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Session 1: How can clusters develop their international relations?
Facilitator: Ifor Ffwocs-Williams (E4)

All clusters have international relations; through international customers, owners, knowledge providers and competitors. Projects and initiatives to enhance cluster development should be aware of the various international dimensions influencing the clusters and develop strategies and actions to meet the international challenges and opportunities.

The session had three contributions from Arena projects:

Innovative Mountain Tourism, presented by Ove Gjesdal, is aiming at developing summer tourism at the traditionally winter-based destinations. Todays summer products are designed for the typical Norwegian guest, and do not suit the needs of foreign tourists. Ideas and experiences from abroad must be systematically brought into the innovation processes. The international dimensions in the project includes foreign experts in the steering committee, study tours to successful resorts abroad, international case studies, market research, cooperation with international demanding clients, networking with other clusters and with innovation programmes in other countries.

Sea Cluster North, presented by Torbjørn Schei, has as its aim to develop a profitable industry out of the abundant blueshell and sea urchin resources along the Northern Norwegian coast. To learn from successful foreign clusters, especially the profitable Canadian industries, is an effective contribution to the innovation process through the whole value chain from resource management to market development. The contacts may also lead to more concrete cooperations and joint ventures. The project has since 2002 had extensive contact with Canadian experts through field visits in both Canada and Norway.

Trepiloten, presented by Ola Rostad, has increased innovation and value creation in the forest based industries in southern Hedmark as its goal. The starting point is a situation with low innovation activities, limited cooperation between the firms, and low international ambitions among the firms. The project has taken advantage of being located in a border region by entering into collaboration processes with Sweden, including an Interreg IIIA-project “Ved tregrensen”, and a benchmarking of six regional clusters/innovation systems with VS2010 and Cerut as the main partners.

Some main points from the comments and discussions following the presentations:

· International market trends and the demands of international customers should be a main focus for all cluster initiatives. To bring the cluster directly in contact with international markets and customers is the best way of understanding the demands.

· International benchmarking may have an important role as an eye-opener for new approaches, for understanding what is world-class, as well as through setting targets for specific strategies and actions. It’s important, however, to be aware of the cultural and policy context of the foreign experiences, and to be careful to promote approaches that are rival to the established mental models of the cluster.

· Establishing dialogues with related clusters abroad and learning each other to know, may lead to more concrete joint actions that can be effective ways to increase knowledge and capabilities needed in innovation processes. Visits to other clusters should be made as a team, with a mixture of participants, enabling discussions of what has been seen and heard. It’s often useful to invite journalists to join.
· The visions and goals of a cluster should always be expressed with references to the global scene. If limited to regional or national ambitions, the cluster  will seldom succeed in taking the actions needed to develop international competitiveness.

· Attracting international investors, which often means bringing in competitors, is enhancing the cluster through two important driving forces for innovation; the competition between firms and the knowledge base.
