City of Aachen 

Key structural and economic characteristics 

Aachen is situated directly on the border with Belgium and the Netherlands. It is Germany’s most westerly city, with a population of nearly 260.000. Aachen stakeholders have their own view of the city's infrastructural conditions as "the heart of Europe". But: Although situated at important main axis (motorway and high speed train connection connecting Belgium with central Europe), due to the distance to other major economic and cultural metropolitan areas and as a consequence of its status as a frontier town, Aachen suffers from an image of periphery. Moreover, the minimum distance to an international airport is 70 km.

Aachen is an important university city. Nearly 40.000 students attend Aachen’s four major colleges and universities (Rhineland-Westphalian Technical University [RWTH], University of Applied Sciences, Catholic University of Applied Sciences and Academy of Music). The economic success story of Aachen is a result of cooperation between the universities and the chambers of industry, research institutions, companies, business establishment centres and the city’s administration. The scientific competence available in Aachen has attracted famous international enterprises and research institutions including Ericsson, Ford, Philips, Takeda Pharma and Microsoft, and enabled the successful placing of up-and-coming technology companies such as Aixtron and Parsytec on the Neuer Markt in Frankfurt. Some 500 new, forward-looking companies providing over 10.000 jobs have grown up since 1985. 

Key business & employment sectors and clusters

Aachen's economy is based on the following growth clusters:

· ICT,

· automotive (supply industry, R & D for motor technology),

· health & medical industry (from spas over Life-Sciences to medical technology),

· new materials,

· engineering (as a transversal feature resulting from the excellent output of engineers coming from Aachen university),

· energy (legacy of Aachen's industrial history, now excelling in alternative energy: solar, windmills, R & D). 

These clusters have their counterparts in Belgium and the Netherlands, and cross-border contacts have been established. However, the Aachen clusters do not represent full value chains, as Aachen lacks, in most cases, the end of the value chain, namely the production of consumer goods.

Short economic development overview 

Since the 1960s, Aachen has gone through a severe process of industrial restructuring from mining and steel industry to innovative, R&D related economy. The loss of 34.000 jobs in old industries has not been totally recovered by the creation of new jobs in the knowledge economy. Yet, the number of start-ups has risen considerably since 2000 (from 40.000 to 52.000 companies in the region).

Importance of the SMEs in the local economy 

The number of start-ups (see above) and the absence of any real "big industrial player" makes it clear, that the Aachen economy is based on SMEs.

Key challenges for a successful and sustainable development of the SME community

Concerning social issues Aachen faces problems of social segregation, as in a number of social groups (especially among ethnic groups), the restructuring process of the last three decades has not shown enough positive effects. Therefore, the unemployment rate is relatively high (12%) and the per capita income relatively low (20.677 Euro). This problem is in line with an education problem, i.e. not enough young people are able and/or willing to enrol in ambitious vocational training or university studies in technical professions; the result is, that many companies, especially in future-orientated innovative branches, are complaining a lack of skilled labour. As wages are lower then in other parts of the country, the Aachen economy looks upon a considerable brain-drain of highly qualified engineers and scientists.

[image: image1]With the opening of the European market, the backyard-syndrom of Aachen economy has disappeared. However, not enough companies have faced the challenge of getting involved in the markets next door, i.e. in the Netherlands and in Belgium. Networking of entrepreneurs still means to network mainly in German circles. Generally however, the economic relations between North Rhine Westphalia and the Netherlands are excellent and the mutual exchange of goods, ideas and brains happens on a very high level. This general level of economic exchange is not sufficiently matched by an exchange between those market sectors which will determinate the role of European knowledge regions in the global competition. Three important cities of knowledge economy, Aachen, Eindhoven, and Leuven (B) have developped a joint innovation strategy under the roof of the ELAt (Eindhoven - Aachen - Leuven Triangle) in order to build up a cross-border region of excellence which can compete with other European regions in a global competition. 

In terms of access to finance for SMEs the Venture Capital (VC) situation used to be quite mediocre in Germany, compared to countries like the UK or the USA, but even compared to the neighbour countries Belgium and the Netherlands. Especially North Rhine Westphalia with its image of "old industry" had an image problem among potential VC investors, especially form abroad. This situation has changed considerably in the last few years with the launching of special VC funds and schemes for start-ups. A number of special funding schemes exist for young entrepreneurs which makes it easy to access to VC. However, international VC-funds do not find their way to Aachen-based companies like they do with companies in other regions of Germany or, even more, in the neighbouring countries.

Access to innovation, knowledge and R & D should be no problem, as the triple-helix is well developed in Aachen. Universities have special technology transfer units which are very well connected with local and regional clusters; in a whole, a big number of consultants (public and private) are working on technology transfer. With 12 technology centres (incubators and homes for companies in the growth phase, as well), the conditions for an excellent embedding of companies in an appropriate economic environment are very good.

Existing policies and programs that cover SMEs’ access to finance and innovation

As a result of the strong federal system of Germany, national authorities do play a minor important role in SME promotion and innovation. One of the reasons is that, whoever exercises control, must also co-finance activities on the local and regional level. Consequently, the national level leaves all co-financing to the federal states, in our case North Rhine Westphalia.

The state of North-Rhine Westphalia provides for operational programs for the realisation of European funding schemes on regional and local levels and has introduced a highly competitive way of acquiring the best projects. Within the ERDF programme there is a funding axis dedicated to fostering the entrepreneurial basis with a vast range of financial and non financial SME support instruments. Another axis promotes innovation and knowledge based economy. Although the program foresees also non-grant / revolving instruments the regional government has is not yet using the specific JEREMIE option and without involving EIB/EIF. 

The regionalisation and the good cooperation between managing authorities and city and regional authorities has always been an asset of North-Rhine Westphalia's policy. In the case of FIN-URB-ACT, i.e., the project has been considered, from its beginnings on, as a good complementary action which will help to bring ERDF funding down to local and regional needs in an effective way. The North-Rhine Westphalian Ministry of Economics sees the importance in the relation between its own ERDF program, local and regional structures, and the enhancement of accessibility of SME to European funding of R&D activities. A project like FIN-URB-ACT, therefore, supports the efforts of the ministry to create "leverage effects" from structural funds to the use of FP RTD for SME.

The municipality has an own department of economic development which cooperates closely with the regional agency for economic development and all local and regional stakeholders like banks, savings banks, chambers etc. The work of this department is supervised by a committee of the City council. The department also represents the City's interests in regional committees for the realisation of European funds on regional and local levels (ESF, EFRD, Interreg). On the level of the Aachen region (City of Aachen and the surrounding districts) the ‘Gründerregion Aachen’ has been established since 1999 as a strong cooperation network between the main public and private stakeholder active in the field of economic development for a more concerted SME and innovation support. The ‘Gründerregion Aachen’ is constituted e.g. by the City of Aachen, the Savings Bank Aachen and other local/regional banks, the Chambers, the University, AGIT as regional development and innovation agency as well as several districts surrounding Aachen.

Regionalisation has been the strong strategic aspect of Aachen and the surrounding for the last 30 years. Therefore, the city cooperates closely with all other surrounding cities and districts (the Aachen region) based on mutual strategic agreements. This history of close cooperation on the regional level finally led to the creation of the ‘StädteRegion Aachen’ (City Region Aachen) which will become a new local authority in 2009 and will unify the city of Aachen and 9 surrounding cities in the most relevant fields of municipal action. This high level of cooperation within the region will, in this latest stage, comprehend municipal activities, regional coordination of access to funding programs, regional coordination of acquisition of enterprises from abroad, regional coordination of consulting measures for entrepreneurs, especially for start-ups. Also the ‘Gründerregion Aachen’ is always representing for a city-region and not alone for the city of Aachen in the strict sense.

Assessment of possibilities for local SMEs to get access to finance

In regards to the objective of access to finance for SMEs the situation in North-Rhine Westphalia is very good: the regional government is truly ted in fostering very good conditions of funding for companies and regions; the funding programs which realise ERDF-projects on a regional and local level are excellent and directly comparable to the high standards of other countries in North-West-Europe (e.g. the Netherlands). For example the number of available national and regional funding programs for local SMEs ranges between 15 and 20. The cross-border authorities in the Euregio Maas-Rhine as the respective cross-border region are also committed in supporting all kinds of cross-border activities in order to stimulate the economic and R&D exchange between D, NL, and B; however, huge numbers of practical problems subsist when it comes to the enlargement of markets and R&D-cooperation beyond the borders. Adding to this the complex possibilities of other European funding for SMEs the number of funding possibilities for SME gets confusing. Consultancy structures, therefore, have been well developed over the last years. New VC funds have facilitated the access to Venture Capital for start-ups considerably. 

However, there still are some points which need an enhancement especially regarding pre-seed funding as well a really targeted and deep coaching offers for start-up companies (especially in the innovative sector) which is often necessary to get an access to the quite complex and demanding financing schemes. Another aspect which would need more attention are better possibilities for pre-seed phase funding of young companies which is not yet well enough developed. This is mainly due to the fact that sharing the business risk between entrepreneurs and universities and/or business angels is relatively new in Germany (legal reasons prohibited such engagements of universities before the recent introduction of a new law; also, for business angels, there are no tax incentives as they exist in Belgium, e.g.).

Foreseen Local Action Plan and Local Support Group
Overall objectives for addressing specific problems and topics 

For the city-region of Aachen it is not the overall number of funding schemes, nor the accessibility to venture capital which is insufficient and thus has to be enhanced and improved. However, the consultancy system of the region seems to be traditionally quite "shallow": many institutions give advice, no one, however, sits down with a company for an exhaustive and deep coaching. Thus, when it comes to write exhaustive business plans or applications the entrepreneur depends on commercial consultancy. Moreover, the public and semi-public consulting bodies in the ‘Gründerregion Aachen’ see that the number of start-up founders seeking advice is still not high enough. Consequently, the use of financial and non-financial help is not sufficiently developed. Too many start-up founders still go the "easy way" via their house banks or private funding without using public funding schemes which would make it possible to realise projects of a bigger scale or sometimes even to realise a project at all. 
Consequently the difficulties in the case of Aachen concern more the lack of visibility of existing support for potential entrepreneurs, a need for restructuring consultancy structures and a demand for "deep" consultancy, i.e. going into details with the companies looking for financial assistance. Also, the permeability of regional funding systems down to regional and local SMEs is far from being perfect. It is, therefore, necessary, to facilitate the accessibility of SMEs especially to the funding structures of the new ERDF operational program. 

Single Activities and steps within the Local Action Plan 

Due to the fact that in Aachen the ‘Gründerregion Aachen’ acting as Local Support group is already a well functioning local SME support partnership that has already initiated intensive business support activities, the Local Action Plan of Aachen will mainly focus on the enhancement and necessary adjustment of existing structures, methodologies and target groups as well as on the enhancement of the permeability of European funding from the governmental level (Managing Authority  = Ministry of Economics of North-Rhine Westphalia) down to the level of SME via instruments of the Local Support Group. Thus there are the following fields of activities will be addressed in the city of Aachen by joint actions of the partners of the LSG ‘Gründerregion’: 

"Startercenters" as kernel consulting activities for start-up and existing SMEs

The LSG "Gründerregion Aachen" will optimize the services of five existing consulting centres for entrepreneurs, the so-called ‘Startercenter’, which serve as the central contact points for all interested founders of new companies in the city of Aachen, the district of Aachen and the neighbouring districts of Düren, Euskirchen, and Heinsberg. Startercenters offer free information about all aspects of founding and management of companies, regardless of branches, phases of the life-cycle, and functional levels of companies. The information is target-group (crafts, industry, service-lending companies, technology companies and theme specific (succession in ownership, creating companies from a situation of job-seeking). 

It has shown in the last years that not all interested potential clients find their way to these centres. Optimising the services means, therefore, also raising more awareness among young entrepreneurs. The close cooperation between financial institutes and the local universities (which provide for entrepreneurial curricular elements) will be one of the platforms which can be used to acquire more clients.

Enlargement of activities of the LSG "Gründerregion Aachen"

The structure of the ‘Gründerregion’ consists of a network of stakeholders from financial institutes, chambers, public bodies, and universities. A steering committee supervises an agency which has been managed, so far, by the Aachen Chamber of Commerce. The milestones of the short history of Gründerregion have been plentiful: founding of a well-accepted magazine for start-ups, an internet-based data collection for entrepreneurs, a competition for innovative entrepreneurs (AC2), an award for female start-up founders, and, last not least, the founding of the five Startercenter (see above). A restructuring and enlargement of tasks and fields of activities is planned during the period of FIN-URB-ACT. Besides the already established fields of activity

· information, marketing, coordination,

· competetion for start-ups and 

· support for start-ups and growth initiatives for existing companies

new activities are planned which will result from an intensified cooperation with the universities:

· services for spin-offs from universities;

· internal "start-up"-semesters in universities. 

With these new activities the ‘LSG Gründerregion’ takes into account that the universities are a main source of new entrepreneurs, especially in promising branches of high-technology. The activities will be one element in the framework of the city's efforts against brain-drain symptoms and for the elaboration of complete value chains in the region.

An integrated active consulting process

Usual consulting for entrepreneurs provides for services which can be used or can not, depending on the willingness and degree of knowledge of the potential client. The LSG ‘Gründerregion Aachen’ intends to intensify its consulting processes into a pro-active and integrated system of methodological steps, with which the LSG will examine the whole potential for start-ups in innovative branches, which will use the very well-accepted competition "AC2" as a medium of dissemination and which, finally, will examine all options for founding companies with a high potential of growth and employment and support existing companies of this type. Measures in this process will comprise elements like coordination/public relation, information events and materials, the ‚AC² - start-up competition’, the ‘AC² - growth initiative’, the vision prize for female entrepreneurs, the monitoring of support measures for founding and growth, spin-offs from universities as well as qualification measures. The information about public and private funding schemes constitutes a cross-section activity which will be found in all stated measures.

A matrix of activities covering the life-cycle of SME

The different activities and measures of ‘Gründerregion Aachen’ as the LSG in FIN-URB-ACT will be organised in a way that they cover all phases of the life-cycle of SMEs from the very beginning until the growth phase in which the creation of employment plays an essential role for the economic development of the region. The following matrix shows the distribution of activities over, at least, the first five years of the life-cycle of companies.
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What becomes obvious from this chart is, that the linkage between managing authorities and their funding and support programs on one side and the regional and local implementation will not only be found in the early phases ("Planung", see matrix above), but also in the growth phase (wit e.g. the Go! consulting initiative coming directly from the Managing Authority and disseminated on local level). But not only information measures will be taken to enhance this needed permeability; also intense coaching will be offered for the successful participants of the two competitions AC2-founding and AC2growth.

Quality management (QM)

Finally the LSG ‘Gründerregion Aachen’ will use the FIN-URB-ACT project to benchmark its own quality management in the following aspects:

· quality standards of information and consulting processes,

· workflow (including exchange of information between stakeholders), 

· publications, 

· certification of QM, 

· additional services (registration services, providing for administrative forms), 

· coverage of branches and types of companies. 

Composition of the Local Support Group

The Local support Group is composed of several actors listed below which are all members of the ‘Gründerregion Aachen’ 

· Ministry of Economic Affairs and Energy of the State North Rhine-Westphalia

· Department of Economic Development and European Affairs (City of Aachen);

· Regional Development Agency for the Technology Region Aachen (AGIT)

· Aachen Savings Bank (Sparkasse Aachen),

· Savings Bank’s from Düren, Euskirchen; 

· Bank of Aachen, 

· Volksbank Euskirchen, 

· VR-Bank Nordeifel eG; 

· Aachen’s Chamber of Commerce (IHK Aachen); 

· University of Aachen (RWTH Aachen); 

· Technical University Aachen;

· Aachen university of applied sciences (FH Aachen);

In the table below the most important contact persons are mentioned.

	Organisation
	Name of the representative
	Position in the organisation
	Expected contribution to the LSG
	E-mail

	City of Aachen
	Thomas Fiedler
	Department of economics 
	Crucial link between LSG and network
	Thomas.fiedler@mail.aachen.de 

	Ministry of Economic Affairs and Energy of the State North Rhine-Westphalia
	Daniela Glimm-Lükewille
	Department objective II funding programme
	accompanies the project
	Daniela.Glimm-Luekewille@mwme.nrw.de 

	Aachen Savings Bank
	Patrick Mackenstein
	Assistant to the board of directors
	active in LSG
	Patrick.mackenstein@sparkasse-aachen.de 

	Regional Development Agency for the Technology Region Aachen (AGIT)
	Ralph-Peter Meyer
	Director 
	Active in the LSG 
	r.meyer@agit.de 

	IHK Aachen

(Chamber of Commerce and Industry)
	Michael Bayer
	Vice-Chief executive officer  of chamber
	active in LSG, leads LSG
	michael.bayer@aachen.ihk.de 

	University of Aachen
(RWTH Aachen)
	Bram Wijlands
	Department of technologie and innovation transfer
	accompanies project
	bram.wijlands@zhv.rwth-aachen.de 
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