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URBACT NETWORK EXPLORES HOW CITIES CAN USE
TRADITIONAL INDUSTRIES TO MAKE “SMART GROWTH”" A
REALITY.

In times of economic crisis, a dependence on tradit  ional industries is usually seen as

a major risk. However, an URBACT network, called UN  IC", led by Limoges in France, is
investigating the way in which cities can build on their technological and cultural
know-how in order to branch into long term, sustain able “paths of innovation”.

The UNIC network launched the second phase of their activities on a snowy day in mid
February 2009. Their starting point is cities with strong cultural and economic roots in the
ceramics industry and they have gathered together nine of the most renowned cities in this
field. However, the solutions they are testing are also relevant for cities with links to other
traditional sectors like textiles or furniture, and their message provides a clear ray of hope in
difficult times. As Alain Rodet, the Mayor of Limoges said “We have still not explored all the
possibilities open to us. But one of the keys for the future of our cities in Europe is to exploit
the link between our economies, our culture and our heritage”.

In fact, one of the major strengths of
the 70 people who gathered together in
Limoges is precisely that they care
passionately about both the culture and
the economies of their cities and they
are deeply involved in bringing them
together on the ground. Moreover, they
plan to use this involvement to get their
message across. Project coordinator,
Yann Thoreau La Salle explained how
they will be the major events being
organised in many of the cities as both
a listening and a communication
platform: the British Ceramics Biennial
Festival in Stoke on Trent 2009, Pecs,
Cultural Capital of Europe in 2010, the
Limoges International Porcelain
Porcelain Exhibition also in 2010.

Because of the relevance of their work for other cities facing similar challenges, UNIC has
been selected as a “Fast Track Initiative” by the European Commission and was showcased
in the Regions for Economic Change Conference in Brussels in February 2009. They have
already engaged attention of the Ceramics Forum of the European Parliament.

L UNIC stands for Urban Network for Innovation inr@mics. For further information on the work of the
network and on its partner see their websitgtp://urbact.eu/thematic-poles/growth-and-job-ticedthematic-
networks/unic/presentation.html




COMBINING INDUSTRIAL TECHNOLOGY AND INNOVATION WITH ...

But is it really possible to marry
two worlds as different as hard
business-based technology with
community and place-based
culture?. The conclusion from the
final round table held at UNIC's
conference was a resounding -
yes. According to participants, the
two are a continuum and the
potential for innovation precisely
comes from their creative mixing.
However, this does not
necessarily happen automatically.

Ester, the Limoges Technopole

In order to spark off a spiral of innovation it is important to have a clear understanding of the
needs and challenges faced by the industrial sector, on the one hand, and by the place, on
the other. Lead expert Eurico Neves explains that this is precisely where UNIC has the
opportunity to add value. Its work programme has been carefully crafted so that the first two
of its working groups of cities approach the issue primarily from a sectoral point of view while
the last three examine the broader links between different aspects of urban culture, heritage
and economic activity. Istvan Komor from Pecs compared the process to human surgery.
“We are cutting up interrelated parts of the body in order to understand how they work — the
challenge is how we fit them all back together afterwards.”

Starting from the sectoral side, Renaud Batier, General Director of Cerame Unie, explained
that the ceramics industry itself is made up of quite different and complex parts such as
bricks and tiles, refractory bricks for the steel and car industries, sanitary ware, table and
ornamental ware and technical ceramics for medical and industrial uses. Some of these sub-
sectors have been hit much harder than others by the economic crisis.

However, all face major challenges URBAN CULTURE AND CREATIVITY

in meeting the Kyoto commitments
on carbon emissions and energy
reduction. As a result, a high
proportion of R+D is spent both on
reducing energy consumption in the
process of producing ceramics and
increasing the contribution that
ceramics can make to reducing
energy consumption elsewhere.

This diversity is reflected in the
partner cities of UNIC. For
example, Limoges itself hosts one
of Frances priority “Poles de
Competivité” a cluster of 87
industrial firms, 6 technology
transfer centres, 7 research
laboratories and 7 education and
training centres specialised in

different ceramic sub-sectors The Plaza de Espafia - Seville



A large part, of this activity is being concentrated in the Ester Technopole, a 210 hectare
science park with 141 businesses and 1,400 jobs where the impressive new “European
Ceramics Center” is being built.

In Spain, around 90% of the ceramics industry, representing a massive 1% of GDP, is
concentrated in and around UNIC parter city Castellon. Here there is a strong specialisation
in bricks, tiles and sanitary ware. Aveiro also has an important cluster of ceramics firms,
research and training institutions which are facing the full force of global competition. But at
the other end of the spectrum, the ceramics industry in Seville is now composed of around
200 spatially concentrated workshops, which produce mainly for the tourist market. Beatriz
Real Heredia explained that these firms have been heavily affected by global down turn in
tourism and so the city is exploring alternative markets — focussing on Seville's fantastically
rich heritage of ceramics in historical buildings like the Plaza de Espafa (above).

So the first two working groups set up by UNIC (led by Seville and Aveiro respectively) are
analysing the ways in which cities can either promote innovation within the ceramics sector
and/or strengthen it in other ways For example, public procurement can be used for both.
Eurico Neves explained that Europe tends to follow a “technology-push” strategy towards
innovation focussing on increasing R+D as a proportion of GDP. But this approach has been
seen to have limits because many good research ideas are not subsequently transferred to
business.

On the other hand, the US has adopted more demand driven strategy. They tend to use
public procurement to create the markets for change. For example, he explained, US public
procurement expenditure for the products of R+D is more than 20 times that of Europe and
the US government reserves 2.5% of all R+D procurement for small (innovative) businesses
and social activities. So one of the proposals for UNICs working groups is to explore how
best they can use public procurement to encourage innovation and strengthen their ceramics
industries.

Another proposal is to examine the use of geographic labels of origin to both promote and
protect high quality ceramics products.

The path from ceramics to a knowledge based, creati  ve economy.

In many of the parter cities of UNIC, the ceramics sector has already lost its special
importance within the urban economy. This is the case of Stoke on Trent, Delft in Holland,
Seville in Spain, Faenza in Italy and Cluj Napoca in Romania. Nevertheless the built and
cultural heritage of these cities still is steeped in ceramics. So these partners are not only
concerned with strengthening and improving what remains of the sector, but also in breaking
its association with decline, and using the cultural heritage it has left behind as a force for
broader innovation and change.

UNIC has created three other working
groups for exploring the specific tools that
cities can use to deal with this challenge.
The entry point for all of them is the city as a
place, and the people that live in it, rather
than the sector as such, but the common
thread is still how to add value to the legacy
of the ceramics industry.

One of the workshops, led by the
Porzellanikon Museum, home of the famous
Meisen porcelain from Germany, will be
looking at how cities can infuse a second life
into to their extremely rich built heritage of
old factorles. kilns. and decoration



workshops to renew the phyiscal fabric of the city. This working group will also analyse how
cities can incorporate certain innovations in ceramics into the built environment in areas such
as urban furniture, public spaces, sign-posting, facades and pavements.

Another related workshop, led by Stoke on Trent, will focus on the artistic and cultural
agenda that cities can offer to increase their attractiveness for tourists. This will consider both
the key ingredients of success and the pitfalls associated with the organisaton of exhibitions,
events and displays, .the imaginative use of museums and the building of partnerships
between cultural, artistic and municipal stakeholders.

The final workshop, led by Delft, will explore how to involve local stakeholders in the updating
of their city’s identity and on the territorial marketing strategies likely to project this identity
onto a broader world stage.

The key advantage of the UNIC network is that the partner cities are actively involved in very
interesting initiatives in the different workshop topics. This provides them with the opportunity
will learn from each other about what really works in practice, to adapt the findings to their
own context, and apply these to their own local action plans. The results of both the past
experimentation and the local action plans will then be brought together into five reports on
the tools and practices covered by each workshop.

All cities who wish to branch out from traditional industries into new sustainable and “smart”
patterns of growth would be wise to stay tuned to the work of UNIC.



