 2021 
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the supply chain. Germany is among the first countries that will introduce this law obliging companies 

to take responsibility. Natural fibre-based products have an especially high potential to benefit from 

these consumer demands since they are environmentally friendly and bio-based. Promoting natural 

fibre companies in this regard might help them to better communicate the benefits combined with 

such bio-based products, the potentials as well as the added values.  

Action Field 3: Adaptation of public support schemes 

Fast and reliable internet coverage is a mandatory precondition for all SMEs in the Alpine Region to 

benefit from the trend of digitalisation. Alpine Regions, also supported by structural funds, are 

investing in broadband coverage, but disparities still exist among regions and between urban and 

remote areas. The new broadband technologies, including 5G, will allow the development of new 

services bringing progress, welfare and jobs and new opportunities for business but also for 

citizens.16  One of the key lessons learned so far from a governmental perspective is that traditional 

funding schemes do not fit the new requirements set by digitalisation. And many governments 

struggled in the recent past to adapt their support scheme and related administrative procedures to 

the new needs of the private sector to properly support digitalisation efforts. Public support in this 

regard addresses dedicated market failures and is intended to support the private sector in de-risking 

necessary investments in digitalisation. In this regard, the public sector has a unique role to play due 

to its unique ability to shape the regulatory climate as well as to modify or simplify funding 

requirements.  

 

Action 3.1: Tailor-made support schemes 

In order to better cope with the challenges of digitalisation, SMEs from the natural fibre sector, like 

SMEs in most other sectors, need to have access to demand-oriented support schemes. Fast and 

unbureaucratic access are often more important than access to huge investments. Vouchers, for 

example, provide a useful tool for the public sector to support SMEs in the natural fibres sector. 

Vouchers have a big advantage in being administratively light, and therefore time and costs linked 

to administration are lower than with other forms of statutory support. One voucher scheme that is 

worthy of being mentioned here is the scheme introduced by Baden-Wurttemberg recently to support 

SMEs to better cope with the transformation challenges. The vouchers have a value of €10,000 and 
cover 80% of the costs of eligible costs. For more details, please see box 2.  

Box 1: Baden-Württemberg Transformation Voucher Scheme.17 

The Ministry for Economy Baden-Württemberg implemented "Transformation Voucher" in January 2021 to 
support SMEs in times of industrial transformation (about  €4 million). The "Transformation" voucher is 
mainly intended for SMEs operating in the Automotive Sector and provides support in the complex structural 
change of key industries of Baden-Württemberg by financially supporting strategic consulting and advice. 
The Voucher Programme is intended to support SMEs to kick off new types of production, service and sales 
processes, shorter innovation cycles of the entire value chain or business models. The value of the vouchers 
EUR 10,000 and covers 80% of the eligible costs. Financial support is provided for strategic consulting in 
fields as varied as product development, data analytics and crisis management in the context of COVID19.   16 Silvia Compagnucci et al, Thi ki g the Future of Europea  I dustr  Digitalizatio : I dustr  .  a d the Role of EU a d Natio al 

Poli ies  I-Com, Institute for Competitiveness, September 2017) <http://digitalexperiencenter.it/sites/default/files/osservatorio/allegati/ICOM-Thinking-Future-European-Industry.pdf> accessed 25 May 2021 17 Tra sfor atio s Wisse  BW  <https:// .tra sfor atio s isse -bw.de/> accessed 25 May 2021 
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Action 3.2: Facilitating cross-regional cooperation within the Alpine Region  

Cross-regional cooperation within the Alpine Region is still not properly supported by existing funding 

schemes. Firms that are interested in entering any R&D or innovation-driven cooperation with firms 

from other regions still struggle to find proper support schemes. Horizon 2020 or Horizon Europe 

schemes, as well as INTERREG schemes, are not an option for most of them. Many programme 

owners and policymakers argue that the establishment of new funding mechanisms across borders 

can, of course, be a complex administrative and technical challenge and a sensitive political process. 

There are concepts that demonstrate the opposite and have been proven to be effective in facilitating 

cross-regional RDI cooperation.18 Thus, cross-regional cooperation can be boosted through rather 

simple coordination mechanisms, based on decentralised and bottom-up decision processes and 

subsidiarity, without funds necessarily having to cross borders.  

 

The recent Innovation Express 2021 Call is an excellent example of a funding instrument that aims 

at facilitating internationalisation, development of innovative solutions in two given scopes for 

projects by developing transnational linkages among SMEs, research institutions and other business 

organisations. The call is funded by existing national/regional funding programmes and managed by 

participating funding agencies to initiate, develop or enhance transnational exchange activities 

among applicants and their project proposals to be funded. Applications will be evaluated based on 

their potential to create benefits for participating applicants and in accordance with the criteria from 

the respective regional/national funding programmes. The Innovation Express 2021 has been 

launched in mid-May 2021 and invites innovation actors from Baden-Württemberg (D), Brandenburg 

(D), Fribourg region (CH) and Salzburg (A) to enter common R&D and innovation actions, especially 

in the field of digitalisation and Artificial Intelligences.19   

 

The Innovation Express 2021 is a good example of how cross-regional cooperation can look like and 

shall be re-peated for a broader number of Alpine Regions and better consider the interests of the 

actors from the natural fibre sector in the future.  

  

 18 Michael Keller, Mateja Dermastia, Gerd Meier zu Köcker, Philip Pfaller and Jacques Bersier, New power for the macro-regional innovation motors - A call for a wave of new cross-regional funding schemes in Europe  (University of Applied Sciences and Arts Western Switzerland, School of Engineering and Architecture of Fribourg, July 2020) <https://hesso.tind.io/record/6483> accessed 25 May 2021 19 I o atio  E press   <https://innovation-express-2021.b2match.io/> accessed 25 May 2021 
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The Way Ahead 

The Policy Roadmap has identified several key actions in three action fields. All are intended to 

support SMEs from the natural fibre sector to make better use of the potentials connected to 

digitalisation. The objective is that as many SMEs as possible turn digitalisation challenges into 

competitive advantages.  

 

Before officially implementing the seven actions proposed, preparatory actions are proposed as 

follow:  

 

• development of a database with the information of the respondents / experts who offered their 

consent to be contacted and invited to join the network.  

• a networking support tool should be selected to share information in form of links, documents or 

to easily organise networking meetings.  

 

Both actions can be considered as a first step towards the Alpine Region-wide practitioner network. 

For communication purposes and for enhancing the visibility of the network (also to enlarge it), the 

creation of a LinkedIn group could also be envisaged. However, this depends on the resources 

available to moderate this group and the agreed objectives among the members. 

 

In order to make use of various synergies that exist, actions to be implemented shall contain measure 

reaching out to policymakers in all Smart SME regions, inviting them to the ARDIA-Net Policy Forum 

in November 2021 to enlarge the discussions on designing coordinated/synchronised calls in the 

macro-region.  

 

Technical Support from EUSALP AG2 subgroups on Bioeconomy and digital industry shall be 

requested, if possible, in order to:  

 

facilitate dialogue between policymakers and practitioners across Alpine regions to discuss project 

ideas/themes in line with the seven actions proposed,  

initiate technical support, e.g., to set-up an online match-making tool and event connecting 

bioeconomy players in the Alpine region. The subgroups could help using the ARPAF instrument to 

finance such basic networking infrastructure. 

 

Furthermore, applying for interregional funding to further develop bioeconomy value chains, e.g., by 

expanding the Value Chain Generator, could be a good way to further develop the network of 

bioeconomy actors in the Alpine region. First actions in these regards have already been undertaken. 

Others still must be done.  
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Figure: A roadmap and rough time schedule to sequencing the different actions proposed.  
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Background and rationale: 

The project Smart SMEs aims to improve the use of digital solutions to increase the 

competitiveness of SMEs in natural fibre value chains in the Alpine region (e.g. wood, 

hemp, organic waste etc). One of the objectives of the project is to assess the potential for the 

development of a nucleus of a network for interregional exchange of experience and 

collaboration on this topic, beyond the project lifetime. 

A network creates value through the intensity, quality and impact of the interactions between 

its members. The common interest has to be clear and enabling and nurturing such useful 

interactions takes time. The golden rule of a network is that you first have to invest in the 

network (knowledge, time, connections) in order to be able to harvest the results of the effort 

made. 

This concept summarizes the interest and needs of bioeconomy and digital 

transformation experts in the Alpine Region in such a network and outlines some 

directions for implementation. 

In order to identify the interest and needs the partners in the SMART SME project Work 

Package 6 carried out the following activities: 

1. In an online workshop “Building a Sustainable Network for Smart SMEs in the 

Alpine Region” on 3 November 2020 with 29 participants, intermediaries from the 

area of digital transformation and bioeconomy in the Smart SME partner regions, an 

interest for such an action was confirmed.  

 

2. As a next step, several open online interviews were held in March 2021 with key 

stakeholders in the SMART SME partner regions and the EUSALP Action Group 2 (To 

increase the economic potential of strategic sectors), such as the Smart SME lead 

partner, the coordinators of the EUSALP AG2 subgroups for bio-economy and for 

https://www.alpine-region.eu/projects/smart-smes
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digital industry and the EUSALP AG2 coordinators in order to exchange on the idea of 

a network, its feasibility and possible embedding into the planned EUSALP actions.  

3. Based on the input received and suggested options a questionnaire was set up and 

embedded in an online survey, using the EUSurvey tool. The link to the survey was 

sent out on 31 March 2021 with the support of the project partners to relevant 

stakeholders in their regions or country for feedback collection. The persons targeted 

were “facilitators”, working at the interface between companies in natural fibre value 
chains (wood, maize, hemp etc.) and digital technology providers, i.e., experts 

supporting companies in innovation, technology transfer and digital transformation, 

such as cluster managers, Digital Innovation Hub managers, managers of Strategic 

Research and Innovation Partnerships etc. who are in direct contact with companies. 

The survey stayed open until the 16 April. There were 44 contributions received.  

 

 

4. Finally, those survey respondents, who indicated to be willing to take a (thematic) lead 

role in the network were invited to an online workshop on 7 May 2021, in order to 

discuss their specific ideas and concrete next steps. 

On the basis of the feedback provided in all these activities, the following interest and need for 

a network in the Alpine region dedicated to supporting smart SMEs in the bio-based economy 

crystallises out: 

Whom should be the network serving? 

In order to reach out to as many triple-helix (business, science, policy) actors, the network 

should address mainly intermediaries in the bioeconomy and digital fields. As 

intermediaries we understand actors working at the interface of companies in natural fibre 

value chains (wood, maize, hemp etc.) and digital technology providers, i.e. experts 

supporting companies in innovation, technology transfer and digital transformation; such as 

representatives of business support organisations and innovation agencies, cluster managers, 

Digital Innovation Hub managers, managers of Strategic Research and Innovation 

Partnerships etc. who are in direct contact to companies, know the sector, competencies and 

1
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needs. They can act as hubs for interregional collaboration connecting companies and 

researches across regions – matching the main interest in connecting with companies, experts 

in the bioeconomy field and business support organisations/cluster managers, as indicated in 

the online survey. 

Last but not least these actors usually also work in close collaboration with public authorities 

and can facilitate dialogue between the business and science community and regional or 

national policy makers. 

Building on the main target group of intermediaries the network should also be open and useful 

to triple-helix actors i.e., interested companies, policy makers and research & education 

institutions. 

What kind of a network could it be? 

Based on desk research, interview and the workshop on 3 November 2020 we derived the 

following types of networks: 

• Informal (loose) network, e.g. a LinkedIn group to share information 

• Temporary networks to run specific projects. A “nucleus” of such a project based 
network could be the well-integrated Alpine Space community established over the last 

years in many projects (e.g. in the field of bioeconomy in AlpLinkBioEco, AlpBioEco, 

etc.) 

• Think-tank type strategic network, without formal membership but regular meetings to 

discuss strategic topics also beyond individual projects 

• Formal network with membership, rules of conduct, a designated moderator, etc. 

Already in the workshop “Building a Sustainable Network for Smart SMEs in the Alpine Region” 
on 3 November 2020, a majority of 67 % answered an interest in joint project development, 

followed by 56% interest in sharing good practices. 

 

Also from the responses to the survey (multiple choices allowed) we see that the preference 

goes for the creation of a temporary network specifically designed to enable the set-up, 

https://www.alpine-space.eu/projects/alplinkbioeco/en/home
https://www.alpine-space.eu/projects/alpbioeco/en/home
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development and implementation of specific projects and a “think tank”-like network with a 

more strategic scope. 

 

From the interviews we learned that a “nucleus” of a network of actors in the field of 
bioeconomy (and digital solutions) cooperating in projects on a temporary basis actually 

already exists in Interreg projects such as AlpLinkBioEco, etc. The core partners of these 

projects could take the lead in developing further project ideas and enlarge the group of 

participants. 

We also evaluated the opportunity to link to existing networks:  

a. on European level, such as: such as EREK, ECCP, The European Bioeconomy 

Network, S3Platform on Agri-Food, DIHNET.EU, EIT Digital, EuropaBio and European 

Network for Rural Development. However, none of these networks was chosen in the 

survey to offer the right framework to respond to the needs expressed by the Smart 

SMEs stakeholders. 

b. in the Alpine region, namely the EUSALP Action Group 2 subgroups for Bioeconomy 

or for Digital Industry. We note that out of the 44 survey respondents, 4 explicitly 

suggested to team up with these EUSALP AG2 subgroups. In the interviews with the 

subgroup coordinators, we discussed the possibilities for involving a broader network 

of bioeconomy and digitalisation experts/intermediaries: In both cases, the 

coordinators suggest not to enlarge the subgroups but make use of them in terms of 

“momentary stations for dialogue” with practitioners when concrete project 
ideas/themes relevant for them are on the agenda.  

From this information we derive suggestions for the possible implementation of the envisaged 

network (see point 1.5.). 

Possible objectives of the network  

Before structuring the objectives of the new network, we look into the feedback collected in 

regard to the interest of the stakeholders in participating in the network. 

The main five areas of interest indicated by the participants in the survey are joint project 

development, sharing good practice examples, identification of companies’ needs in the 
region, interaction with/learning from experts and matchmaking activities between bioeconomy 

companies and digital/technology solution providers: 

https://resourceefficient.eu/en
https://www.clustercollaboration.eu/
https://eubionet.eu/
https://eubionet.eu/
https://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/agri-food
https://dihnet.eu/
https://www.eitdigital.eu/
https://www.europabio.org/
https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/
https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/
https://www.alpine-region.eu/action-group-2
https://www.alpine-region.eu/action-group-2
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The main topics that should be addressed via the network have a clear focus on creating 

value for companies: development of smart value chains, identify and develop business 

opportunities in circular economy, etc. 

 

 

From the feedback received in the workshop on 3 November 2020, the interviews and the 

survey we derive following possible strategic objectives:  

• Securing the strategic regional development/growth in circular bioeconomy making 

use of digital transformation by focusing on the identification of the companies’ 
needs, on the identification of KETS and on the strengthening of the regional smart 

value chains. 

• Transforming the network into a recognized community, strengthening on long term 

the trust between the regional stakeholders and their sense of belonging by 

contributing to the design of a framework supporting collaboration in a fast and 

uncomplicated manner. 

0 6 11 141416 1920 2527 35
0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40OTHER THEMES OR SUB-TOPICS OF YOUR INTEREST YOU WOULD LIKE TO ADDRESS IN THE NETWORKPRESENCE OF CAPITAL - RECAPITALISATION OF THE INNOVATION SYSTEMS AND THEIR KNOWLEDGE …COMMUNICATION AND AWARENESS RAISING (OF VALUE CHAINS, EDUCATION PROGRAMMES, …RESILIENCE (E.G. THROUGH TOOLS HELPING TO UNDERSTAND THE RESILIENCE MATURITY)EDUCATION AND SKILLS, IN PARTICULAR DIGITAL SKILLINGACCESS TO FINANCE FOR SMESFUNDING SOURCES: EUROPEAN, MACRO-REGIONAL AND NATIONAL OPPORTUNITIESINNOVATION (PRODUCT, SERVICE OR/AND PROCESS)VALUE CREATION (CREATING ADDED-VALUE IN THE REGION VIA FUTURE-ORIENTED ACTIONS)BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES IN THE CIRCULAR ECONOMYSMART VALUE CHAINS, FOR EXAMPLE: FOCUS ON THE VALIDATION/EXTENSION OF THE VALUE …Main topics/themes to be addressed via the network 
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• Contribute to the development of cross-regional funding for projects for the benefit 

of SME, such as aligned or even joint calls (currently tested in the Alpine Space 

project ARDIA-Net)  

and possible operational objectives focussing on developing value chains in circular 

bioeconomy: 

• Facilitation of matchmaking and exchange of good practices 

• Initiation of joint project development  

 

 

 

First actions for implementation 

Based on the learnings from the dialogue with bioeconomy and digitalisation experts in the 

Smart SME Work Package 6 activities, we see two main directions for further action: 

Connect people 

The project helped identifying relevant actors in the Alpine region, raised interest and enabled 

first contacts. Let’s use this mobilisation. 

As a first step towards a network for interregional exchange of experience and collaboration of 

bioeconomy and digitalisation experts in the Alpine Region beyond the project lifetime, we 

should make use of the interest of relevant stakeholders raised and identified in the workshop, 

interviews and the survey with the help of the project Smart SME. In total, 44 persons 

participating in these activities agreed to share contact details for further networking 

opportunities (see annexes). 

For the start, a simple database (e.g. excel file) should be created with the information of the 

respondents who offered their consent to be contacted.  

A networking support tool could be selected from a large variety of tools available to be used 

as a space to structure and share information in form of links, documents, or to easily organise 

meetings.  

For communication purposes and for enhancing the visibility of the network (also to enlarge 

it), the creation of a LinkedIn group could also be envisaged. However, this depends on the 

resources available to moderate this group and the agreed objectives among the members. 

Synergies with existing initiatives and projects 

The project showed a broad range of existing initiatives and projects. However not all actors 

are aware of them. Let’s make use of what already exists and make use of synergies. 

Value Chain Generator developed in AlpLinkBioEco 

The Smart SME WP6 activities showed a clear interest in fostering cross-regional innovation 

projects involving companies along the bioeconomy value chain.  

Something to build upon is the Value Chain Generator (VCG) Tool, which is one of the main 

outputs of AlpLinkBioEco, developed by the Institute of Complex Systems – School of 

Engineering and Architecture of Fribourg. 

https://www.alpine-space.eu/projects/alplinkbioeco/en/project-results/memo---the-value-chain-generator-software-tool
https://www.alpine-space.eu/projects/alplinkbioeco/en/home
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It is a software that allows to match actors from different sectors and Countries to create novel 

biobased value chains and it has been tested and successfully exploited by the Project 

Partners for this purpose during the Project. Both intra-regional as well as cross-regional new 

business opportunities can be envisaged if data is shared, as it was the case during 

the Project. The primary users of the VCG are the stakeholders of innovation ecosystems, 

companies, researchers, policymakers, but also cluster managers. 

Until at least April 2023, the live version of the web-based software tool will be hosted by the 

Institute of Complex Systems at the School of Engineering and Architecture of Fribourg 

(iCoSys). Project Partners can continue to use the software and enlarge the database. 

New users are invited to join, since the source code of the VCG software is available under a 

permissive software license. 

Applying for interregional funding to further develop bioeconomy value chains, e.g. by 

expanding the Value Chain Generator, could be a good way to further develop the 

network of bioeconomy actors in the Alpine region. 

 

Towards cross-regional funding for company projects: ARDIA-Net 

In order to support collaborative SME projects, the actors emphasised the need for joint or at 

least aligned regional or national calls in the macro region.  

This is what the Alpine Space project ARDIA-Net is about. The project partners aim to develop 

a multi-level, multi-national, coherent Research, Development & Innovation area for cross-

regional and interdisciplinary cooperation and to implement a joint funding framework for 

projects addressing circular bioeconomy and health economy. A joint pilot call (“Innovation 
Express 2021”) open from 17th May to 16th July 2021 involves Baden-Württemberg, Salzburg, 

Canton Fribourg and Brandenburg. The Innovation Express 2021 Initiative is coordinated by 

Anteja ECG, also partner in the Smart SME project. In parallel, the Austrian regions Salzburg, 

Upper Austria and Lower Austria work on the simplification and process alignment for cross-

regional projects benefitting from separate regional calls. The experience gained will be shared 

in a Policy Forum in November 2021.  

In order to make use of synergies, we suggest reaching out to policy makers in all Smart 

SME regions, inviting them to the ARDIA-Net Policy Forum, thus enlarging the 

discussions on designing coordinated / synchronized calls in the macro region. 

Technical Support from EUSALP AG2 subgroups on bioeconomy and digital industry 

The EUSALP AG2 subgroups for bioeconomy and for digital industry could support the network 

in two ways: 

• Facilitating dialogue between policy makers and practitioners across Alpine 

regions to discuss project ideas/themes when possible. 

• Initiate technical support, e.g. to set-up an online match-making tool and event 

connecting bioeconomy players in the Alpine region. The subgroups could help 

using the ARPAF instrument to finance such basic networking infrastructure. 

  

https://www.alpine-space.eu/projects/ardia-net/en/home

