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The EU should focus its funding towards cities 
that operate as innovation centres and drive 
growth for their entire region, writes Jan olbrycht

T
he Europe 2020 strategy contains clauses about intel-
ligent, sustainable and socially inclusive development. 
These new dimensions have become determining 
factors in future policy. From the beginning there 
has been a debate on whether EU policies should be 
divided into those that are intelligent, sustainable and 

socially inclusive. If this were the case, we would have to deal 
with deepening sectorisation, while an ‘integrated approach’ has 
been promoted for years. This means measures introduced by 
specific EU policies should include all these elements and at the 
same time be intelligent, sustainable and socially inclusive.

The best place to demonstrate how an integrated approach 
functions is a city. In order to achieve a pro-growth effect in a 
city, a number of different elements have to work together. The 
development of the city must be intelligent, sustainable and 
socially inclusive. What then, is the discussion about smart cities? 
Smart cities is a new idea that appeared a few years ago, before 
the provisions of the Europe 2020 strategy and the ‘Stairway to 
excellence’ proposal. This concept appears in many European 
Union documents, but only in relation to energy saving.

For many years, people have thought about how to use new 
technologies in towns and cities and it is in this context that there 
has often been talk of smart cities. However, this also means the 
ability to form connections with other towns. The more connec-
tions a city has, the more it can be described as being smart.

Cities as centres of innovation can be understood in two ways. 
First, an innovative city is one that is capable of managing urban 
issues in an innovative manner, using new technologies. This 
means, for example, the introduction of intelligent transport 
solutions and modern construction solutions, the creation of 
alternative sources of energy or the use of information technol-
ogy in services and administration. This type of city provides its 
inhabitants with fast and direct contact with city authorities and 
also with other authorities and inhabitants. Already public spaces 
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“Cities will not attract 
innovative investment 
if they do not have 
innovative management”in many cities are hot 

spots. In this example, 
the smart city is equivalent to a ‘smart authority/administration’. 
Second, an innovative city is one where research and develop-
ment centres and universities are located. In addition, these 
research and development centres and universities cooperate 
and gain mutual benefit from their research, at the same time 
receiving support from the city authorities for their activities. 
Such cities become development hubs and have greater growth 
potential. Obviously, these centres do not choose locations in 
specific cities by accident. The climate of cooperation in the city 
means that the added value of being located in a given place is 
high, which is of key significance.

When describing cities as innovation centres, we are really 
speaking of both these issues, which are complementary. Cities 
will not attract innovative investment if they do not have inno-
vative management. These two aspects must be reflected in 
long-term development strategies for the city and the region. 
Current circumstances require the creation of modern, but at the 
same time, flexible, innovation strategies. A region that would 
like to be called innovative should support actions taken in cities 
that are becoming centres of innovation. It is this type of city that 
acts as a motor for growth for the entire region and it is only this 
type of city, with a strategy and an integrated and complementary 
plan of action that should receive support from EU funds. 


