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1.
Background – The Stability Pact and its eSEEurope Initiative

The Stability Pact
 for South Eastern Europe is an initiative from the EU and was adopted in Cologne on 10 June 1999. Euro-Atlantic integration is promised to all the countries of the region and at a summit meeting in Sarajevo on 30 July 1999, the Pact was solemnly sealed. 

The Stability Pact is based on the most important experiences and lessons learnt from world-wide international crisis management. Conflict prevention and peace building can be successful only if they start in parallel in three key sectors: the creation of a secure environment, the promotion of sustainable democratic systems and the promotion of economic and social well-being. Only if there is progress in all three sectors can a self-sustaining process of peace get underway. 

On that base, three Working Tables have been created in the Stability Pact in order to identify strategic objectives and concrete actions. Economic Reconstruction, Co-operation and Development are the targets of Working Table II. Its participants have drafted a specific eSEEurope Initiative in order to support the use of ICT in the economic, political and educational development of South Eastern Europe. 

The aim of eSEEurope is to generally accelerate the development of  ICT in the region and to identify and support measures and activities, which would increase access of the business community to the new technology. New technology also in itself creates new opportunities and, if properly implemented, it may have unique spin off effects on the private and public sector.
2.
Setting the context – e-Business challenges for SE Europe

The accelerated use of ICTs together with the advent of the Internet have put very powerful tools within the reach of large and small businesses everywhere. This is resulting in profound changes in the internal organisation of business, in skill requirements, in work organisation and in the relationships amongst businesses and trading partners. These technologies  have a considerable impact on the whole of the economy and  policies, which encourage their use and implementation are decisive in the modernisation of the economies and contribute to creating new opportunities for employment and inclusion in the digital economy.

Today, Internet penetration in South East Europe is approximately between 2% and 6%. This is low when compared to the EU mean (around 40%). On the other hand, there is a wide difference of Internet penetration within EU countries ranging from 15% up to 65%. It is interesting however to note that the countries with the lowest Internet penetration in the EU have experienced the fastest Internet growth. For example, two EU countries doubled the penetration from less than 8% to approximately 15% within the year 2000
. This is certainly encouraging to note for the countries in South Eastern Europe, since it illustrates the dynamic nature of  ICT development. 

At the European summit of Gothenburg (15-16 June 2001), the eEurope+ Action Plan has been launched by the governments of the EU candidate countries. eEurope+ mirrors the priority objectives and targets of eEurope but provides for actions, which address the specific situation of the candidate countries. eEurope+ aims to accelerate reform and modernisation of the economies in the candidate countries. Bulgaria, Cyprus, Romania and Turkey are involved in the eEurope+ Action Plan and some of them are also members of the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe. 

The transition to the digital economy is one of the most promising development paths for the SE Europe countries for the coming years. To support the use of IT in the region, it is necessary to create an adequate environment for Economic Growth and to enable SMEs to access the Information Technologies. The identification of specific objectives, actions and possible instruments to foster e-business deployment and take-up in the region as a whole has been recognised as a necessity for some years now.

The need for cross-country co-operation remains high despite the fact that eBusiness in some of these countries is much more advanced than in others. The successful participation of countries like Bulgaria, Romania, Cyprus and Slovenia in many eBusiness projects of KAII proves their ability to participate in state-of-the-art European developments. This experience can be a driver for other countries in the region and a basis for a full deployment of the digital economy in SEE. 

In order to help addressing the above issues, the e-SEE-business initiative has identified specific measures and strategies that governments in the region need to strongly support. These are as follows:

· Create an enabling IT environment for Economic Growth

(a) Identify competitive advantages in IT for each country of the region, as a result of a specific benchmarking and with the aim to identify for each country current and potential opportunities for IT uptake and development.

(b) Encourage governments to support industry self-regulation. This aims at stimulating flexibility in e-commerce regulation by supporting the creation of industry associations and relevant business groups to promote self-regulation in the sector.

(c) Identify and adopt action plans for every country in order to address regulatory issues and build the adequate regulatory framework. It is important to adopt laws that aim at:

· ensuring the enforceability of electronic contracts and the validity of electronic signatures

· creating a clear and neutral tax regime for e-commerce transactions

· determining how e-commerce transactions are considered for tariff purposes

· establishing the jurisdiction for e-commerce transactions;

· addressing telecom infrastructure liberalisation that increases competitiveness and decreases the cost of Internet access

(d) Promote the enforcement of modern intellectual property right laws taking into account the Internet.

· Support SMEs access to the Information Technology

(a) Encourage SMEs to “Go Digital” through co-ordinated networking activities for the exchange of the knowledge on Best Practices, e-commerce readiness and benchmarking. Reference centres should be created in order to inform and assist SMEs to introduce e-commerce practices into their business strategy.

(b) Encourage the creation of a platform for information interchange and product/solution offering.

As a matter of fact, a specific Action Plan aimed at identifying concrete actions needs to be elaborated by the countries involved.

This session should discuss ideas and suggestions for action at the regional level that aim to address the above challenges through a co-ordinated effort. In particular, the session will raise awareness in the region of already working e-business related experiences; provide a structured way to facilitate and accelerate the interchange of concrete best practices and experiences among the different regional and local actors; set common priority areas for regional action in e-business in order to create the critical mass for a sustainable economic development.

3.
The IST Programme as an opportunity for funding

International Co-operation is integrated within the activities of IST Key Action II “New Methods of Work and Electronic Commerce”. A strategy has been developed to support focused international access for European business, consumers and workers to ensure Europe’s leading participation in international developments on e-business and e-work.

The strategy is articulated around geographical priorities, among which South Eastern European Countries, and is implemented through three distinct forms of actions: technological R&D co-operation, broad adoption initiatives for e-Business and e-Work and policy co-operation.

KAII is already running several projects that can be considered as strategic for the IST deployment in the region. Among them, the SEED and ENLARGE projects are explicitly concerned with SEE, while there are about fifty other projects where SEE countries participate in state-of-the-art work. A cross-project clustering activity, SEE-biz, recently launched, helps to consolidate achievements and to exploit results throughout the region.

The SEED project (South Easter European Digital economy), with the involvement of ten countries, is developing the required frameworks for the growth of the digital economy in SEE, including technological infrastructures, eBusiness applications, awareness and regulatory frameworks. The SEED user group in SEE, which is open to new members, includes key actors in the above mentioned areas from these countries and as such it is a vehicle for sustained co-operation in the region. 

The ENLARGE project is explicitly focused on SME training requirements in SEE. Hundreds of SMEs in countries like Slovenia, Romania, Bulgaria and Cyprus, will benefit from this project in managing their “go digital” transition.

The SEE-biz cluster, launched as an initiative of the SEED project, brings together many of the KAII eBusiness projects, which are active in SEE. Some of the projects are: SEED, DILEMMA, E-MINDER, ENLARGE, PROTELEUSES, e-MUNIS, MEDIA-ISF, BENE-BUS. SEE-biz promotes eBusiness opportunities in SEE in a collaborative manner, using the experience gained from KAII projects.

In the Annex, a representative sample of these projects is briefly described. They are all aiming at creating and enabling an IT environment for Economic Growth as well as at supporting SMEs access to the Information Technology.
4. 
Examples of ideas for e-Business activities in the Balkan region 

Information Technology can play an important role in strengthening the ability of the private sector to compete in both domestic and international markets. The IT advent presents a major challenge and opportunity for a region that needs to modernise its infrastructure and industrial fabric and make, at the same time, the transition to the digital economy.

1-  South Eastern Europe SMEs going digital

Integrating SMEs into the main stream of the digital economy is a key objective to foster economic growth in the region. SMEs represent a large percentage of existing job positions, they account for a large percentage of “new” job positions and they show a high innovation potential when applying in their activities IS technologies.

Most of these countries share common needs in sectoral economic activities, which are key for the whole economy. Each of these economic sectors has its own specificities, while their further development can be a co-operation objective throughout the region. Agriculture, tourism, maritime transport and crafts are a few examples of sectors with high employment and many SMEs in almost all SEE countries.

Specific eBusiness take-up projects can be developed for each of these sectors to help accelerate the process of their development via SME’s “go digital” actions.

2. Link Industry and Research communities

In most of the region’s countries there are weak links between the two communities, while there is a very strong research and human skills potential. To help remedy the situation a strong start-up activity is needed, so that the local industry and economy can absorb the benefits of its own human capital. Support to venture capital activities, to starting up new companies and to help manage them can be of vital importance for the region. 

3. Create digital content businesses for SEE

Many of the local specificities, like languages and culture, are a significant source of digital content, the “fuel” of the digital economy. This has still to be exploited and converted into a source of growth of the new economy. Developing local digital content is an immense business opportunity and a number of projects can be designed to this end.

ANNEX

IST - KAII projects in e-Business addressing SEEurope

IST-1999-29060 SEED
South Eastern European Digital Economy

The project will develop and promote digital business and e-commerce among SE European countries reflecting the recognition that the developments of the region as a whole are a shared responsibility. SEED promotes the co-operation among the countries of the area as well as between them, the EU and other international organisations and initiatives. 

The project objectives are the following:

· Provide technical and organisational framework in order to promote e-commerce.

· Provide legal, technical, organisational, standardisation, ethical and societal frameworks for the deployment of electronic commerce.

· Identify barriers and bottlenecks for creating a secure e-commerce business environment in the region.

Project Co-ordinator: Despina Polemi;  e-mail: polemi@softlab.ece.ntua.gr
IST-2000-29556 NASTEC
Building trust in networking in Newly Associated States through the use of secure information society technologies

The NASTEC project is intended to foster the usage of European-based security  technology in Newly Associated States (NAS) for the purpose of building trust and confidence in the growing application of open networks, as for instance e-commerce, e-administration, e-business and tele-working. The technical framework  will be security technology based on international standards and developed within  EU funded projects. The framework will consist of third-party services for identification and authentication provided within an inter-working public key  infrastructure that spans beyond the boundaries of EU. The target audience of the  dissemination including training and education are universities with their student population - enabling on-line e-based student administration, user groups of new GIS based tourist services for wide audience of mobile users, RTD projects and programs seeking security services for their on-going activities.

Project Co-ordinator: Aleksej JERMAN-BLAZIC; e-mail: setcce@e5.ijs.si 

IST-1999-29024 BENeBus
Benchmarking of e-business solutions for Western and Eastern Europe SMEs

The BENE-BUS Project is mainly focusing on the following issues:

· Supporting and enhancing the competitiveness of European SMEs (both in European Union countries and in Central and Eastern European Countries) by facilitating their access and fruition of the electronic commerce marketplace;

· Increasing the level of co-operation among western and eastern European countries enterprises, Trade Associations, Public administration, Educational and training centres, legal assistants, financial and investment institutions, in order to increase the level of  implementation of a Single European Market;

· Delivering and promoting permanent awareness dissemination actions aimed at supporting and fostering the competitiveness of European SMEs through the use, customisation and integration of e-platform solutions enabling a new way of managing their business processes;

· Assisting SMEs in implementing best practice solutions (in the field of e-applications) derived from the results of previous Information Society R&D projects

· Sustaining Eastern and Western European SMEs in partaking in EU funding Programmes, thus increasing the level of international relations via joint European R&D Information Society projects.

Project Co-ordinator: Raniero Chelli; e-mail: raniero.chelli@etass.org
IST-2000-29381 ENLARGE 
Entrepreneurship Laboratory For Eastern European Regions

ENLARGE aims to support economic integration of Enlargement countries by providing an e-strategy framework that will stimulate participation of SMEs into the global digital economy.

The project will promote broad adoption of e-Commerce and e-Work in regional and sectoral settings of Eastern Europe and Balkan countries. A methodology will be developed for devising and putting into action an e-Business strategy, customised in nation specific and local characteristics of the participating countries. 

The project will also produce training courses that target SMEs managers and aim at stimulating their exploitation of e-Business opportunities. ENLARGE results will be tested in Enlargement countries, where e-Commerce deployment is still low. 

Project Co-ordinator: Nikolaos MYLONOPOULOS e-mail: nmylonop@alba.edu.gr 

IST-2000-28403 e-MINDER 
Electronic CoMmerce LeveragIng Network for Developing European Regions -

e-MINDER will fight the gap in Europe between most and least developed regions as far as the ICT penetration and the use of e-commerce are concerned. The project is addressing mainly SMEs in least developed areas through the creation of a network of e-commerce leveraging centres/competence centres in the participating regions, as well as the mechanisms for internal network co-ordination. This structure will enable, observe and animate the application and development of e-commerce, encouraging the integration of SMEs in the global marketplace and enabling them to compete at a global scale.

Project Co-ordinator: José María CAVANILLAS; e-mail: jose-maria.cavanillas@sema.es  

IST-1999-10092 DILEMMA
Digital Design and Life-cycle Management for Distributed Information Supply Services in Innovation Exploitation and Technology Transfer –

As saturation of on line data and mail communication brings too much information of low value, filtered and customised information supply becomes ever more critical to info consumers. DILEMMA concerns the commoditisation of information supply through intelligent analysis of the information content, using the preferences of the information consumers and providers, and by life-cycle management of the provided services. The project employs distributed information resources to address the business needs of organisations across Europe by providing information and partner search (and other) services to support companies and organisations in innovation exploitation and technology transfer. Adaptable configuration with continuous adaptation of the information supply are key tools to help the info providers develop this very important but still immature market.

The objective of DILEMMA is to develop an improved information supply service, based on, but greatly superior to, that offered by the existing European innovation centres.

Project Co-ordinator: Vassilis SPITADAKIS 

The EWEN Initiative

In the framework of the IST 2000 Conference held in Nice (November 2000), a Memorandum of Understanding for the EWEN Initiative was launched. A first pilot phase has been launched and the parties to participate in it are Bulgaria, Georgia, Poland, Romania and Russia.

Its purpose is to develop "win-win" mechanisms and attitudes between industrialists of the EU, the Central and Eastern European Countries (CEEC) and the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), based on ICTs for enhancing co-operation where the mutual interests are protected.
The EWEN initiative is based on a multidisciplinary and multi-sectorial integration approach in order to stimulate the overall development of a limited geographical area where a large amount of specialised jobs can be found.

Industrial actions linked to co-operation projects shall be complemented with:

· the setting-up of virtual incubators addressing the following actions: creation and housing of start-ups; organisation of e-businesses; industrial re-conversion using technologies for business processing.

· the renovation and/or the erection of buildings or houses that would have an effect on stabilising jobs in this area.

The EWEN network partners will aim at initiating projects such as Infrastructure tools to manage specific initiatives; Setting-up of all necessary services for the virtual incubators, for start-ups, for e-commerce platforms, for town planning and for industrial re-conversion.

Such projects will be proposed to EU collaboration programmes for funding.

After a successful pilot phase, the Committee will envisage an extension to other CEEC/CIS countries in order to foster the impact of the initiative.

At present, the IST programme is funding specific projects aimed at making reality the main objective of the EWEN Initiative pilot phase.

� � HYPERLINK http://www.stability-pact.org/xxxx ��� HYPERLINK http://www.stabilitypact.org/stabilitypactcgi/catalog/cat_descr.cgi?subcat=1&prod_id=62 ��http://www.stabilitypact.org/stabilitypactcgi/catalog/cat_descr.cgi?subcat=1&prod_id=62�� 


� eEurope 2002 Impact and Priorities, European Council Stockholm March 2001:


� HYPERLINK http://europa.eu.int/eur-lex/en/com/availability/cpi_avail_month2001_03_en.html ��http://europa.eu.int/eur-lex/en/com/availability/cpi_avail_month2001_03_en.html�  





2
2
Information Society perspectives in South Eastern Europe, Thessaloniki, 29-30 June 2001
e-Business session

