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1
Introduction

The satisfaction of the economic criteria is a crucial condition for accepting Bulgaria in the EU. This is impossible without reaching the necessary level of competitiveness by wide use of new technologies in the SMEs.

The regional PROMOTOR strategy is a good practice, which has a potential to contribute for the priority task mentioned above. 

Favourable circumstances for their implementation are the intentions announced by Ms. Lidia Shuleva, Prime minister and Minister of Economy for new policy, oriented towards improvement of the business environment and innovation encouragement as well as the forthcoming adoption (by the Parliament) of amendments to the Act on Regional Development and National Programme for its implementation.

2
Main activities during the reporting period

2.1
Local expert analyse on the conditions for start-ups establishment in region Bulgaria.

2.2
Decoding the essence (ideology) of the PROPLUS Methodology, confronting it to the specifics of the region and formulation of a Bulgarian variant and Activity plan to it.

2.3
Carrying out the campaign for attracting companies-participants in the project and provision of support by the state and public institutions.

2.4
Identification of the target group of beneficiaries – potential entrepreneurs and start-ups base on new technologies by a concourse for best business plan, including interim training for their preparation.

3
Results achieved

3.1
Regional organisational scheme of the project is established and functioning:

· Legitimacy provided through CIST/SRS of the Sofia University;

· Work team with permanent and temporary staffs is established;

· Technical and financial support is provided;

· Virtual work space is provided by the Internet site of the project;

· Well acting communications with the internal and external partners (CARSA, PARAGON, PAXIS, BG state, public and private institutions, etc.)

3.2
Local expertise on the conditions for establishment and functioning of start-ups is done (April - June 2003) in two stages:

· Review and documentary analyse of the SMEs and innovation policies (the materials are only in Bulgarian language);

· Analytical work and answering the questionnaire “State of the art in NAC regions” (deliverable D 1.2). 

3.3
In result of a number of meetings, correspondence, lobbying satisfying support by the state, public and private institutions is provided for the project. Representatives from the Ministry of Economy, Ministry of Regional Development and Welfare, National Agency for SMEs, Bulgarian Chamber of Commerce and Industry, Patent Bureau are included in the Evaluation panel (Annex No 1 Ordinance Defining the Evaluation Commission). 


Cooperation Agreement has been signed between CIST and GIS Transfer Centre (whose main members are BAS and TU of Sofia). Similar Agreement CIST is going to sign with Encouragement Bank and BCCI. Work contacts are established with BARDA, Democritus, Electronic burse for innovation (www.ttu.bg.com) and some media. 

3.4
Based on the original variant of CARSA work variants of Bulgarian regional methodology adaptation and Action Plan were developed (August 2003).

3.5
Large scale campaign for attracting NTBFs was carried out during the period of September-October 2003. The most significant event was the European Day of Entrepreneur in Sofia (8-9 October, 2003) PROPLUS project was presented at the plenary session of the Forum by Mr. Fernando san Martin. Separate panel was devoted to the forthcoming concourse. 42 potential entrepreneurs and kew persons attended the panel. (See Annex No 2 EDE Programme).

3.6
The preparation and carrying out the concourse was the core part of the activities for adaptation of “Identification” module.

3.6.1 The concourse preparation includes:

· Dissemination of information through letters, invitations, e-mails, newspaper advertisements and visits/presentations;

· Presentation of the panel during the EDE event (reports and presentations)
· Work meeting with the Mr. Harry Tsahalis, PARAGON Mentor (Annex No 3 Minutes of the Meeting);
· Development and adoption of work definitions on new and high technology, the form and content of the documents and evaluation procedures.
· Development and installation of INTERNET site of the concourse (concept, design, content, links, etc.) www-it.fmi.uni-sofia.bg/proplus;
· Adoption of time table of the concourse stages (http://www-it.fmi.uni-sofia.bg/proplus/competition_en.html);
· Ordinance issued by the Vice rector of Sofia University “St. Kl. Ohridski” defining the staff of the Evaluation Commission and the organisational activities;
· Organisation and technical provision.
3.6.2
The concourse for best business plan was announced on 15.10.2003 through the WEB site and by publication in two of the daily newspapers – “24 Hours” and “Trud” (Annex No 4 Advertisement)

· The first stage of the concourse finished on 23.11.2003. 23 companies, research teams and individual entrepreneurs took participation 20 of them was selected to participate in the second stage. The results of the second stage are published on the WEB site (http://www-it.fmi.uni-sofia.bg/proplus/news_en.html).
· Training on business plan development was organised during the period 12-14 December 2003 for the participants selected after the first stage of the concourse. (http://www-it.fmi.uni-sofia.bg/proplus/training1_en.html)
· The second stage of the concourse: competition fop best developed business plan started on 16.12.2003 and closed on 12.01.2004. 15 projects were presented during this stage of the concourse and 13 of them were defended in front of the Evaluation Commission and participants. Based on the evaluation made, the participants were ranged (http://www-it.fmi.uni-sofia.bg/proplus/news_en.html). By the level of business idea performance and by branch affiliation, the participants form a wide range – from already started companies to entrepreneurs having an idea to register such based on intellectual property rights. This variety of the target group requires individualised approach when working on the next project modules.

3.6.3
The evaluation criteria adopted for the two stages of selection are harmonized as a whole with the European practices, but they still need of certain improvements (precise clarification of the marketing weight and financial indicators).  The procedure of publishing the results is entirely transparent. It is announced at the WEB site. All the candidates are informed in written for their achievements.  

3.6.4 
The first 10 participants will form the target group of beneficiaries for the modules “Training”, “Incubation” and “Financing” of the PROPLUS Methodology for Bulgaria region. After the implementation of the individualised programmes with stimulating measures, 5 participants from the target group will be selected through attestation. They will play the role of best cases following the index of sustainability. It is worth to mention that the “Training” module will be opened to all the participants in the concourse regardless their achievements. 

4
Difficulties

4.1
The macro-framework for adaptation of the PROMOTOR Methodology in Bulgaria region is still unfavourable:

· There is still missing legislation, which to allow registration of companies in the public sector of research (BAS, NCAS and state universities);

· The Act on encouragement scientific research adopted in 2003 does not stimulate realization of results from them. It does not foreseen organisational and financial mechanisms for this;

· There are no financial instruments functioning for a state support to the start-ups. The establishment of the State Guarantee Fund discussed more than 5 years is postponed again for a non-defined period. Similar is the destiny of the Innovation Fund, which had to be established in the beginning of 2004. The interest of the local and foreign venture capital is weak because of the less developed fund trade;

· There is no progress on the development of a National Strategy and Programme for Technological development and Innovation. The deadline of the PSO Project of the Netherlands Government for the validation of the Strategy (June 2003) also was not observed;

· The capacity of the specialised units for management of innovation and support of SMEs at the public administration is not satisfying. The working people there are not motivated.

4.2
The overcome of the mentioned difficulties hard depends of two factors: the first one is the execution of the mentioned intentions of the Ministry of Economy for measures oriented towards improvement of the business environment and stimulation of innovation. The second one is to use the possibilities of the European institutions for financing and incubation of start-ups in Bulgaria. The inclusion of Bulgarian NTBFs in networks like PAXIS and Gate2Growth is a key task of the project regional team. For its performance a technical support by the PRPLUS Donor’s group is necessary. The successful performance of this component would enrich the unified Methodology with new instruments in the NAC regions.   

5
Proposals

5.1
The adaptation of the modules “Training”, “Financing”, “Incubation” should be based on the local expertise on the particular necessities of the companies from the target group with use of a company/necessities matrix. Individualised programmes with stimulating measures should be developed for overcoming the needs identified. They should be accompanied by respective proceedings.  

5.2
For establishment of an institutional framework of the project the local team should undertake actions for incorporating components of the PROMOTOR Methodology into the National Innovation Strategy and the National Operative Programme for Regional Development, which are now under development. These actions to include introduction of Proposal to the Ministry of Economy and Ministry of Regional development and Welfare, supported by lobbying by key persons.  

5.3
The Bulgarian part of the project through the Mentor and Coordinator should initiate exchange of current practices among the partners from the beneficiary group with an emphasis on the “Incubation” and “Financing” modules:

· During the European Day of the Entrepreneur in Sofia (November 2004) a separate panel to be organised containing reports and discussion with the participation of NTBFs from the five NAC regions and representatives from the “Donors’” group;

· Through an e-conference, the partners to discuss the possibility for development of proposal in the frame of EU 6FP or other programme on a topic of general interest.

5.4
The start-ups from the “beneficiary” group to be supported with information materials on best practices and marketing used for the start-ups from the EU MS.

5.5
The possibilities for establishment of a network for Balkan trans-border cooperation on the PROMOTOR Methodology should be studied. The network will be part of the PAXIS and will include Bulgaria, Romania, Serbia, Macedonia, Albania, Greece and Turkey. This idea could be basis for a next project.

6
Conclusions

During the first year of the PROMOTOR Project the team of Bulgaria region shows proved progress. Regional organisational scheme is established and well functioning. Good communication with the Mentor and Coordinator is kept. The tasks of the reporting period are successfully performed. Significant contribution to the development of regional PROPLUS Methodology is made. 

Bulgarian WEB site is functioning. Wide campaign for attracting NTBFs is carried out.  Separate panel in the frame of EDE ‘2003 is carried out. This make possible to organise real competition among the candidates in the concourse for best business plan. The concourse was organised at two stages. Initial training to support the development of the personal business plan was carried out.  After the second stage a target group of 13 NTBFs was selected. It will be supported by the Bulgarian part of the project with individualised programmes of stimulating measures and targeted training course.

The establishment of a regional framework for establishment and support of NTBFs meets certain difficulties. They are due to disadvantages of the acting legislation, lack of specialised financial instruments, undeveloped fund trade, some administrative barriers, etc.

The overcome of these difficulties requires significantly more efforts and effectiveness of the actions for solving two strategic tasks:  

· Incorporation of components from the PROPLUS Methodology into the National Innovation Strategy and National Operational Programme for Regional Development;

· Integration of the Bulgarian NTBFs into the European networks for financing and incubation.
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