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Executive Summary

How can support to SMEs be improved in such a way that it contributes
to regional employment and wealth? One strategy that has been developed
over the last decade is the ‘cluster’ approach. Through the regional cluster
approach, business support is provided not in a generic form, but targeted
at certain business groups. Within the targeted groups, the regional cluster
approach seeks to improve business performance through facilitating
networking and the instilling of collaborative attitudes among firms and
with support organisations. The cluster approach thus works on the ‘soft
side’ of regional economic development. It tries to make firms more aware
of how, through working together and working with regional agencies,
they can improve business performance, and contribute to regional
development.

The lessons drawn out in this report stem from the analysis of cluster
initiatives in the so-called ‘CORE’ regions. CORE was a project running
from 1996 to early 1999 funded under the EU ADAPT programme. The
aim of CORE was to develop innovative approaches to business support
by supporting practical support programmes as well as research. Besides a
more general discussion of the cluster concept, the present project
analysed the following cluster initiatives in the CORE regions:

1. Hessen (automotive and environmental businesses)

2. Northrhine-Westphalia (NRW) (automotive, environmental-
chemical)

3. Aragon (wine production)

4. Tyneside in North East England (automotive, marine industries,

business services, among others)

The selection was based on the actual policy initiatives found in the CORE
regions. The research methodology consisted of on-site expert interviews
and the analysis of policy documents and policy reviews.

During the project, one of the main problems was to come to terms with
the different interpretations of ‘clusters’ (Table 1) and the different ways
cluster initiatives were designed and implemented. Despite this handicap,
the study was able to identify common factors in the cluster initiatives and
to distinguish various elements of good practice. The following points
summarise the conclusions from the research and give an overview of
what has been found good practice in cluster approaches.
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