German Association for Housing, Urban and Spatial Development 

Key characteristics 

The German Association is a cross-sectoral, interdisciplinary and neutral non-profit organisation for promoting sustainable and integrated policies and actions in the field of urban development, territorial cohesion and housing. Since 1946 the association gathers a broad range of institutional actors and experts from public side (authorities and institutions of all levels) and private economy (e.g. federal and regional ministries, cities and their associations, the housing sector, finance institutions, urban and real estate development agencies, university and research institutions) to discuss current urban and territorial challenges and develop approaches and political recommendations. Traditionally the German Association is closely linked to the Federal Ministry for Transport, Construction and Urban Affairs which uses the association’s capacity to work as a platform for dialogue, clearing of diverging interests and progressive policy development. Therefore, the association not only organises thematic commissions, working groups and conferences, but also coordinates national and European cooperation and network projects in the field of urban development to elaborate praxis based methods and recommendations that are retransferred to the political sphere. Since more than one decade the political and practical activities of the German Association are no more limited to Germany but are especially addressing European policies resulting in intensified EU activities. Therefore, the German Association also has close contacts to various actors in other European countries and in the EU institutions. The board even decided in one of its last meetings that the European perspective should be enhanced. 

The thematic focus has traditionally been on integrated urban development approaches combining different relevant fields of urban action, resources and thus actors in an interdisciplinary, cross-sectoral and multi-level way of governance. On EU level the German Association was thus strongly committed to the Community Initiative URBAN that also strived to promote more integrated ways of urban development for the revitalisation of urban districts in difficulty. This commitment was directly turned into action by organising the German-Austrian URBAN Network as exchange, transfer, information and promotion platform not only for the German and Austrian URBAN cities but also for the regional, federal and European institutions. 

As URBAN was on of the first initiatives to place especially economic development into the heart of urban policies, also the association’s thematic target was more and more directed towards questions of promoting local economic development within urban development approaches. Many URBAN measures and projects were directly addressing SMEs – and here especially small and micro businesses, start ups and self-employment – as those play an important role for a favourable socioeconomic development of deprived urban areas. Those quarters often suffer from structural economic changes and thus a low economic performance and few job opportunities for the local inhabitants. As the SME and business promotion is a rather new topic for urban development policies, the German Austrian URAN-Network strongly focussed its activities on this issue and also stimulated the URBAN cities to include specific small scale SME funding schemes for their local business community in their URBAN programs which turned out be very successful. Based on this the German Association together with the German URBAN cities of Leipzig and Gera and the Austrian City of Vienna built up a European URBAN city network under the URBACT I program dedicated on local economic development policies and in particular the issue of access to finance via specific financial, but also non-financial instruments: ECO-FIN-NET. And also in other European exchange and cooperation projects on urban development the German Association consequently involves the economic development topic. 

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

Traditionally SME policies are developed and implemented on national and especially on regional level in Germany. But due to the crucial importance of SMEs for the development of cities, since long cities take care of their local SMEs and run their own SME support activities. National and regional SME policies and support programs mostly act from an overall macro-economic perspective, address specific target groups and are not area based. Due to the federal structure and the strong role of the regional governments (‘Bundesländer’), also the national support programs are realised in a cooperative process with the regions. This can be seen with the ‘Gemeinschaftsaufgabe zur Förderung der Regionalen Wirtschaftsstruktur (GA)’ (Joint Task for promoting the regional economic structure) which provides financial support to SMEs exporting from their ‘employment area’ as well as economic infrastructure. The GA is jointly financed by the federal and the regional level, but implemented by the regional authorities. 

Concerning EU Structural Funds it is mainly the regions that are responsible for elaborating and implementing the operational programs. There is only a national program for human resources (ESF) and for large transport infrastructure for Eastern Germany (ERDF). Within their ERDF programs all German regions foresee SME support measures for improving the access to financing, business advisory and counselling as well as the innovation and technology transfer. These are however setting different thematic and instrumental foci and are implemented by different institutional arrangement, structures and procedures according to each region. Most programs of the new programming period include new, innovative funding instruments, like revolving funds for loan, guarantee or equity instruments, and thus realise a redirection from the traditional lost grants. In this context the relation and involvement of intermediary financial institutions becomes more important. 

The operational programs in Germany also include an urban dimension by dedicating one priority axis or field of activity to specific urban development actions. Although most of the ERDF programs refer to the URBAN approach the funding possibilities tend to be less integrated and are stronger oriented to physical urban renewal and planning and possibilities or direct SME support on local level are reduced. However, there are considerable differences between the single regions. The ERDF program of North-Rhine-Westphalia, i.e., strongly focuses on the development of the local economy. And there are also recent political strategies that highlight the importance of economic development support as one main field of activities within integrated urban development approaches, like the “Leipzig Charta for a Sustainable European City” adopted by the Informal Council of Ministers for Urban Development in May 2007. And also the EU highlight in Strategic Reference Guidelines for Cohesion and even more strongly in the Communication of the Commission “Cities and Cohesion” the support to entrepreneurship, innovation and the knowledge economy (with a focus on small and micro enterprises) as important element of integrated urban development approaches. 

However, as already stated, the strategies and concepts on upper level are often not exactly fitting to the needs and requirements of the SME support on local level. Thus, cities themselves are committed to support their local SME community, and especially small and micro businesses, as those are mostly not well addressed by existing regional or national support programs and especially need the proximity guaranteed by municipal institutions. In this perspective cities try to arrange local structures that ease the access of local SMEs to respective support offers on higher level, but also directly organise support for those that are not at all targeted by existing SME policies but nevertheless important for the local economy. Thus, there are two elements that are especially important: to find ways to trigger down the existing funding and support from national or regional programs to the local level and to organise stable partnerships between different local actors – but also with the regional level – to organise more targeted SME support services adapted to the local situation. In this context especially the involvement of locally active financial institutions is crucial to combine public funding and private financing in a coherent way for reaching best leverage effects from public means. 

These aspects have been intensively explored and discussed by the URBACT I network ECO-FIN-NET from 2002 to 2004 under the thematic coordination of the German Association. The results also were integrated in the Cross Cutting Working Group on local economic development and the URBACT study for the German Presidency on local economic development and employment policies in deprived urban areas forming a scientific background paper to the Leipzig Charta. However, the recommendations of ECO-FIN-NET and the URBACT study – although based on practical experiences of cities - have mainly been elaborated by a reflective process and thus still stay a bit on a theoretical level. For the German Association it is now crucial to see the results tested and applied by real local actions. Only this – combined with ongoing promotion and dissemination – provides the opportunity to really change approaches and policies which is the main objective of the association. 
Foreseen Local Action Plan and Local Support Group 

Overall objectives for addressing specific problems and topics 

One of the main overall aims of the German Association reflected by the FIN-URB-ACT project is to gather and provide good practices and recommendations on general policies and practical instruments for supporting local SMEs and employment within integrated urban development strategies. Thus, the association’s board decided after a presentation of the foreseen FIN-URB-ACT project to intensify the activities concerning of SME support and in particular access to finance, as it is seen as crucial component of sustainable urban development policies. FIN-URB-ACT therefore provides the opportunity to realise concrete actions on local level and to promote successful approaches to further cities and urban development actors as well as to decision makers on higher administrational levels. 

Besides acting as coordinating partner assisting the Lead Partner in the overall thematic coordination and management of the whole FIN-URB-ACT project, the German Association has a great interest in intensifying the dialogue on local SME support and in promoting respective innovative instruments and partnership processes in Germany as well as on EU level with the perspective of influencing current political debates and policy developments. Thus, the main focus of the Local Action Plan will be on communication and promotion activities to widely spread the activities and results of FIN-URB-ACT and also interlinking them with other comparable initiatives and projects on national and European level.

As for the German Association especially the issue of public private partnership is important the communication activities shall not only involve public institutions from different levels but especially the private sector with a focus on financial institutions. This will be also reflected in the LSG which will be based on the strong partnership between the German Association and the German Savings Bank Association and the European Spvings Bank Group.

Single Activities and steps within the Local Action Plan  

The German Association will use its formal and informal networks for dissemination, sensitisation and dialog putting SME support realised in a broad local partnership by combining financial and non-financial instruments in the centre of discussion. The general aim is to discuss and reflect SME support policies and instruments on national and European level based on the experiences and results of the FIN-URB-ACT activities. 

In close coordination with its executive board and advisory committee and the German Austrian URBAN-Network the German a specific dialogue and dissemination strategy will be developed and realised, e.g. composed by several components:

· For the general broad communication and dissemination towards its members and partner organisations the German Association will … 

… use its regular internal/external communication media (website, newsletters, annual report) to inform a broad specialised public on FIN-URB-ACT activities and results and 

… create and disseminate specific FIN-URB-ACT information material reflecting the project progress and results (e.g. for publication in magazines).  

· Include information on FIN-URB-ACT into different regular events, such as its working group “European Urban and Spatial Development” or conferences of the German-Austrian URBAN-Network.

· Organise at least one specific FIN-URB-ACT information, dissemination and discussion event for Germany and Austria with a broad range of interested actors

· Organise small discussion rounds and bilateral meetings with organisations especially relevant for the FIN-URB-ACT issues.

Based on this and the specific target groups the German Association will set up a communication plan and realise the different activities. In a first phase (approx. 1,5 years) the German Association will strategically contact and involve all relevant institutions in order to raise their awareness and interest in the FIN-URB-ACT project and to start a more regular exchange and dialogue process with some core institutions and comparable projects that are especially relevant and interested. In the final phase of FIN-URB-ACT and even beyond the end of the project the German association will spread the achieved results and recommendations to the involved actors and discuss with them how to integrate these in the further policy development. 

Composition of the Local Support Group 

The German Association will use the following structures to involve different institutions into the FIN-URB-ACT work and to disseminate, discuss and reflect FIN-URB-ACT experiences and results:

· Its executive board and its advisory committee composed of e.g. high-level representatives of national and regional ministries, cities and their associations, urban development/renewal agencies, real estate industry, the public and private finance sector.   

· The German-Austrian URBAN-Network managed and organised by the German Association which is gathering the national, regional and local actors of the URBAN Community Initiative. The network is on the way of being transformed into a comparable network of actors implementing the urban dimension of cohesion policy 2007 - 2013.

· The strong relation with the Savings Banks organisations on national and European level (DSGV, ESBG) which were already intensively involved in the preparation of the project.

Besides this core support group, the German Association will also try to get into direct contact and dialog with specific single organisations / institutions to be involved more intensively into the FIN-URB-ACT discussion and dissemination process, like:

· Other German and European Association of finance institutes (e.g. VÖB, EAPB);

· Federations of municipalities (Städtetag, CEMR, Eurocities);

· Business Development Associations (e.g. Eurocommerce, EURADA);

· National ministries for economy and for urban development and respective other national institutions (e.g. Federal Office for Building and Regional Planning);

· Regional ministries and authorities for economy and urban development;

· European Commission (DG Regio and DG Enterprise) and European Parliament;

· European Investment Bank and European Investment Fund.
