
EDITORIAL

The Cross Roads of Public Policies

In Portugal, as in most of the other EU countries, one may detect a huge heterogeneity in 
the frequency of supports received by institutions and regions. This is the consequence of iniquity 
in the institutional abilities to apply for grants related to structural funds or to R&D financing. 
However, it also demonstrates that some public agencies can deal better than others as intermediary 
stakeholders in the process of pushing innovation further, either at the regional or at the national 
level. 

The observed phenomena are incorporated in firms’ behaviour, while also depending on 
external factors. Firms, in general, may be classified by their innovation aptitude. Although scientific 
results have been pointed out in the most recent literature, these basic assumptions for innovation 
policy have not been efficiently introduced. 

Today, public supports to firms for bringing in creativity and innovation in their processes are 
still totally dependent on three levels of political decision: The European level draws, the national 
level regulates and the regional level implements. This sequence is an exercise of coherency that 
requires clear definition of the stakeholders’ governance rules and respective responsibilities, in 
order to reach the highest benefit from EU investments. Lack of coordination, as well as misconduct 
in this regard, is the first step for unsuccessful results in this vital political exercise.

Another major consideration is the need for bottom up identification of the exact failures 
in firms’ strategic development. Frequently, small firms or very small firms composing most of 
the employment rate in regions are not always clearly identified in their technological activities 
and required skills, although EC policy has contemplated them in favour of internal and external 
technological learning. 

The particular case of Portugal deserves some attention: There are no doubts on the existence 
of a regional policy in Portugal, with defined goals and some, few, positive achievements. In the 
country, the asymmetric income distribution persists, and the question is neither the effort made 
by the regions to invert the unbalances nor the political wish to revert them. Investment is still the 
essential factor for local recovery; investment attraction is the sub-sequential factor to pay attention 
to. So, after decades of discussions, the issue remains: independent from the concept of regional 
policy, did the country advance towards a political methodology able to promote the coordination of 
public policies?

Even after recognising the gap between industrial and innovation policy versus regional 
development, it remains obscure as to how to improve regional capacities and local skills, applying 
them in a global market context.



From most of the empirical studies conducted in the country and the available data, no 
conclusion is possible regarding the long effort made by regions to assure the sustainability of 
local and regional potential innovation systems. Policies should focus mainly on the incentive for 
private investment with the creation of societies of risk and on the dynamism of inter-institutional 
co-operation with the formation of local and entrepreneurial leadership policy, all grounded by the 
decentralisation and responsibilities of regional public leadership.  Also, the viability of regional policy 
demands transversal programs of interconnection with industrial and innovation policy. For such an 
important structural pillar, Portugal lacks following-up tools.

Yet, since the Portuguese case is not unique, all those fragilities cannot be solved without an 
additional emphasis of EU involvement to reinforce governance and strategic decision in the scene 
of European areas that are lagging: Tailor-made policies for regional economic activities, please! 
Incentives for tourism, agro-food and marine sciences, please! The responsibilities of local agents in 
this issue to be stressed, please! This is a major challenge if Europe wishes to overcome its structural 
debilities related to employment and sustainable growth.
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