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Introduction 
 
Clusters are important to sectoral innovation. Clusters bring companies together with research 
institutions, banks and investors from one sector. They are characterised by geographical 
proximity; informal contacts; and close cooperation in a given region.  
 
But clusters have their limits. That is why the Commission has recently announced its plans to 
create a framework to go beyond what is already done.  
 
Clusters as a tool to increase innovation and competitiveness 
 
Clusters are crucial for innovators and competitiveness. Geographic concentration of similar 
and complementary businesses can produce more economically; and clusters reinforce 
competition. Clusters produce strong local linkages; close and open relationships between 
local actors; long-term and expansive business dynamics: skill formation; and information; as 
well as higher industry density in the region. Companies active in clusters are more innovative 
than other companies, partly because they are more likely to outsource research to other firms, 
universities, or public laboratories1. In a number of cases, companies regard clusters primarily 
as important entrance points to find new customers, partners, to get access to relevant market 
information and to expand their business. 
 
Highly innovative companies need to be careful that a cluster is not their limit, that they do 
not become complacent or inward looking. They may be members of two clusters or of 
regional innovation networks2. Innovative companies are open to a broad range of different 
partners, according to their needs and projects.  
 
Cross-clustering 
 
Clusters need to cooperate for their long-term sustainability. But cooperation can also lead to 
quick results in terms of innovation. For instance, a technology may already exist in another 
sector and be easily adapted to a new sector.  
 
Cross-clustering can work through international cooperation. To tap the full potential, clusters 
must achieve a critical mass and strategic orientation through more and better trans-national 
European cooperation, across national borders. This raises the prospect of generating world-
class European clusters. To support co-operation between clusters, we will in particular map 

                                                      
1 2006 Innobarometer on cluster�s role in facilitating innovation in Europe, July 2006 

2 2006 Innobarometer on cluster�s role in facilitating innovation in Europe, July 2006 
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the strengths of national and cross-border clusters and stimulate practical cooperation between 
regional authorities and relevant economic actors or associations3. 
 
Cross-sectoral cluster cooperation can also work between clusters of different sectors.  
 
Contacts between sectors are important because they bring new ideas and provides access to 
new markets, based on the knowledge from other sectors. By cross-sectoral cooperation and 
opening up to innovation from the outside, clusters will help to increase innovation in their 
own sector. Also, access to new sectors opens new fields of applications for technologies 
which originally were developed in one sector.  
 
Look at how the food industry can learn from technologies in the medical- and the electronic 
sector, for instance to increase hygiene.   
 
A second example is in the automotive sector: The automotive sector, with global supply 
chains, relies on companies outside the traditional automotive sector. Local clusters of 
automotive expertise can be very effective in leveraging knowledge. My conclusion is that 
clusters should be better connected to facilitate appropriate exchanges.  
 
Clusters are very important. But clusters have their limits:  
 
�The self-sufficiency syndrome�: cluster members ca n easily consider their cluster as a closed 
entity. If they do, they lose sight of opportunities and trends outside the cluster. Companies 
need a strong voice in the governance of the cluster from the start. On the other hand, most 
company managers think that public authorities have at least an important role in supporting 
the cluster4. Even the best cluster idea will not work if the companies are not willing to 
disclose information to their cluster members. Mutual trust matters. �Organically� grown 
clusters make this easier. Trust enables open communication between members. Trust 
encourages flexible projects, and an open innovation process. By contrast, �artificially� 
created clusters can find it hard to build trust. 
 
Therefore, we need concepts that go beyond cluster policy and take account of wider political 
and economic developments and initiatives in a given market. 
   
Sectoral differences 
 
Why talk about sectoral innovation? Why not apply the same recipe for each sector?  
 
Most of the sectors face similar problems, such as lack of skilled work force, patent 
protection, or access to finance. But the extent to which this hampers innovation varies across 
sectors since each sector has a different structure, faces a different environment, is confronted 
with a different challenge. Each sector needs a different approach to remain competitive.  
Let me give you a couple of examples:  
                                                      
3 Communication from the Commission COM (2006)502: Putting knowledge into practice: A broad-based 

innovation strategy for the EU 

4 2006 Innobaromenter on Clusters 




