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Summary 

 

The present deliverable examines the economic sectors with the greatest potential for 

ICT-enabled start-up creation in the cross-border area between Greece and North 

Macedonia. Greece is turning towards entrepreneurship as a remedy for the economic 

stagnation brought by the crisis and has a promising ICT and start-up scene. It has 

many qualified and unemployed university graduated but most lack essential technical 

and entrepreneurial skills, while the business environment is unfriendly and places 

many institutional obstacles to start-ups. North Macedonia has arguably the 

friendliest business environment in Europe but lacks university graduates and a clear 

strategy. 

The sectoral study showed that both sides of the cross-border area have great 

potential in both ICT itself and in other more “traditional” economic sectors which can 

acquire added value via digitalisation with the addition of an ICT aspect. Careful 

consideration of economic statistics, the status of the start-up ecosystems and 

regional, national and European policies and strategies (including RIS3) led to the 

selection of six economic sectors from each side of the cross-border area as the most 

promising for start-up creation. 

The joint analysis identified common and different features, strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities and threats for the start-up ecosystems and potential of the two sides 

of the cross-border area. Four economic sectors were selected for having the greatest 

start-up potential for both the Greek and North-Macedonian sides, and defined 

according to the NACE classification system. The sectors were: 1) Agrofood, 2) Retail 

and Wholesale, 3) Tourism, 4) ICT. 

The conclusions of the study recommend that the Intelligent Cross-Border Accelerator 

focuses on the training of aspiring entrepreneurs who will become active in these four 

sectors. The analysis of the cross-border area suggests that the foreseen structure and 

processes of the Accelerator can help overcome several of the challenges faced by the 

start-up scenes of both countries and help them reach their potential. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

The present deliverable consists of a study identifying the economic sectors in the 

Greece-North Macedonia cross-border area which have the greater potential and 

greatest capacity to benefit from the use of information and communication 

technologies (ICT). The study will also examine a variety of local, regional, national and 

European strategies and initiatives providing training and support to start-ups, in 

order to identify good practices, as well as other promising sectors. In addition, it will 

focus on the economic sectors included in the Smart Innovation Strategies (S3) of the 

regions comprising the cross-border area, since these sectors are, inevitably, the 

economic priorities of regional strategy. 

The aim of this deliverable in the context of the iCBA project is to prepare the 

evidence-based framework in which the start-up accelerator will be based, by 

identifying the most promising conditions for new entrepreneurs. As such, it is a 

crucial initial step for “Planning the iCBA Accelerator Framework” (WP3), as well as for 

actually “Building the iCBA Accelerator” (WP4). 

This deliverable is, in essence, a compilation of one study conducted by local experts 

in the Greek side of the cross-border area, and one study conducted by local experts 

in the North Macedonian side of the cross-border area, running concurrently and 

following the same format. The results of both studies are analysed and interpreted 

together in order to arrive at a number of common sectors with high potential for 

start-ups, as well as to joint conclusions and recommendations. 

The study will follow a standardised and predetermined methodology in regard to its 

structure, reasoning and data collection approaches. Standardising the methodology 

provides the additional advantage of facilitating both sides of the cross-border area 

(Greece and North Macedonia) in smoothly following the same processes and 

collecting equivalent types of data. 

In accordance with this methodology, the deliverable contains the following 

parts/chapters: 

• An economic overview of the Greek side of the cross-border area and of the 

North Macedonian side of the cross-border area, briefly presenting the 

characteristics, economic trends and recent developments in both countries. 

• An identification and overview of promising sectors on both sides of the cross-

border area, which will result in the selection of a total of four sectors which 

can benefit from the use of ICT, and which hold great potential for start-ups. 
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• An overview of different policies and strategies of all geographic levels 

affecting start-up enterprises in both sides of the cross border area. This will 

help identify good practices, strengths, potential opportunities, as well as 

weaknesses and threats or risks, which can be taken into account. 

• A joint analysis of the aforementioned data collected and compiled separately 

for Greece and Northern Macedonia, identifying common themes, common 

opportunities and threats, and common potential for start-ups. 

• Drawing conclusions from the analysis, and, based on them, drafting 

suggestions and recommendations for actions, policies and strategies 

concerning start-up enterprises in the cross-border area. 
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2 ECONOMIC OVERVIEW 

 

This chapter provides a brief, general overview of the cross-border area, in which the 

iCBA project will be implemented. The overview includes geographic and demographic 

information, but mostly focuses on the economic aspect, as a necessary introduction 

before moving on to the identification of promising sectors for the Intelligent Cross-

Border Accelerator. The overview presents the Greek side and North Macedonian side 

of the cross-border area separately, allowing the reader to identify common and 

different features, trends etc. 

 

 

Figure 1: Map of the Cross-Border Area, with the Regional Units forming it shaded in gray 

 

2.1 Greek Side of the Cross-Border Area 

 

The Greek side of the cross-border area contains five regional units (NUTS 3-level 

regions), which in turn belong to two different regions (NUTS 2 level): the Region of 

Central Macedonia and the Region of West Macedonia. The regional units of Kilkis, 

Pella, Serres and Thessaloniki belong to Central Macedonia, while the regional unit of 

Florina belongs to Western Macedonia. 

This lopsided distribution means that the Greek side of the cross-border area contains 

3 of the 6 regional units of Central Macedonia and 1 of the 4 regional units of Western 
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Macedonia. The fact that most statistical information is available on a NUTS 2 scale 

and the majority of policies and strategies also take place on a NUTS 2 scale means 

that most of the overview of the Greek side of the cross-border area and the 

identification of the promising sectors must take place on a NUTS 2 level. However, 

effort will be made to provide specific NUTS 3 level data for the regional units included 

in the CB area wherever such data is available. 

 

Region of Central Macedonia (Kentriki Makedonia) 

The Region of Central Macedonia, with a total area of 18,810.52 km2, is the second 

most important region of the country in terms of population (1,875,996 inhabitants in 

2018 (Eurostat, 2019) and economic activity. Thessaloniki, the capital of the region, is 

an important commercial and transport hub of south-eastern Europe. In parallel, the 

region is also an innovation hub with considerable public research infrastructures and 

the largest University of Greece, i.e. Aristotle University of Thessaloniki. 

Central Macedonia is the second largest region in Greece where 17.5% of the country's 

population is concentrated. In 2017, the region accounted for 13.8% (€24.95bn) of the 

national Gross Domestic Product (GDP), second only to Attica (€85.3bn), and quite 

above that of the region of Thessaly (€9.4bn) (Eurostat, 2019). The regional GDP values 

have been falling since 2008, although in later years (2014-2016) the negative trend 

has slowed down and reversed in 2017. Despite this reversal, in terms of GDP per 

capita in purchasing power standards (PPS), with 16,000 in 2017, the region was 

positioned only eighth among the 13 Greek regions, standing at 53.3% of the EU 

average (30,000) (Eurostat, 2019). The economic crisis led the unemployment rate to 

a maximum of 30.2% in 2013. This was mainly the outcome of steep reductions in 

consumption and secondarily due to negative trends in the tourism, services and 

manufacturing sectors. These negative trends were reinforced by significant delays 

observed in basic infrastructure projects, such as roads, airports, metro system, etc. 

over the previous decade and low investments of the private sector oriented mainly 

towards low value added sectors with limited innovative activities. Also, the inability 

of the region to exploit its geopolitical metropolitan role as a gate and services hub for 

Eastern European countries is another reason for its moderate growth. There are 

several important obstacles in the attempt of the region to recover from its current 

economic woes, such as the slow pace of restructuring in combination with de-

industrialisation, migration of industries to neighbouring low labour cost countries, 

low levels of FDI and the steep reduction (-66.5% for the 2008-2014 period) of the 

employment in the construction sector. As a result, the unemployment rate in 2018, 

20.7% (167.8 thousands), is still quite above the before-crisis values, although it has 
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been steadily decreasing since 2013 (Eurostat, 2019). The region is fourth to last in 

terms of unemployment rate, between the regions of Epirus (20.1%) and Northern 

Aegean (22.3%), above the national (19.3%) and EU (6.9%) averages (Eurostat, 2019). 

In 2018, the region employed 16.8% (641.7 thousands) of the country's workforce: 

68.8% in the tertiary sector, 16.5% in the secondary sector and 14.6% in the primary 

sector (Eurostat, 2019). The tertiary sector accounted for 62% of the regional Gross 

value added (GVA), which totalled €21.155bn in 2016, the secondary sector for 32.5% 

and the primary sector for 5.6% (Eurostat, 2019). The most important services sectors 

in the region are financial services, transport and communications, recreational, 

tourism and transport services. The manufacturing sector is dominated by medium to 

low technology intensive sectors, such as the food industry, textiles and clothing, non-

metallic mineral products and furniture where the majority of firms are SMEs. Larger 

companies are found in industries such as metal production, chemicals and plastics. 

The main exporting sectors are those of textiles, food and drink, chemicals and 

plastics. 

 

Region of Western Macedonia (Dytiki Makedonia) 

Western Macedonia (capital: Kozani), with a total area of 9,541 km2 and a population 

of 269,222 inhabitants in 2018 (Eurostat, 2019), is endowed with rich natural 

resources that have shaped its identity as one of the most important electric energy 

production centres in Greece. The negative effect of this economic specialisation has 

been the degradation of the environment. Moreover, other pillars of the regional 

economy, industrial production and services, are in need of restructuring towards 

higher value added activities. 

The region of Western Macedonia is the home of 2.5% of the country's population and 

is mainly an industrial area. Over 2001-2009, the average annual growth of gross 

domestic product (GDP) was 5.1%, while during the period 2010-2013, due to the 

crisis, this relevant index was decreasing annually by 3.4% (Eurostat, 2019). According 

to the latest Eurostat available figures (2019), in 2017 the region accounted for 2.2% 

(€4.01bn) of the country's GDP, ranking in tenth place among the 13 Greek regions. In 

terms of GDP per capita in purchasing power standards (PPS), the region was 

positioned fifth among the 13 Greek regions, with 17,900, a figure below the national 

average (20,200) and the EU average (30,000) (Eurostat, 2019). Western Macedonia 

is endowed with rich natural resources such as energy and metallic minerals that have 

shaped its productive identity as one of the most important electric energy production 

centres in Greece (50% of country’s total power is produced in the Region). It has to 

be mentioned that the rest of manufacturing activities concern traditional sectors, 
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including renowned regional products such as marble, saffron, fruits, local wines, furs 

and leather manufacturing and specialised arts and crafts, while in the services sector, 

retail and wholesale trade, tourism and public administration services are the most 

important sub-sectors in terms of value added and the health and financial 

intermediation sectors are gradually growing in importance. In 2016 the tertiary 

sector accounted for 43% of the regional GVA (€3.4bn), while the secondary sector 

share was 48.3%, far above all other regions in Greece, whereas that of the primary 

one was 9% (Eurostat, 2019). Moreover, in 2018, 2.3% of the country's workforce was 

employed in the region, 55.8% in the services sector, 23.5% in the secondary sector 

and 20.6% in the primary sector (Eurostat, 2019). The regional economy faces 

significant challenges related to the need for restructuring of the economy towards 

higher value added activities, the absence of foreign direct investments, the declining 

manufacturing sector and the pollution and degradation of the natural environment 

resulting from decades of mining and energy production activities. The recent 

economic crisis along with discontinuities in regional research and innovation policies 

have magnified the structural deficiencies of the local economy, characterised by 

small companies, traditional industries, high unemployment and low competitiveness. 

The unemployment rate in 2018 was 27.0% (Eurostat, 2019), which represents 31.9 

thousand people unemployed, the highest rate among the 13 Greek regions, far above 

both the national (19.3%) and EU (6.9%) averages. This accentuated the problems of 

the previous decade, when the region already faced the highest unemployment rate 

in Greece due to de-industrialization and the migration of labour intensive industries 

to neighbouring low labour cost countries. After 2008, it is estimated that over 20% of 

regional firms have ceased their operation, while the turnover of regional firms, 

particularly in the trade sector, has dropped over 40%. Indicatively, in 2013 there were 

8,299 wholesale and retail trade firms in the region, a decrease of 9.7% compared to 

2008 (National Documentation Centre, 2019). 

 

2.2 North Macedonian Side of the Cross-Border Area 

North Macedonian Side of the Cross-Border Area 

The Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics – NUTS in the Republic of North 

Macedonia consists of 5 levels: NUTS level 1 and NUTS level 2 represent the whole 

territory of the Republic of North Macedonia as an administrative unit, NUTS level 3 

consists of 8 non-administrative units – statistical regions that are formed by grouping 

the municipalities as administrative units of lower level, NUTS level 4 consists of 80 

municipalities as administrative units, and NUTS level 5 consists of 1.792 settlements. 
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People living in 5 border regions (technically, “regional units”) in Greece and 4 regions 

in the Republic of North Macedonia are benefiting from the Interreg IPA Cross-border 

Cooperation Programme "Greece - Republic of North Macedonia 2014-2020". The 

four regions are part of the eight planning regions, based on statistical data and 

divided by regional unit (NUTS 3 region). In the CB Cooperation area are included: 1) 

Southeast Planning Region; 2) Vardar Planning Region; 3) Pelagonia Planning Region; 

and 4) Southwest Planning Region. 

The economic overview of the North Macedonian side of the cross-border area and 

the identification of the promising sectors should take place on a NUTS 3 level. The 

effort was made to provide specific NUTS 3 level data for the regional units included 

in the CB area wherever such data were available. 

The fact that no census is conducted since 2002 and the available statistical 

information on a NUTS 3and NUTS 4 scale are limited, the data on a NUTS 2 level are 

used whenever other data are not available. 

North Macedonia in 2019 has a GDP of a total of 11.7 billion euro (Nominal), or 5,380 

euros GDP Per Capita1. In the past 6 years, the country has a positive GDP growth rate 

ranging from 1.1% in 2017 to 3.90% in 2015. Still, the growth isn’t significant, 

considered that North Macedonia has an underdeveloped economy, and huge growth 

potential in several industry segments including IT Sector. It is projected that the 

capital investments (including the highways and private investment in energy and 

tourism) will be the main driver of growth. The “COVID-19” crisis in 2020 has a highly 

negative impact on the economy. Country entered in recession and the National Bank 

forecasts a decline of 4.9% this year, and the Ministry of Economy 4.5%. Both 

institutions agree that the recovery will last until 2022. 

The unemployment is declining continuously from 29% in 2013 to 20.70% in 2018 

which is highly positive. The lowest unemployment rate in years was noted in 2019, at 

17.3%, which is still very high2. Most of the new jobs were created in manufacturing, 

transport and storage, administrative services, and entertainment. The “COVID-19” 

crisis has an impact on the employments, where from the unofficial data the 

unemployment will increase by the end of 2020. 

SMEs dominate the economy, but the environment for small businesses is often 

difficult. SMEs make up nearly 99.8% of all businesses3, with a share of employment 

 
1 Estimated GDP, Growth Rate and GDP Per Capita; 
2According to the State Statistical Office 
3According to the State Statistical Office 
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equal to 76.6%, and they add an estimated two- thirds of the country’s total annual 

value-added, a proportion similar to EU Average. 

The five sectors which account for most economic activity are: 1) domestic trade;2) 

industry; 3) public administration (including education, health care, and social care); 

4) real estate activities; and 5) agriculture. Domestic trade, including transport and 

storage as well as accommodation and food services, is the largest sector in the 

economy, as it is in other Western Balkan countries. 

 

Southeast Planning Region 

The Southeast Region is located in the extreme southeast part of the country and 

comprises the Strumica-Radovish and Gevgelija-Valandovo basins, the Strumica River 

valley and the lower course of the Vardar River. In 2019, 8.3% of the total population 

in the Republic of North Macedonia lived in this region. The region covers 10.9% of 

the total land area of the country and has a population density of 63.2 people per km2. 

In 2019, the Southeast Region had the share of 9.0% (61,747 million MKD) in the gross 

domestic product of the Republic of North Macedonia and the regional GDP share was 

decreasing since 2016 from 10 to 9 percent. The gross domestic product per capita, 

even higher, compared to the average of the Republic of North Macedonia with an 

index of 107.5 (356,765 MKD) is also decreased from its 2016 value of 119.1 and lower 

the region position from second to third among the 8 planning regions4.  

In 2019, the South-East region had the highest employment rate of 63.3% compared 

to the other regions (140.985 persons working age population). In the region are 

registered the highest Activity rate (67.6%) and the lowest unemployment rate among 

the regions of 6.3%, which is far beyond the national average of 17.3%. It can be 

noticed that the unemployment rate is higher among women (7.9) than among men 

(5.1). 

The number of graduated students per 1.000 inhabitants is equal to 2.8; in 2019 the 

South-East region is at the bottom compared to the other eight planned regions. 

According to data from the State Statistical Office, the number of active business 

entities in 2019 in the South-East region is 6,233 and it participates with 8.2% from 

the total number of active business entities in Republic of North Macedonia. Almost 

81% from the total number of active business entities in the South-East region are 

businesses entities with 1-9 employees. 

 
4 http://makstat.stat.gov.mk/ 

http://makstat.stat.gov.mk/
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The data on the structure of active business entities by sections of activities in the 

South-East region, from the total number of 6.233 active business entities show that 

the sections with the highest share in the structure in 2019 were: the sector Wholesale 

and retail trade; repair of cars and motorcycles has the largest number of active 

business entities (36% or 2.218 entities); followed by Manufacturing with 727 business 

entities (12%); Transportation and storage with 600 (10%); Professional, scientific and 

technical activities with 480 (8%); Other service activities 417 (7%); Accommodation 

and food service activities 394 (6%); Construction 320 (5%); and Agriculture, forestry 

and fishing 297 (5%) business entities. Other section of activities cover less than 5% of 

the active business. 

With regard to the number of households in the in the South-East region, those who 

used computer and internet in 2019 are 85%. Those who use a computer and the 

internet at the age between 15 and 74, in the South-Eastern region are 91%. 

Vardar Planning Region 

The Vardar Region comprises the central part of the Republic of North Macedonia and 

spreads along the Vardar River and Ovchepole Basin. This region had the smallest 

number of citizens, 7.3% of the total population, in 2019. It covers 16.2% of the area 

of the Republic of North Macedonia and at the same time is the most sparsely 

populated region with only37.6 citizens per km2 

In 2019, the Vardar Region had the share of 8.0% (54,913 million MKD) in the gross 

domestic product of the Republic of North Macedonia and the regional GDP share 

after the small decline in the period 2016-2018 was returning to the 2014, 2015 values 

of 8%. The gross domestic product per capita, second high compared to the average 

of the Republic of North Macedonia among the 8 planning regions with an index of 

109 (361,854 MKD) is increasing since its decline in 2016 (105.3)5. 

In 2019, the Vardar Region had: the employment rate of 55.2%, the Activity rate of 

61.8% and the unemployment rate of 10.8%, which place the region on the third place 

among the regions. The unemployment rate is far beyond the national average of 

17.3% and it is higher among women (12) than among men (9.9). 

According to the number of graduated students per 1.000 inhabitants equal to3.35; in 

2019 the Vardar Region is at the fifth place compared to the other eight planned 

regions. 

According to data from the State Statistical Office, the number of active business 

entities in 2019 in the Vardar Region is 5,595 and it participates with 7.4% from the 

 
5 http://makstat.stat.gov.mk/ 

http://makstat.stat.gov.mk/
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total number of active business entities in the Republic of North Macedonia. Almost 

84.2% from the total number of active business entities in the Vardar Region are 

businesses entities with 1-9 employees. 

The data on the structure of active business entities by sections of activities in the 

Vardar Region, from the total number of 5,595 active business entities show that the 

sections with the highest share in the structure in 2019 were: the sector Wholesale 

and retail trade; repair of cars and motorcycles has the largest number of active 

business entities (31% or 1.707 entities); followed by Transportation and storage with 

718 (13%); Manufacturing with 645 business entities (12%);Agriculture, forestry and 

fishing 570 (10%) business entities; Professional, scientific and technical activities with 

443 (8%); Other service activities 317 (6%); Accommodation and food service activities 

272 (5%); Construction 248 (4%); and Arts, entertainment and recreation 104 (2%) 

active business entities. Other sectors are with share of 1% or less. 

With regard to the number of households in the in the Vardar Region, those who used 

computer and internet in 2019 are 67%. Those who use a computer and the internet 

at the age between 15 and 74, in the Vardar Region are 76%. 

Pelagonia Planning Region 

The Pelagonia Region is located in the south of the Republic of North Macedonia and 

comprises the Pelagonia basin and the Prespa Lake basin. This region is the largest, 

covering 18.9% of the total land area of the country, but also one of the most sparsely 

populated, having a population density of 48.2 people per km2. In 2019, 10.9% of the 

total population of the Republic of North Macedonia lived in this region. 

In 2019, the Pelagonia Region had the share of 11.3% (78,146 million MKD) in the gross 

domestic product of the Republic of North Macedonia and the regional GDP share is 

second largest among the regions and is increasing since 2017. The gross domestic 

product per capita, placed forth compared to the average of the Republic of North 

Macedonia among the 8planning regions with an index of 103.5 (343,685 MKD) is also 

increasing6. 

In 2019, the Pelagonia Region had the second high employment rate of 56.0% 

compared to the other regions (140.985 persons working age population). In the 

region is registered the second high Activity rate (56.0%)among the regions. The 

unemployment rate of 13.1%, which is below the national average of 17.3% is forth 

lower among the regions. The unemployment rate is higher among men(13.6)than 

amongwomen (12.4). 

 
6 http://makstat.stat.gov.mk/ 

http://makstat.stat.gov.mk/


 

15  
 

According to the number of graduated students per 1.000 inhabitants equal to 4.2; in 

2019 the Pelagonia Region is at the top compared to the other eight planned regions 

and state average of 3.6. 

According to data from the State Statistical Office, the number of active business 

entities in 2019 in the Pelagonia Region is 8,327 and it participates with 11.0% from 

the total number of active business entities in the Republic of North Macedonia. 

Almost 84.4% from the total number of active business entities in the Pelagonia 

Region are businesses entities with 1-9 employees. 

The data on the structure of active business entities by sections of activities in the 

Pelagonia Region, from the total number of 8,327 active business entities show that 

the sections with the highest share in the structure in 2019 were: the sector Wholesale 

and retail trade; repair of cars and motorcycles has the largest number of active 

business entities (33% or 2.745 entities); followed by Manufacturing with 910 business 

entities (10.9%);Professional, scientific and technical activities with 700 

(8.4%);Transportation and storage with 663 (8.0%); Other service activities 596 (7.2%); 

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 555(6.7%) business entities; Accommodation and 

food service activities 481 (5.8%);Construction 409 (4.9%); Human health and social 

work activities 403 (4.8%); Arts, entertainment and recreation 210 (2.5%); 

Administrative and support service activities 184 (2.2%) and Information and 

communication 141 (1.7%) active business entities. Other sectors are with share less 

than 1%. 

With regard to the number of households in the in the Pelagonia Region, those who 

used computer and internet in 2019 are 80%. Those who use a computer and the 

internet at the age between 15 and 74, in the Pelagonia Region are 88%. 

Southwest Planning Region 

The Southwest Region comprises the extreme southwest part of the Republic of North 

Macedonia. According to the 2016 population estimates, 10.6% of the total population 

in the country lived in this region. It takes up 13.4% of the total area of the country 

and has a population density of 65.7 citizens per km2. 

In 2019, the South West Region had the share of 8.2% (56,848 million MKD) in the 

gross domestic product of the Republic of North Macedonia and the regional GDP 

share is forth largest among the regions and is decreasing since 2017. The gross 

domestic product per capita, placed fifth compared to the average of the Republic of 
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North Macedonia among the 8planning regions with an index of 78.1 (259,131 MKD) 

is also decreasing7. 

In 2019, the South West Region had employment rate of 43.1% compared to the other 

regions (265.587 persons working age population) and is on the on sixth place among 

the regions. In the region is registered the Activity rate of 55.2%, fifth among the 

regions. The unemployment rate of 24.4%, was above the national average of 17.3%, 

third highest among the regions. The unemployment rate is higher among women 

(26.4) than among men (23.1). 

According to the number of graduated students per 1.000 inhabitants equal to3.7 (804 

students); in 2019 the South West Region is the third place compared to the other 

eight planned regions and state average of 3.6. 

According to data from the State Statistical Office, the number of active business 

entities in 2019 in the South West Region is 7,520 and it participates with 9.9% from 

the total number of active business entities in the Republic of North Macedonia. 

Almost 85.4% from the total number of active business entities in the South West 

Region are businesses entities with 1-9 employees. 

The data on the structure of active business entities by sections of activities in the 

South West Region, from the total number of 7,520 active business entities show that 

the sections with the highest share in the structure in 2019 were: the sector Wholesale 

and retail trade; repair of cars and motorcycles has the largest number of active 

business entities (32.7% or 2.458 entities); followed by Accommodation and food 

service activities 782 (10.4%); Manufacturing with 771 business entities (10.3%); 

Construction 717 (9.5%); Professional, scientific and technical activities with 595 

(7.9%); Transportation and storage with 438 (5.8%); Human health and social work 

activities 341 (4.5%); Administrative and support service activities 178 (2.4%); 

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 161(2.1%); Arts, entertainment and recreation 151 

(2.0%); Information and communication 118 (1.6%); and Education 104 (1.4%)active 

business entities. Other sectors are with share less than 1%. 

With regard to the number of households in the in the South West Region, those who 

used computer and internet in 2019 are 77%. Those who use a computer and the 

internet at the age between 15 and 74, in the South West Region are 85%. 

 

  

 
7 http://makstat.stat.gov.mk/ 

http://makstat.stat.gov.mk/
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3 IDENTIFICATION OF PROMISING SECTORS 

 

This chapter presents information concerning the most important sectors of the cross 

border area’s economy. This information will be taken from regional and national 

economic statistics, Regional Innovation Strategies, and Regional Operational 

Programmes. The compilation of this information will lead to the identification of a 

number of promising sectors from each side (Greece and North Macedonia), and the 

selection of four common sectors for the whole of the cross border area on which the 

Intelligent Cross Border Acceleration will focus. The chapter structure will, again, 

present each side of the cross border area in turn. 

 

3.1 Greek Side of the Cross-Border Area 

 

The identification of important sectors from the Greek side of the cross-border area 

will be based around some general data about promising sectors for start-ups from 

the whole of Greece, and will then look at each of the two NUTS 2 regions comprising 

the Greek side of the cross-border area, since, as mentioned above, most data is 

available on a NUTS 2 level. 

The review of each region follows the same structure in order to produce comparable 

results for the promising sectors and the start-up ecosystem. The brief structure is as 

follows:  

1. Sectors of High Regional Interest and strategic priorities 

2. The regional ICT based sectors and services 

3. The regional tech start-up ecosystem 

 

Start-up and Sectoral Information for the whole of Greece 

The Greek start-up ecosystem was brought into the spotlight during the financial crisis, 

as a potential way to spur economic growth in a heavily suffering economy at a time 

when few other options were available. In the years following the Greek crisis, 

entrepreneurship in Greece has emerged as a key lever for growth restoration and job 

creation. As such, it has attracted a lot of attention, investment and effort, and it keeps 

growing ever since. 
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In the last few years, the Greek start-up scene saw a stage of consolidation with new 

successes and a lot of balancing out, as its growth has slowed to a steadier pace. 

Greece is home to many aspiring entrepreneurs who are working on promising new 

ideas and innovative business models, pointing out to a great potential for the future. 

As for the current situation, the number of Greek start-ups is not easily measurable, 

and no definite statistic exists. According to a 2019 study by Enterprise Greece, it is 

estimated around 2000start-ups. According to AngelList, a social network for start-ups 

and investors, 562 start-ups and 2,807 investors are recorded for Greece. According 

toF6S, another social network for start-ups and investors, there are 925 start-ups in 

Greece. 

Several developments in the last couple of years (2018 and 2019) demonstrate 

important progress in Greece in terms of innovative start-ups, and indicate a potential 

for technologically fuelled economic growth. These developments include: (1) The 

fact that Athens received the award of the European Capital of Innovation for 2018, 

after cities such as Barcelona, Amsterdam and Paris; (2) the EIT Innovators Award 

going to a start-up led by the Greek Ioannis Tarnanas, developing a prediction method 

for Alzheimer’s Disease; (3) that the several leading global companies (such as Tesla) 

chose to invest in Greek services and products and open offices in Greece. 

Most of the Greek start-ups operate on the Industrial Technology Production 

Hardware category (17.1%) and their business model is “mainly B2B with some B2C” 

(20%), followed by “mainly B2B” (17.1%) and “mainly B2C with some B2B” 17.1%. Out 

of the start-ups that are already having some revenue, the majority (71.5%) are 

earning up to 50,000 euros, holding the lowest position among EU countries overall. 

Another 14.3%earned 50,000-150,000 euros, and 14.3% had an annual revenue 

of150,000-500,000 Euros in the past year. 

The domestic IT sector (SMEs and larger enterprises) contributes value added of 830 

million Euros, of which approximately ¼ concerns companies integrated in clusters 

and start-ups. According to National Bank of Greece estimates (taking into account 

the value that private investment funds attribute to Greek start-ups), the value added 

of the IT sector may top 1.8 billion Euros in 2020, offering circa 20,000 new jobs - the 

key growth vehicles being start-ups and cluster enterprises, which account for ¾ of 

the increase. Apart from enterprises belonging directly to the IT sector, however, a 

large percentage of start-ups overall integrate several elements of ICT as a part of their 

efforts to obtain a competitive advantage and introduce innovative features. 
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Table 1: Greek start-up sectors comprising more than 5% of start-ups, according to ENTERPRISE 
GREECE (2019). 

 

 

Overall, the growth potential for Greek start-ups seems to be growing strong. A 

combination of factors makes Greece a favourable location for start-up activity and 

investment. The country has a highly educated talent pool: 25% of 25-to-64-year-olds 

have a bachelor’s degree (the OECD average is 16%), with 25% holding a science, 

technology, engineering, or mathematics degree (the OECD average is 22%). Situated 

at the crossroads of Europe, Asia, and Africa, Greece is surrounded by major markets, 

and it is part of the European Union’s €15 trillion common market. It also has excellent 

living conditions: mild temperatures, a low crime rate, and affordable housing by 

European standards. 

On the other hand, however, despite these favourable conditions and multiple 

sources of support, including funding, Greece’s nascent start-up scene faces important 

challenges (The Boston Consulting Group, 2018). These include: 

(1) Limited Access to the Right Talent, since despite the high number of science, 

technology, there is a tight labour market stemming from a mass exodus of young 

graduates since 2008, as well as a shortage of workers with training in high-demand 

fields. Publicly funded universities aren’t providing students with specialised training 

courses on entrepreneurship –which is a missed opportunity to teach potential 

founders how to launch, fund, and operate a successful start-up - and large 

corporations rarely offer internships. 

(2) Underdeveloped Collaborative Networks. A lack of institutional support and very 

limited government incentives continue to discourage corporations, universities, and 

start-ups from investing in and collaborating on R&D. In fact, when compared with the 

average R&D investment across countries in the European Union, Greece’s R&D 

investment is 76% less; in addition, only 40% of the country’s R&D investments are 

made by corporations. Without corporate R&D spending and greater collaboration 
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among companies, universities, and start-ups, opportunities for R&D spinoffs and 

early-stage product development will continue to dwindle. 

(3) An Unfriendly Business Environment and Market Structure. Greece’s highly 

restrictive product and service market regulations can impede economic progress and 

stifle technological innovation. In fact, Greece is 67th in the World Bank’s 2018 ease-

of-doing-business rankings –the lowest among OECD members. An example of a 

difficulty that Greek businesses encounter is the time required to resolve a 

commercial dispute in court (on average, 53 months, compared with19 months in 

other OECD members). Barriers to entry, pricing restrictions, and state monopolies 

can also create heavy competition distortions in the local market. The result is a small 

economic structure that discourages the creation of large, globally competitive 

corporations with the capacity to innovate and export. A report published by the 

European Commission estimates that Greece exports about 33% less, largely because 

of institutional barriers. Also noteworthy is that although exports currently represent 

30% of GDP (the euro area average is 44%), high value-added manufactured goods 

represent a small share; about one third of exports are oil re-exports that have very 

little value added domestically. 

(4) Fear of Failure. Studies show that fear of failure is preventing Greek citizens from 

setting up new businesses. Cultural factors are partly to blame. Because Greece’s rigid 

education system does not actively teach entrepreneurship and the societal stigma of 

failure is great, young graduates and workers generally consider careers and jobs that 

are less risky than starting a new business. However, Greek bankruptcy laws also make 

closing a business a costly and time-consuming endeavour; in some cases, it is 

punitive, without any second-chance provisions. As a result, according to a survey of 

prospective entrepreneurs, a scant 13% of respondents perceived opportunities to 

launch a start-up, compared with 41% of those in innovation-driven economies, such 

as Portugal’s. 

The factors outlined above explain, to a great extent, the reasoning behind the need 

for the iCBA project for the Greek side of the cross-border area. High unemployment 

rates, a geographic position that is advantageous for international business and a turn 

towards entrepreneurship as a remedy for the economic stagnation brought by the 

crisis are all elements which favour the development of start-ups. In addition, the 

foreseen structure and processes of the Accelerator can help overcome several of the 

challenges faced by the Greek start-up scene. The expert training compensated for the 

fact that Greek universities rarely provide training in entrepreneurship. The 

supporting environment of the Accelerator compensates for the underdeveloped 

collaborative networks and unfriendly business environment, while it also mitigates 

the fear of failure. 
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The following sub-sections move on to a more specific look at the promising sectors 

and nature of the start-up ecosystems of the two regions comprising the Greek side 

of the cross-border area. 

 

Central Macedonia 

a.Sectors of High Regional Interest and strategic priorities  

The main productive sectors in the Region, according to the year 2011 statistics (the 

most recent data available), are: tobacco (5.11%), farming and animal husbandry 

(2.46%), apparel (1.97%) and agricultural products (1.38%). Manufacturing of food 

products is a sector that has a large number of working people and a high percentage 

of GDP and exports in the Region; its scientific knowledge can also boost other 

correlated sectors such as manufacturing of chemicals, pharmaceuticals, and 

machinery. 

According to the EU’s Regional Innovation Scoreboard(RIS), the Region of Central 

Macedonia is a moderate innovator whose innovation performance has, over time, 

increased by 21.3%. Innovators, Linkages, and Employment Impacts are the strongest 

innovation dimensions. 

For the Region of Central Macedonia, the RIS3 – Smart Specialisation Strategy report 

has identified four (4) regional sectors which add decisively to the Gross Added Value 

of the region, employing a significant number of workers, maintaining critical mass 

and exhibiting intrinsic dynamics and extroversion. The sectors are designated as 

“Champion Sectors” of the Region and are as follows: 

✓ Agri-Food; 

✓ Construction Materials; 

✓ Textile & Clothing; 

✓ Tourism. 

In addition, another 4 sectors have been identified, all technological and with a 

particularly decisive role in the taking full advantage of the regional economy in order 

to increase innovation, competitiveness, and extroversion. The technological sectors 

act as catalysts for absorbing innovation, identified as “Horizontal Support Sectors” 

and are the following: 

✓ Information and Communication Technologies (ICT); 
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✓ Energy Technologies; 

✓ Environmental Technologies; 

✓ Transport and Logistics Technologies. 

Further than RIS3 Central Macedonia Strategy (2016), priority sectors for the Region 

of Central Macedonia has been updated in September 2018, in EU S3 platform and 

especially on Eye@RIS3 Tool. Priorities have been updates on inputs from regional 

authorities and their stakeholders in the framework of the "entrepreneurial discovery 

process" (as called in the literature on smart specialisation). 

Eye@RIS3 visualises public investment priorities for innovation across Europe. It 

enables public managers and stakeholders to position their territory in comparison to 

other territories and to find potential partners for collaboration. Inside the EU, 

priorities are linked to the use of the European Regional and Development Funds 

(ERDF).  

According to the above, the priority sectors for the Region of Central Macedonia are 

11 and their connections to the EU objectives and ERDF fund is given to the tables 

below:  

Table 2: Priority sectors and domains of the region of Central Macedonia 

a/a Priority Name Description 

1 Agri-Food - bio-based activities 
Agri-food – bio-based activities, functional foods, water 
management, branding, quality management, logistics, safety 

2 
Building materials and household 
equipment 

Building materials and household equipment 

3 Structural Materials 
Construction, logistics, carbon footprint, life cycle assessment, 
nanomaterials, composites, smart buildings 

4 
Electronics, electrical appliances 
and ICT 

Electronics, electrical appliances and ICT. 

5 Horizontal technologies Energy, ICT, sustainability, transport/logistics 

6 Smart textiles 
Global value chains, smart textiles, advanced materials, vertically 
integrated (agriculture cotton), eco-label cotton 

7 
Manufacturing of chemicals and 
energy 

Manufacturing of chemicals and energy 

8 
Manufacturing of clothing and 
fashion 

Manufacturing of clothing and fashion 

9 Manufacturing of food Manufacturing of food 

10 
Metallurgy, metal products, 
machinery and equipment 

Metallurgy, metal products, machinery and equipment 

11 Alternative tourism - transport 
Tourism-transport, logistics/transport, quality management, 
sustainability, tailor-made experience, ICTs, image-projection 
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Source: EU S3 Platform / Eye@RIS3 tool. Region of Central Macedonia 

 

 

b. ICT based sectors and services in Central Macedonia RIS3 Strategy 

Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) and digital services in general, as 

support horizontal sector is very important for the development of sectors 

characterised as “champions” in the region of Central Macedonia(Komninos, 2015, 

p.11). 

Moreover, ICT is a strategic policy choice to address the economic and resent 

pandemic crisis and contribute to sustainable growth. The ICT industry, as a productive 

resource has horizontal effect in all other sectors (predominantly in information-

intensive activities / knowledge) and contributes indirectly to increase the 

competitiveness of other economic activities and leverage benefits. Therefore, ICT is 

considered as a major driver for growth and development to which can be attributed 

almost half of the productivity growth in advanced economies. The growth dynamics 

of the ICT sector seems to be greater than any other horizontal field. It affects and 

improves horizontally all activities of the public administration, civic, professional, the 

business.  

Within this perspective, most of the strategic interventions at the RCM level include 

ICT as key growth pillar for the four “champions areas” that sustain the development 

of the region (Agri-food, Building Materials, Tourism, Textile and Clothing), enhancing 

innovation, extroversion and inflow of foreign investment capital.  

Also, the strategic framework for ICT development policy seeks to activate affordable, 

high quality and interoperable public services and the private sector which enabled 

and supported by ICTs. Even looked forward to increasing use of ICT by citizens, 

including disadvantaged groups of the population, business and public administration, 

enhancing extrovert initiatives to development direction of digital domestic value 

added. For this reason, particular importance is given to the use of ICT to raise the 

level to all areas of education, health, tourism, the environment.  

Taking also into account the regional and national strategies to meet the goals of the 

Digital Agenda, the “report to the European Commission, Directorate General for 

Regional Policy, Unit I3 - Greece & Cyprus” (Komninos, 2015 p.12)proposed ICT actions 

to focus on the followings: 

✓ Open data: Distribution of public open data. It refers to data or datasets that 

allows free disposal and reuse.  

https://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/map?p_p_id=captargmap_WAR_CapTargMapportlet&_captargmap_WAR_CapTargMapportlet_non-eu-country=true&_captargmap_WAR_CapTargMapportlet_non-eu-region=true&_captargmap_WAR_CapTargMapportlet_regionids=200
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✓ Interoperability, which is becoming increasingly important as users demand 

for the provision of integrated e-services. Interoperability in e-Government is 

becoming a critical issue to improve the productive model of the public 

administration.  

✓ Smart applications and services, which are using ICT and could potentially 

transform every area of social and economic life.  

✓ Access: The e-Accessibility defines the initiatives that ensure access for all 

citizens to e-services and the removal of technical, legal, geographical or other 

barriers that often arise in the use of digital and Internet services.  

✓ Achieving critical mass: Refers to strengthen entrepreneurship and 

extroversion in the digital economy and balance demand and supply of ICT 

services and systems.  

✓ Digital Skills, enabling the familiarization of the population in the use of digital 

and online products and services, reducing the digital divide, with emphasis on 

the weaker groups of the population, creating a "digitally mature society" and 

citizens capable to act, live, operate, progressing in a digital economy.  

 

There is considerable scope for application supporting technological innovations, 

which will form the basis of new ICT tools and major applications. They may address 

challenges and needs in the domains of:  

The primary sector: ICT tools for quality control, management, monitoring, marketing, 

implementation of European policy for food quality and compliance of agricultural 

products and food in specific certification schemes. Forest protection and ecosystem 

management Internet applications for organic products, food distribution channels, 

branding, suppliers, packaging, etc. Possibly, software and applications to implement 

or aiding digital farming systems that lead to production of better-quality agricultural 

products and increase of productivity of agribusiness, and applications for sensing and 

GIS). Also, the creation of a web-based statistical reporting platform for all branches 

the economy with emphasis on the rural sector.  

The food & beverage industry: Software and applications including new generation 

ERP and CRM tools, modern e-commerce and public procurement platforms. 

Certification of organic products with the appropriate ICT tools, resulting to significant 

cost reduction. Creation of a collaborative electronic platform to assist the entire 

value chain of the F&B industry.  
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Tourism and culture: Creation of imaging applications for presentation and promotion 

of tourist destinations with new digital media (software to provide advanced services, 

augmented reality, mtourism), achieving minimize management costs and fees 

advertising. Enlargement of the target groups and ultimately expanding the tourism 

period.  

Health: development of platforms and applications that will lead to a new cost 

effective telemedicine and homecare for the elderly or patients with chronic diseases 

or healthcare remotely with devices monitoring and telecare for people with health 

problems can contribute in distance care, reducing costs for families and health 

systems. 

 

According to the above-mentioned report theICT and digital services that can support 

the “champion sectors” of the Region of Central Macedonia RIS3 can be codified as in 

the table…. 

Table 3: Using ICT and digital services to support Central Macedonia RIS3 priority sectors8 

REGION  ICT’S APPLICATIONS 
DOMAIN 

ICT TYPE  BENEFICIARIES  

Region of Central 
Macedonia  

✓ Agriculture  

✓ Forest protection  

✓ Food and beverage  

✓ Tourism  

✓ Culture  

✓ eHealth  

✓ Mobility / transport 

✓ eGovernment 

 

✓ ERP  

✓ CRM  

✓ e-Commerce  

✓ Augmented reality  

✓ m-apps  

✓ Smart apps  

✓ Digital marketing  

✓ CAE  

✓ Open data  

✓ Digital skills  

✓ Public 
administration  

✓ University labs  

✓ SMEs  

✓ Clusters  

✓ Technology 
intermediary  

✓ General public  

 

 

c. The tech start-up ecosystem in Central Macedonia  

It is an evident that the startup major activity, especially the tech one, is gravitated by 

the cities and metropolitan areas. According to the StartupBlink - Startup Ecosystem 

rankings report 2020, the Greek startup ecosystem is now ranked 44th globally after 

a drop of 2 spots (image….). Athens has declined 6 spaces to 107, despite expectations 

it would be ranked among the top 100 startup cities after its impressive jump in 2019. 

 
8 Source: Komninos, 2015 and own contribution  



 

26  
 

The 2nd highest ranked city of Thessaloniki has fallen by 65 spots to 262.Thessaloniki 

could in turn improve its momentum, as it has always been a Greek economic hub. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There is an important and growing tech scene in Thessaloniki. Tech startups that grow 

in the city develop products and services mainly for the web. The tech startup scene 

is taking advantage of the local human environment, the comparatively low wages, 

the talent of creative locals, and other opportunities. There are various city’s 

advantages that creates a favourable tech start-up environment such as: 

The city’s location, on the crossroad of Europe and Asia, an entrance also to the Balkan 

hinterland. It is the closest to the Asian markets, European city.  

✓ Thessaloniki hosts each year 150.000 students in the city’s Universities – the 

largest student population in the Balkan region. Along with other institutions 

Thessaloniki has a constant population of almost 200.000 tertiary educated 

people seeking to make their next step. 

✓ There is a vibrant tech community. The great majority of the communities have 

been created after the years of the economic crisis aiming to join forces.  

✓ There are various yearly held events supporting tech communities, startups 

knowledge sharing and networking such  

✓ There are various business support structures (incubators, business centers, 

co-working and makerspaces) that support startup ecosystem in Thessaloniki  

 

Western Macedonia 

a. Sectors of High Regional Interest and strategic priorities  

Table 4: Ranking of the 4 Greek cities which joined the “StartupBlink - Global Map of Start-up Ecosystems” 
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Western Macedonia is endowed with rich natural resources such as energy and 

metallic minerals that have shaped its productive identity as one of the most 

important electric energy production centres in Greece (70% of country’s total power 

is produced in the Region).The productive character of the Region is still determined 

by the energy industry and secondarily the fur industry. However, the virgin and still 

underexplored landscapes provide a fruitful ground for tourism to develop. 

According to the latest official data that is publically available, the tertiary sector 

accounted for 45.4% of the regional added value in 2009, and the industry & 

construction sector 50%. In the services sector, retail and wholesale trade, tourism 

and public administration services are the most important in terms of value added, 

while the health and financial sectors are gradually growing in importance. The 

manufacturing base is in traditional sectors, including renowned regional products 

such as marble, saffron, fruits, local wines, furs and specialised arts and crafts. The 

share of the primary sector has declined to only 4.6% of the regional added value in 

2009 (compared to 7.4% in 2000). Western Macedonia is significantly specialised in 

Mining and agglomeration of lignite, Dressing and dyeing of fur; manufacture of 

articles of fur; Production and distribution of electricity; Mining and agglomeration of 

hard coal. Although the biggest regional employer is the growing of crops, market 

gardening and horticulture, it ranks only 12th in Europe when considering the relative 

specialisation rates. 

The priority sectors of the West Macedonia RIS3 are: 

(1) Agrofood, including manufacturing and standardization of agricultural 

products, food and beverages production,  

(2) Environment and energy, including district heating (in the regional units of 

Kozani and Florina), metal structures, integrated waste management,  

(3) Breeding of fur-bearing animals and manufacturing of leather products(only in 

the regional units of Kastoria and Kozani), and  

(4) Tourism. 

 

Further than the RIS3 Western Macedonia Strategy (2015), priority sectors for the 

Region of Central Macedonia has been updated in September 2018, in EU S3 platform 

and especially on Eye@RIS3 Tool. Priorities has been updates on inputs from regional 

authorities and their stakeholders in the framework of the "entrepreneurial discovery 

process" (as called in the literature on smart specialisation). 
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Eye@RIS3 visualises public investment priorities for innovation across Europe. It 

enables public managers and stakeholders to position their territory in comparison to 

other territories and to find potential partners for collaboration. Inside the EU, 

priorities are linked to the use of the European Regional and Development Funds 

(ERDF).  

According to the above, the priority sectors for the Region of Central Macedonia are 

11 and their connections to the EU objectives and ERDF fund is given in the tables 

below:  

Table 5: Priority sectors and domains of the region of Western Macedonia9 

a/a Priority Name Description 

1 Renewables 
Energy with an emphasis on renewables and remote 
heating technologies. 

2 Furskins industry, wearing apparel Furskins industry, wearing apparel 

3 Metals and metal products Metals and metal products 

4 Tourism and culture industries 
Targeted/alternative forms/patterns of tourism and their 
articulation with culture industries. 

5 Agri-Food and Livestock With an emphasis on fur and leather industries. 

6 Integrated Waste Management  

 

b. ICT based sectors and services in the Region of Western Macedonia RIS3 Strategy  

ICT is not a priority sector within Region’s RIS3 Strategy. Nevertheless, ICT related 

actions are proposed to support the environment and energy activities, such as energy 

saving systems in SMEs, energy efficiency and saving, sensor networks for 

environmental monitoring. Also, the use of ICT in tourism is expected to support the 

individualised customer service, improve of interactivity and reduction of services 

provisioncost; support of digital services for the promotion of cultural heritage, and 

destination management.  

Additionally, in the Thematic Objective 2, ICT-related actions are proposed in the 

Investment Priority 2.3, such as e-government, e-learning, e-inclusion, e-culture, and 

e-health. In actions to be funded by the Social Fund are included the improvement of 

digital skills, e-learning for young scientists. Furthermore, the RIS 3 Action Plan 

includes 7 actions for specific informational systems to be funded by the ROP with a 

total budget 9.050 million Euro. Another action in the Investment Priority 3.2 is about 

an informational system for destination management (DMS) in West Macedonia, with 

a budget of 0.75 million Euro. 

 
9 Source: EU S3 Platform / Eye@RIS3 tool. Region of Western Macedonia 

https://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/map?p_p_id=captargmap_WAR_CapTargMapportlet&_captargmap_WAR_CapTargMapportlet_non-eu-country=true&_captargmap_WAR_CapTargMapportlet_non-eu-region=true&_captargmap_WAR_CapTargMapportlet_regionids=111
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Beneficiaries of the above ICT related actions will be SMES, professional chambers, 

local authorities, the regional authority of West Macedonia, and public organisations.  

Taking also into account the regional and national strategies to meet the goals of the 

Digital Agenda, the “Report to the European Commission, Directorate General for 

Regional Policy, Unit I3 - Greece & Cyprus” (Komninos, 2015)the ICT and digital 

services that can support RIS3 priority sectors can be codified as in the following table. 

Table 6: Using ICT and digital services to support Western Macedonia RIS3 priority sectors10 

REGION  ICT’S APPLICATIONS 
DOMAIN 

ICT TYPE  BENEFICIARIES  

Region of Western 
Macedonia  

✓ Agriculture  

✓ Environment 
protection  

✓ Energy  

✓ Tourism  

✓ Culture  

✓ Government 

✓ Precision agriculture 
apps  

✓ Agriculture portal  

✓ Destination 
management  

✓ Energy saving  

✓ Production 
improvement for the 
wine sector  

✓ E-Business  

✓ Digital skills  

✓ Region of Western 
Macedonia  

✓ Local authorities  

✓ SMEs and startups 

✓ Public sector 
organisations  

✓ Chambers  

✓ Technology 
intermediary  

 

c. Suggestions for the Greek part of the CB region: 

The above, regional-scale review has mentioned the RIS3 priority sectors for both the 

region of Central Macedonia and the region of Western Macedonia. These are 

repeated in Table 7, together with the eight fields indicated by the National Research 

and Innovation Strategy of Smart Specialisation 2014-2020, applying to the whole of 

Greece. 

Table 7: Priority sectors for the RIS3 of Central and Western Macedonia, as well as on the Greek national level 

Central Macedonia RI3 Western Macedonia RIS3 National Research and 
Innovation Strategy 

Agrofood 

Construction Materials 

Textile & Clothing 

Tourism 

Agrofood 

Environment and energy 
(mostly in the regional 
units of Kozani and 
Florina)  

Agrofood 

Life Sciences & Health - 
Pharma 

 
10 Source: Komninos 2015 and own contribution  
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Information and 
Communication 
Technologies (ICT) 

Energy Technologies 

Environmental 
Technologies 

Transport and Logistics 
Technologies 

Breeding of fur-bearing 
animals and 
manufacturing of leather 
products (only in the 
regional units of Kastoria 
and Kozani, so not 
applicable to the cross-
border region) 

Tourism 

Information and 
Communication 
Technologies 

Energy 

Environment and 
Sustainable Development 

Transport and Logistics 

Materials - Construction 

Culture - Tourism - 
Cultural & Creative 
Industries 

 

In addition, the National Research and Innovation Strategy, notes that, out of the eight 

national priority fields, Agrofood, Tourism-Culture, Materials and Life Sciences & 

Health /Medicine are vertical priorities at regional level with direct needs for the 

relevant private sector. On the other hand, ICT, Energy, Transport and Environment, 

are more horizontal supporting areas for entrepreneurship and innovation for most 

regions. 

It should also be mentioned that the government agency ENTERPRISE GREECE lists 

among the most popular sectors for recent start-ups in Greece, the following: Life 

Sciences, Life/Social/Entertainment, Tourism, ICT, Energy/Infrastructure, Deep Tech, 

FinTech, Agrofood and Retail/eCommerce. In addition, the global platform 

Startupblink, lists the most successful sectors for Greek start-ups as: Software and 

data, Foodtech, Health, Fintech, Social and Leisure, Marketing and Sales. 

Out of the various sectors, it’s clear that ICT is important both for Greece as a whole 

and Central Macedonia in particular, as well as one of the most popular and important 

start-up sectors overall. Agrofood, Energy and Tourism were present in the priority 

sectors of Central and Western Macedonia, the Greek National Research and 

Innovation Strategy, and are promising sectors in general. Life Sciences are a 

promising and successful start-up sector which is also part of the national priorities, 

although it is not included in the regional strategies. Finally, Retail and eCommerce in 

particular, is a very promising sector for many start-ups, has constant demand, is 

strongly supported by and connected to ICT, and might also prove to be rapidly 

developing as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, and its expected aftermath. 
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By taking into account all of this information, these six sectors were selected as 

suggestion for the focus of the Intelligent Cross-Border Accelerator based on the 

needs and prospects of the Greek side of the cross-border area: 

• Agrofood 

• ICT 

• Tourism 

• Energy 

• Life Sciences (HealthTech) 

• Retail/eCommerce 

 

3.2 North Macedonian Side of the Cross-Border Area 

Start-up and Sectoral Information for the whole of North Macedonia 

According to Startup Macedonia11 the North Macedonian startup ecosystem is smaller 

compared to other European and even neighbouring countries, but on the other hand 

it still has similar size to few quite vibrant and successful such as Slovenia and Estonia. 

Startup ecosystem research12 noted that the general impression is that the country is 

not lacking ideas, but the creation of products and adopting to the market is still a 

struggle for many. As one of the reasons behind this is recognised the lack of adequate 

support and expertise that will go much more beyond basic business launching 

education. The Research shows that the Macedonian ecosystem is not creating 

products as only 30% of startups who have entered some kind of program developed 

a demo or a product, and more often than not, those prototypes will struggle to 

generate early revenue. 

Until 2018, startup support organizations were mainly incubators, creative hubs and 

various NGO’s and platforms working on promotion, education or offering co-working 

space for startups. By the end of the 2018, the Fund for Innovation and Technology 

Development (FITD) together with World Bank has funded the launching of 3 

Accelerators (first Accelerators in Macedonia) that supposed to allocate investment 

funds for highly promising startups. Among the organizations working as ecosystem 

builders are Seavus education and development center, SEEU Technology Park, YES 

Incubator, CEED Hub, UKIM Accelerator, Bitola Acceleration Program implemented by 

Preda and Accelerator X Factor located in Veles. 

 
11https://startupmacedonia.mk/ 
12 Connecting the Macedonian Startup Ecosystem, 2018, Startup Macedonia  
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The main characteristics are that all these startup support organizations are in the 

early stage of their development and have recently started to offer financial support 

that is now attracting more startups. Previously, they were offering co-working and 

mentorship only. 

The legislation currently still needs to evolve in order to provide sufficient support to 

startups as they are treated equally with bigger companies, no particular incentives 

for private investments in startups, brain drain is also a big threat for both old and 

new companies and in general political economic and social context of the country. 

The opportunities offered by the digital transformation process are endless, especially 

for SMEs coming from vertical sectors (tourism, agriculture, textile, automotive, waste 

management, renewable energy, etc.) that have the greatest potential and benefit 

from the introduction of digital processes and systems into operation, as well as the 

creation of new digital services and products for clients. 

The ICT sector in North Macedonia is the fastest growing industry and at the present 

the ICT ecosystem is created by: Academics; Tech Companies; Investors; ICT Chamber 

of Commerce (MASIT); Accelerators; Entrepreneurs; Ministries and Public Agencies; 

and Creative IT Professionals. 

According the MASIT Report13 there are several reasons why the ICT Industry segment 

have the potential: 1) The added value for ICT services is high; 2) ICT  sector has higher 

positive trade balance compared to some other segments which are considered as 

strategic for North Macedonia (example Tobacco Industry); 3) The positive trade 

balance (trade surplus) of IT services has grown 4 times in the period between 2014 – 

2019 from 26 million euro to 115 euro; 4) The ICT companies and employees are 

becoming one of the largest taxpayers and spenders in North Macedonia; 5) The 

portion of total employees that are working in ITC is increasing; 6) The salaries of the 

employees (wage expenses) in ICT companies are significantly higher compared to 

nearly all other sectors; 7) Active business entities (companies) in the ICT Industry 

doubled in the past 5 years; 8) The faculties for ICT have enrolled most students; 

Presently, there are 1,957 economically active companies in the ICT Industry, which 

generate a total of 879.65 million euros in revenue, 792.48 million expenses, and 118.65 

million net-profit. The MASIT Report estimates that there is a high probability that in 

the next 2 years the revenue will reach nearly 1 billion euros and 134 million net-profit.  

The companies within the ICT Industry are divided in 5 sub segments: 1) Software and 

IT Services; 2) Telecommunication; 3) ICT Manufacturing; 4) ICT Trade; and 5) Other IT 

 
13ICT Industry in North Macedonia, General Mapping Report, June 2020, MASIT 
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Services. The main IT sub segment which has the biggest accent of analysis and impact 

of the whole ICT Industry is “Software and IT Services” which has significant results, 

outperforming nearly every industry and segment especially with the employee related 

financial results offering the biggest salaries and employing nearly 8,500 individuals by 

2019. 

Most of the companies or 56% of the total are concentrated within the “Software and 

IT Services” sub segment and 27% in “ICT Trade and Manufacturing”. From the 

projection, the total number of economically active companies will reach 2,390 or 

growth of nearly 15% compared to 2019. 

The ICT industry is employing a total of 15,093 individuals with total employee-related 

expenses of 199.69 million euros (gross salaries) and 138.33 million in net salaries and 

salary allowances. According to MASIT it is expected that in the next several years the 

number of employees to grow up to 17,676. The average number of employees per 

company is 7.46 with а possibility to decrease soon to 7.17. If the intensity for start-ups 

and new companies intensifies, and there is no solution for the educational (supply) 

problem, in the next few years, the total number of employees may grow even faster 

but the average will decrease even more. 

A separate analysis of the report shows that the IT Segment has the most significant 

growth (in absolute value and relative growth rate) compared to the 

Telecommunication segment. IT has grown from 60 million in 2014 to 179 million in 

2019 or nearly 200% in a 6-year period, with an average pace of 28%. If the growth 

continues with the same rate, it can be expected that till 2021 the exported volume of 

IT Services will be above 278 million euros. From the average import/export growth 

rates, the export of IT Services has an average growth of 25% from 2015 – 2019 and the 

import 13% in the same period. According the report, Telecommunication on the other 

side as part of the ICT Industry Segment has a constant decrease of the export from 

60.89 to 22.58 million euros and an average pace of -15% per year. 

According to MASIT, until today (2019/20) the North Macedonia ICT Industry has 

impressive results even with low institutional support. The exports are growing 

continuously from 121 million euros in 2014 to 210 million euros in 2019. But more 

impressive is the growth of exports in the IT segment from 60 million euro to 179 

million euro in the same period. The ICT industry is accounting for significant trade 

surplus of 121 million euros by 2019, out of the 121 total for the ICT industry. If the 

trend continues with the average growth of 25% of the IT segment in the next few 

years will reach nearly 300 million euros. Also, 63% of the total value (generated 
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revenue in 2019) of the IT segment is exported and only 23% imported with share of 

the trade surplus of 41% which again is highly positive14. 

MASIT is proposing several suggestions for improving the ICT Industry and overcoming 

its obstacles: to consider the “Bigger Macroeconomic Picture”; and to analyse the 

impact which the enhanced ICT Industry especially the improved “Software and IT 

Services” would have on the North Macedonian economy. 

MASIT recognised three defined segments in which improvement is needed to be 

addressed in near future: 1) Improving supply of qualified workforce; 2) Creating 

National ICT Strategy for Internationalization; and 3) Taxes and Governmental 

Regulations for improving the Business Environment.  

All stakeholders have recognised that the qualified workforce is key for the sector 

development. The Report projected a shortage of nearly 600 IT Professionals per year 

or estimated 5,000 in the next 5 years will disrupt the whole Industry. This is the main 

issue that all stakeholders should address and create national education strategy. 

Having in mind that the IT Export is highly effective not only for the segment itself, but 

also national issues as trade deficit, low wages and employment, there should be 

national strategy for internationalization.  

The most sensitive part of all recommendations for the future are the taxes and other 

regulations because they should finance the education and internationalization. This 

suggestions are divided on personal15 and corporate tax reliefs16 and limiting the base 

on which compulsory and employee related expenses are calculated. 

In the last five years, the biggest role in the financial support of companies in the 

context of innovation and technological development has the Fund for Innovation and 

Technology Development (FITR), which since 2015 has published a total of 13 calls with 

a total budget of approximately 70 million euros.  

Regarding the grants awarded to this instrument, it is noted that there are significant 

disparities between the planning regionsdominated by Skopje with over 60% approved 

projects, followed by Pelagonia and East Region with 9.2%, while Polog and Southwest 

planning region have the least received projects, 2.36% and 1.18%, respectively. 

 
14ICT Industry in North Macedonia, General Mapping Report, June 2020, MASIT 
15 The Government of North Macedonia and MASIT are working on law changes for decreasing personal 
income tax in the IT industry to 0%, which is gradually: 5% in 2021, 3% in 2022 and 0% in 2023. 
16The Government will pursue a policy of reducing the profit tax for Informatics and Information 
Technology to 5%, Government Program, Information Society, https://vlada.mk/node/18266?ln=en-gb 
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It should be noted that in order to address this very pronounced disparity, the last call 

of FIRT introduced a criterion for approval of applications related to the level of 

development of the planning regions.  

The foregoing only confirms the need to create an iCBA. The established SME support 

mechanisms, Government support and the positive experiences and opportunities for 

creating and operating ICT startups seem to be a good basis for developing models and 

mechanisms for overcoming the challenges facing the startup scene in North 

Macedonia. 

Same as the Greek side of the cross-border area, the supporting environment of the 

Accelerator compensates for the underdeveloped collaborative networks and 

unfriendly business environment, while it also mitigates the fear of failure. 

b. ICT based sectors and services in North Macedonia and in the CB area  

The Republic of North Macedonia lacks researches and studies that provide profiling of 

the planning regions with a focus on the competitive advantages of each 

region/municipality separately and thus contribute to the focus of public and private 

investment in those economic areas and branches that create the highest productivity 

and added value in each planning region. 

In order to identify ICT based sectors and services in the CB area, this part of the study 

provides an overview of ICT-based services across the country, the sectors in the CB 

regions in which most of the investments were supported throughthe Fund for 

Innovation and Technology Development FITD, and the support that is available to 

startups in the CB regions. 

The MASIT study provides a detailed overview of Software and IT Services and the 

individual segments across the country, which is also relevant for the CB regions in 

terms of potential ICT services for startups development in the identified important 

sectors for development of the CB regions. The below table provides a Software and IT 

Services detailed overview: 

Table 8: Software and IT services in North Macedonia 

Subsegment Sector 2016. 2017. 2018 2019. 

%oftotalin 

ICT 

Industry 

% of totalin 

Segment 

Telecommu Wired telecommunications activities 31 33 32 33 1.7% 27% 

nication Wireless telecommunications activities 18 20 21 23 1.2% 19% 

Satellitetelecommunications activities 4 5 5 5 0.3% 4% 

Othertelecommunications activities 51 55 57 62 3.2% 50% 

Subtotal-Telecommunication 104 113 115 123 6.3%  
Software Publishingofcomputer games 0 0 0 8 0.4% 0.7% 

andIT Othersoftwarepublishing 0 0 0 3 0.2% 0.3% 
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Services Computer programmingactivities 323 387 448 533 27.2% 48.2% 

Computer consultancyactivities 111 130 141 164 8.4% 14.8% 

Computer facilitiesmanagementactivities 8 9 9 8 0.4% 0.7% 

Otherinformationtechnologyand computerservice 226 261 289 313 16.0% 28.3% 

activities       
Dataprocessing,hostingand related activities 46 54 63 76 3.9% 6.9% 

Subtotal– Softwareand IT Services 714 841 950 1105 56.5%  
OtherIT Webportals 41 89 93 122 6.2% 67.8% 

Repair ofcomputers and peripheralequipment 0 0 0 58 3.0% 32.2% 

SubtotalOtherIT 41 89 93 180 9.2%  
ICTTrade Wholesaleofcomputers, computerperipheral 105 116 123 133 6.8% 25.1% 

equipment and software       
Wholesaleofelectronicandtelecommunications 89 103 103 107 5.5% 20.2% 

equipment and parts       
Retail saleofcomputers, peripheral units and 173 185 183 186 9.5% 35.2% 
softwareinspecialisedstores       
Retail saleoftelecommunicationsequipment in 57 80 85 103 5.3% 19.5% 

specialisedstores       
SubtotalICTTrade 424 484 494 529 27.0%  

ICT Manufactureofcomputersand computer peripheral 13 13 13 13 0.7% 65.0% 

Manufactur equipment       
ing Manufacture of communication equipment 0 0 0 7 0.4% 35.0% 

SubtotalICTManufacturing 13 13 13 20 1.0%  

TotalICTIndustry 1296 1540 1665 1957   
 

From the table is visible that the most of the companies in the ICT Industry are 

concentrated in the “Software and IT Services” subsegment or 56.6% of the total 

number. The two sectors within the Software subsegment, “Computer 

Programming...” and “Other information....” have a significant combined share of 44% 

in total number of economically active companies in the ICT Industry. In a matter of 

fact, the same subsegment has the largest growth of economically active companies 

ofnearly 400 in a 4-year period, and from the later projections, they will grow even 

faster in the future projections. 

The second subsegment with a share of 27% is ICT Trade in which there is no dominant 

sector, or all of them have a fair share in the total number of companies. This segment 

is very specific for assessment of the number because part of the companies within is 

changing the classification code on yearly basis, so one company this year could be 

classified as a retailer for computers and the next as a retailer for home appliances. By 

law,the classification is based on the product/service category that has the largest 

share in the revenue of the company. 

The segment which has the highest revenue and profits from all within is the ICT 

Industry is “Telecommunication” but has a share of “only” 6.3% of the total number of 

companies. The most interesting part is that he largest revenue (312 million euros) is 

produced by1.2% of the companies in the “Wireless telecommunication activities”. 

Although this subsegment doesn’t have a large share in the number of companies, it 
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has a very high impact on every aspect of the ICT Industry from revenue, expenses to 

profit and overall performance. 

Last two subsegments of the ICT Industry are “ICT Manufacturing” with 1.0% and 

“Other IT” with 9.2%. Most of the companies in “Other IT” are concentrated in “Web 

portals” with 6.2% in the total number of companies. 

The structure of the companies in near future won't change dramatically, there is 

potential for significant growth in “Web Portals” and “Software and IT Services” but all 

other subsegments will remain in the range they are already in the moment (MASIT). 

In the EU in the last 5 years the investments in Research and Development are over 2% 

with a tendency of linear growth. Unfortunately the Gross domestic expenditure on 

R&D in North Macedonia in 2018 is just 0.37% and is decreasing since 2014 (0.52%).It 

is the need for direct assistance for innovation and technological development of 

enterprises to be synchronized with investments in research and development and 

concrete support of universities, faculties and scientific research institutes in order to 

deepen their cooperation with the private sector and municipalities and thus to 

achieve complementary effects.  

Through the Fund for Innovation and Technology Development (FITD), the state 

realizes the third pillar of the state plan, the so-called Economic Growth Plan, and 

focuses directly on supporting innovation. Two types of instrument from FITD are 

available for the companies. The first is Financial support instruments under pillar  3 of 

the Economic Growth Plan that support: Co-financed grants for technological 

development; Co-financed grants to improve innovation; Co-financed grants for small 

and medium enterprises with a tendency to fast growth (“Gazelles”) and Co-financed 

grants for micro enterprises and Co-financed grants for professional development and 

internship for newly employed young people. 

The available data from FITD also make it possible to see the potential for innovation 

of individual economic branches and industries for the CB Regions separately. This is 

more relevant for the identification of the different CB ICT enabled sectors with strong 

potential for startups. The FITD call for the instrument “Co-financed grants for start-

ups and spin-offs” showed 4.5 higher applicant’s demand for financing compared to a 

dedicated amount of money for the exact call. The structure of the companies that 

showed interest in this kind of support is 88.5% micro vs. 11.5% small companies. 

Analysed by the industry 42% of the companies operate in the IT Industry. That mean 

that this sectors are sectors with strong potential for startups. 
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Table 9: Sectors supporting by the FITD by planning region 

Planning Region Sectors supported by FITD 

Southeast Mechanical Industry and Engineering 
and IT 

Vardar Food processing 

Pelagonia Energy and IT 

Southwest Agriculture and Energy 
Source: FITD 

These insights contribute to a more successful profiling of the planning regions and 

their smart specialization. 

Funds for support of small and medium enterprises are also realized through programs 

of the Ministry of Economy, the Agency for Entrepreneurship Support and the Agency 

for Support and Promotion of Tourism, which starting from 2020 in the distribution of 

state aid apply criteria related to the level of development of planned regions. 

Regarding the institutional framework for attracting foreign direct investment, it is 

centralized. The Directorate for Technological Industrial Development Zones has a 

major role in attracting foreign investors. TIDZs are distributed throughout the country 

with the exception of the Vardar planning region. Regarding the regional distribution 

of the zones, it can be noticed that there are differences in the number of zones, size 

of investments, number of companies operating within the zones, etc. 

The Directorate for Technological Industrial Development Zones (Free Zones Authority) 

has a major role in attracting foreign investors. TIDZs are distributed throughout the 

country with the exception of the Vardar planning region. Regarding the regional 

distribution of the zones, it can be noticed that there are differences in the number of 

zones, size of investments, number of companies operating within the zones, etc. 

Table 10: Technological Industrial Development Zones and Cities in each planning region 

Planning Region No. of Zones Cities 

Southeast 3 Zone Strumica / Gevgelia / 
Radovish 

Vardar 0 0 

Pelagonia 1 Zone Prilep 

Southwest 2 Zone Kicevo / Struga 
Source: TIRZ 

Table  11: The organizational framework for supporting entrepreneurship in the planning regions. 

Planning Region 

Planning region Institutions and non-
institutional forms of support for 

entrepreneurship and SMEs in the 
planning regions 
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Southeast  Regional Business Centerand Business 
Incubator 

Vardar Regional Business Center and Business 
Incubator 

Pelagonia  Regional Business Center, Regional 
Enterprise Development Agency 
(PREDA), Business Incubator, 
Technological Development Agencies of 
the Faculty of Mechanical Engineering 
and Agriculture, IT Hub Center within the 
Faculty of Information and 
Communication Technologies at the 
University of . Kliment Ohridski in Bitola 
with a start-up center. 

Southwest  Regional Business Center, Enterprise 
Support Agency (APP) and Business 
Incubator 

Source: Centers for development of the Planning Regions 

The determination of the Government to direct the state aid from the programs for 

direct financial support or technical support for development of SME capacities to 

active business entities in the less developed planning regions: Vardar and Southwest, 

and then Pelagonia and Southeast planning region, together with the established 

mechanisms for SME support, positive experiences and opportunities for the creation 

and operation of ICT startups, are good basis for developing models and mechanisms 

for overcoming the challenges facing the startups in the CB area of North Macedonia. 

The Republic of North Macedonia lacks researches and studies that provide profiling of 

the planning regions with a focus on the competitive advantages of each 

region/municipality separately and thus contribute to the focus of public and private 

investment in those economic areas and branches that create the highest productivity 

and added value in each planning region. 

c. Suggestions of the sectors for the North Macedonia part of the CB region: 

In this part of the Study, the sectors for the Intelligent Cross-Border Accelerator are 

proposed, based on the review of the ICT based sectors and services, listed above,and 

previously described and analyzed sectors through their economic profiles for the four 

Regions in the CB area: South East; Vardar; Pelagonija; and South West Region. 

The below table is summarising the identified priority sectors in each of the regions 

based on their economic profiles and the support received through FITD 
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Table 12: Identified priority sector in each of the North Macedonian planning regions 

 South East Region Vardar Region Pelagonija Region South West Region 
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Construction Mining; manufacturing Mining; manufacturing; 
electricity, 

Construction 

Mining; 
manufacturing 

Construction Construction Manufacturing 

Wholesale and retail 

trade 

Wholesale and retail 
trade 

Wholesale and retail 
trade 

Wholesale and retail 
trade 

Arts, entertainment 

and recreation, 

repair of household 

good and other 

services 

Public administration Public administration Public administration 

Agriculture, forestry 
and fishing 

Information and 
communication 

Agriculture, forestry and 
fishing 

Agriculture, forestry 
and fishing 

 Agriculture, forestry and 
fishing 
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Agriculture, forestry 
and fishing 

Agriculture, forestry and 
fishing 

Agriculture, forestry and 
fishing 

Construction 

Manufacturing Tourism Manufacturing Tourism 

Construction Wholesale and retail 
trade 

Energy Manufacturing 

Green Energy Mining; manufacturing Mining; Agriculture, forestry and 
fishing 

Mining Public administration Tourism Textile Industry 

Tourism  Information and 
communication 

Wood Industry 

By taking into account all of this information, these six (6) sectors were selected as 

suggestion for the focus of the Intelligent Cross-Border Accelerator based on the needs 

and prospects of cross border area of North Macedonia: 

• Agriculture, forestry and fishing (NACE section A)  

• Manufacturing (NACE section C)  

• Construction (NACE section F)  

• Accommodation and food service activities (NACE section I)  

• Information and communication (NACE section J)  

• Retail and wholesale (NACE section G)   
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4 OVERVIEW OF START-UP POLICIES & 

STRATEGIES 

 

4.1 Greece 

 

EU startup policies and strategies  

ICT and startup entrepreneurship are seen, by the European Commission, as a key for 

transformation of the European economy and society, but also as a major driver for 

new and innovative jobs especially for the younger generation.   

SME strategy and Digital Agenda for Europe – the two main EU strategic documents 

for startup entrepreneurship and ICT sector 

 

EU SME STRATEGY 

The EU SME Strategy of the European Commission launched on 10 March 2020 by 

Thierry Breton, Commissioner for the Internal Market.  

The strategic objective is to unleash the power of Europe's SMEs of all kinds to lead 

the twin transitions. It aims to considerably increase the number of SMEs engaging in 

sustainable business practices as well as the number of SMEs employing digital 

technologies. Ultimately, the goal is that Europe becomes the most attractive place to 

start a small business, make it grow and scale up in the single market. 

To bring results, the strategy must be driven jointly by EU-level actions and strong 

commitment by Member States. The active involvement of the SME community and 

companies themselves will be key. The Strategy will therefore be underpinned by a 

robust partnership for delivery between the EU and Member States, including regional 

and local authorities. Entrepreneurs should also seize the opportunity of EU 

investment programmes to make their business more digital and sustainable, as well 

as to grow in the single market and beyond.  

The strategy builds on the very strong foundations of the EU’s existing SME policy 

framework and support programmes, notably the 2008 Small Business Act, the 2016 

Start-up and Scale-up Initiative, the Competitiveness for Small and Medium 

Enterprises (COSME) Programme, and SME support actions funded under the Horizon 

2020 programme and the European Structural Investment Funds1. It will be 
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instrumental to implementing inter alia the European Green Deal, the Circular 

Economy Action Plan, the European Strategy for Data, and the European Social Pillar. 

A key challenge in Europe is a relative shortage of successful scale-ups. As the SME 

Strategy Document argues, “in the United States, there are three times more scale-

ups than in Europe”17. European start-ups and scale-ups face several challenges ‘on 

the ground’ as they attract and retain talent, secure market opportunities and 

increase revenues. Many Member States successfully addressed these challenges and 

many good practices are already in place. Multiplying these across the EU would 

provide a major boost to start-up development and SME growth.  

In light of this, the Commission, in close cooperation with Member States and 

stakeholders, such as the EIC Forum, will promote best practices and launch a new 

political initiative, an EU Start-up Nations Standard, inviting Member States to 

implement such practices at local, regional and national levels. The ambition is to 

make Europe the most attractive Start-up and Scale-up continent. The initiative will 

focus on making it easier to start-up and expand across borders, streamline the 

implementation of the rules on procedures for visa applications and residence permits 

for third country talent, make granting of employee stock options more attractive, 

promote venture-building and tech transfer from universities, increase access to 

finance for scaling-up, and promote cross-border digital tools andplatforms.  

 

THE EU DIGITAL SIGLE MARKET AND DIGITAL AGENDA  

The Digital Single Market (DSM) designates the 2014-2019 strategy of the European 

Commission for the best possible access to the online world for individuals and 

businesses. 

A Digital Single Market (DSM) is one in which the free movement of persons, services 

and capital is ensured and where the individuals and businesses can seamlessly access 

and engage in online activities under conditions of fair competition, and a high level 

of consumer and personal data protection, irrespective of their nationality or place of 

residence. 

The 2014-2019 Commission had identified the completion of the DSM as one of its 10 

political priorities. 

The DSM Strategy was built on three pillars: 

 
17 According to: Mind the Bridge (2019): Tech Scale-up Europe, Year Report 2019 
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✓ Access: better access for consumers and businesses to digital goods and 

services across Europe; 

✓ Environment: creating the right conditions and a level playing field for digital 

networks and innovative services to flourish; 

✓ Economy & Society: maximising the growth potential of the digital economy. 

 

 

Figure 2: The three pillars of Digital Single Market Strategy, https://ec.europa.eu/ 

 

The Digital Agenda of EU Launched in May 2010 aiming at boosting Europe’s economy 

by delivering sustainable economic and social benefits from a digital single market.The 

digital economy is growing at seven times the rate of the rest of the economy, but this 

potential is currently held back by a patchy pan-European policy framework. Europe 

is lagging behind many other regions when it comes to the fast, reliable and connected 

digital networks which underpin economies and every part of our business and private 

lives. When communicating between countries in Europe, citizens currently face 

varying charges for use, incompatible systems and irregular connectivity across the 

continent. This is harmful for every citizen, business and innovator in Europe.  

Tech start-ups are booming in Europe; the EU app economy provides €17.5 billion in 

revenues and 1.8 million jobs. In the framework of the Digital Agenda of EU, the 

European Commission’s StartUpEurope action plan aims to strengthen the business 

environment for web and ICT entrepreneurs in Europe, helping them to get the 

resources they need and contributing to innovation, growth and jobs. 
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Startup Europe Initiative 

Created in 2011, Startup Europe Initiative has the mission to support the Digital Single 

Market (DSM) by building a healthy ecosystem that allows startups across the EU to 

scale their businesses. This European Commission initiative directly supports around 

60 local ecosystems, encourages startup creation and growth, and connects startups, 

investors, accelerators and universities. Startup Europe has also mobilised tech 

entrepreneurs and helps make their voices heard in EU policymaking, raising political 

awareness of the crucial role entrepreneurs play in creating growth. 

Included in the Digital Agenda for Europe, the Startup Europe initiative that aims to 

strengthen the business environment for web and ICT entrepreneurs so that their 

ideas and business can start and grow in the EU.Startup Europe is an initiative of the 

European Commission to connect high tech startups, scaleups, investors, accelerators, 

corporate networks, universities, and the media. The initiative is also fully aligned with 

the SME strategy.  

The overall information of the StartUp Europe Initiative can be found in a web hub, 

the “Startup Europe Club”, a website for everyone in the world of startups to find 

everything they need in one place. From building partnerships to getting startup 

investment and funding, the Startup Europe Club collects all the information and 

resources. 

 

 

Figure 3: StartUp Europe Initiative Factsheet: networks, challenges, and access to finance.  

Source: https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/startup-europe 

http://ec.europa.eu/digital-agenda/en/about-startup-europe


 

45  
 

 

The Startup Europe Initiative is supported by a portfolio of EU funded projects and 

policy actions such as the EU Startup Nation Standard (SNS), the Innovation Radar and 

the Digital Innovation and Scale-up Initiative (DISC).  

EU Startup Nation Standard: The EU Startup Nation Standard is a very new initiative 

announced in the European Commission’s SME Strategy.In March of 2020, as part of 

the EU’s new industrial strategy for a globally competitive, greenand digital Europe, 

the European Commission announced the EU Startup Nation Standard. The EU Startup 

Nation Standard (SNS henceforth) is a political initiative that aims to make the 

European Union the most attractive Start-up and Scale-up continent. It will call for 

commitments from Member States to implement a set of best practices which will 

allow for startups to flourish and accelerate their growth.  

European SMEs and start-ups face several challenges “on the ground” as they pursue 

ambitions of securing market opportunities and growing their revenues. Many 

Member States are already pursuing best practices to help startups address challenges 

such as venture creation and attracting - and retaining - talent. 

The European Commission establish EU Startup Nation Standard to multiply such 

practices across the EU to make Europe the most attractive Start-up and Scale-up 

continent. 

In particular, this will include the launch of a political initiative calling for commitments 

from Member States to implement such practices at local, regional and national levels. 

The initiative will focus on making it easier to start-up and expand across borders, 

streamline visa and residency applications for third country talent, make granting of 

employee stock options more attractive, promote venture-building and tech transfer 

from universities, and increase access to finance for scaling-up.  

Innovation Radar Platform: The Innovation Radar18 is the European Commission’s 

data-driven method focused on the identification of high potential innovations and 

the key innovators behind them in EU-funded Research and Innovation projects. It is 

based on a methodology developed by the Joint Research Centre. The data gathered 

by this method is used tocategorise EU-funded innovations in terms of market 

maturity and disruptive potential, based on indicator systems developed by the Joint 

Research Centre. It supports innovators by suggesting a range of targeted actions to 

assist them in fulfilling their potential in the market. 

 
18https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/innovation-radar 

https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/innovation-radar
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/innovation-radar
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/innovation-radar
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Innovation Radar not only gathers data sets about innovative potential but also 

ensures that, during their project lifespan, EU-funded researchers and innovators get 

expert advice about the most appropriate steps to reach the market with their 

innovation. 

EU Member States have recognised the value and need for such a tool and, to date, 

Ministers from 23 countries have signed the Innovation Radar Declaration, which was 

launched at Digital Day 2018, among them Greece. Countries who have signed the 

Declaration share the Commission’s ambition of using Innovation Radar to foster the 

emergence of a dynamic ecosystem around the output of EU R&I programmes. They 

also demonstrate their commitment to work with the European Commission to 

enhance the Innovation Radar and pilot the Radar methodology in national or regional 

Research and Innovation programmes. 

In the framework of the Innovation Radar Initiative, various actions have been 

launched such as: 

INNODEC project: Innovation Radar has the goal of creating a steady flow of promising 

tech companies that can scale up into future industrial champions. It is supported in 

this by the EU-funded project INNODEC19, that is bridging investors with the 

investment opportunities presented by results emerging from the EU’s Horizon 2020 

programme. 

“tech due-diligence” Centres: Innovation Radar data will underpin “tech due-

diligence”Centres around Europe that will be introduced as action derived by the EU 

SME Strategy. The Centres will offer service that allow for more precise valuation of 

European high-tech start-ups and later stage tech SMEs on the basis of their 

technology and IP portfolio. 

The Innovation Radar Platform: On April 2018, at the Digital Day in Brussels, the 

Commission launched the “The EU Innovation Radar Platform”20 a data-drive online 

tool that makes information about EU-funded innovations publicly available. The 

Innovation Radar platform is also available as a smartphone app (iOS and Android). 

The Innovation Radar Prize: Using the radar, the best EU-funded innovators are 

identified to compete with their EU-funded innovation for the annual Innovation 

Radar Prize.  

 

 
19https://dealflow.eu/ 
20https://www.innoradar.eu/ 

http://itunes.apple.com/be/app/innovation-radar/id1359061732?mt=8
http://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=eu.europa.publications.innovationradar
https://dealflow.eu/
https://www.innoradar.eu/
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Digital Innovation and Scale-up Initiative (DISC): This initiative with the specific 

geographicalfocus is the most interesting for the iCBA project. Digital startups in the 

Central, Eastern and South Eastern Europe (CESEE) region face an investment gap 

compared to innovators in other European regions.  

To address this gap in a geographically targeted way the Digital Innovation and Scale-

up Initiative (DISC) was launched in 2019 by the European Commission in cooperation 

with several other international institutions. DISC pursues these aims by addressing 

the existing market gap,enhancing investments and strengthening technical 

assistance programs focused on digital innovations and the scale-up of digital startups 

in the CESEE region. 

The Central, Eastern and Southeastern Europe (CESEE) region covers the following 

countries-- the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, and Poland, which we group as 

Central and Eastern Europe (CEE); the Baltics, consisting of Latvia, Lithuania and 

Estonia; EU member countries in South East Europe (Bulgaria, Croatia, the Republic of 

Cyprus, Greece and Romania), as well as non-EU member countries in South-East 

Europe Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo*21, Northern Macedonia, 

Montenegro and Serbia.  

CESEE countries are at a critical point in their economic development. Since the early 

2000s, they have been the fastest growing countries in Europe and the region 

consistently ranks globally at very high levels in terms of educational achievements in 

math, science and technology. Recently, their convergence towards EU-15 countries 

has however slowed down due to the limitations of the existing economic model that 

has been predominately driven by the inflow of foreign direct investment with 

relatively low adoption rates for innovation.  

Even though, there is a rapid rise of digital innovations and deep technologies, such as 

artificial intelligence and blockchain, innovative startups and entrepreneurs however 

face important challenges in the region, in terms of the need to strengthen local 

innovation ecosystems, improve the enabling environment and enhance the access-

to-finance for highly innovative and early stage startups and companies.  

In fact, there exists an important investment gap for digital innovations and startups 

in the region. The lack of access-to-finance is a major bottleneck for CESEEs to move 

towards a new innovation-driven growth model. The empirical data indicate that both 

public and private investments are suboptimal. Investments from private equity and 

venture markets in CEECs only reach approximately one-third of the overall EU 

 

21 (*) This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244/1999 
and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independence).   
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average. Public R&D investments in the region reach only approximately 1.2% of GDP 

in comparison to 2.0% of GDP of the EU average and rely heavily on government and 

EU-funding, in particular European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF)22. Finally 

data on the geographic distribution of the European Fund for Strategic Investment4 

and InnovFin programs indicate the need to further strengthen the geographic 

targeting of these financial instruments to increase investments in highly-innovative 

and early-stage growth companies in CESEEs.  

The Digital Innovation and Scale-up Initiative (DISC) aims to address this existing 

market gap and to enhance investments and strengthen technical assistance programs 

focused on digital innovations and the scale-up of digital startups in the CESEE region. 

DISC will (i) enhance investments; (ii) strengthen technical assistance and (iii) promote 

an enabling environment focused on digital innovations and digital startups in the 

CESEE region. More analytic, DISC aim to:  

✓ Set up a joint investment facility between the EC and IFI’s (World 

Bank/IFC, EIB/EIF and EBRD) which pools and leverages financing for a 

greater impact; 

✓ Develop first regional investment facility targeting the scale-up of deep 

tech startups from CESSE; 

✓ Expand technical assistance to public project promoters to enhance 

their capacity to prepare and implement digital economy and 

innovation programs; 

✓ Strengthen digital innovation ecosystems that support the incubation 

and scale-up of digital startups; 

✓ Expand investments and technical assistance in programs that 

strengthen national and regional digital foundations.  

 

 
22 DISC overview as referred to EIB and EC (2019) Innovation investment in Central, Eastern and South-

Eastern Europe, page 12-13 
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Figure 4: DISC components. Source: DISC overview available online <https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-
market/en/startup-europe> 

 

Another key objective of the initiative is to support the overall enabling environment 

and digital ecosystems in the CSEE region. Evidence has shown that to foster 

investments into digital innovations and startups it is critical to simultaneously 

enhance regional and local digital ecosystems. In particular, it is important to 

strengthen the foundations for digital innovations through increased investments and 

technical assistance programs focused on supporting a digital enabling environment. 

Thus, the DISC initiative will include strategic complementary activities focused on 

strengthening the foundations for digital innovations:  

(1) regional digital connectivity, aimed at catalyzing private investment for improved 

cross-border regional and global digital connectivity, including potential submarine 

cables over the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea with onward connectivity via Central 

Asia; 

(2) digital inclusion, aimed at improving within country broadband connectivity and 

uptake in lagging regions and rural areas, with a focus on low income households and 

disadvantaged communities; 

(3) digital government, including national and regional cloud computing 

infrastructure, cybersecurity, digital identity, interoperability platforms, geo/open/big 
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data management platforms, and digital government portals, for delivery of services 

to citizens and businesses on a cross-border basis, as well as at the central, sub-

national and municipal levels;  

(4) digital skills, empowerment and youth employment, focused on training of local 

women and youth, aimed at online employment, with a particular focus on lagging 

regions and rural areas.  

OTHER EU SUPPORT ACTIONS AND ACTIVITIES 

The start-up procedure is a “procedural cycle” for a new company that can be 

considered complete when a company is fully operational to develop its economic 

activities. The European Commission's objective is to reduce the burden of 

administrative procedures and encourage more people to become entrepreneurs, 

create new jobs, and improve Europe's economic performance. In this framework, a 

lot of actions has been taken such as: 

• In 2007, a dedicated expert group of start-up coordinators was established to 

monitor the progress made by EU countries in simplifying start-up procedures. 

Start-up procedures are also an important issue to be monitored by national 

SME envoys, in the framework of the EU SME Envoys Network.23 

• The Small Business Act - the implementation of the EU SME Strategy through 

a series ofinitiatives, actions and tools - gives a special place for start-up 

supporting24.  

• There are various EU events aiming to maintain ecosystems connected in the 

widely distinct universe of European regions it was necessary. The events are 

places where local action and local policy could be showcased. The local 

ecosystems are key to step up networks and enhance proximity between 

stakeholders. In addition, to foster open innovation and collaboration, a prize 

methodology is endorsed at five different levels (local, county, regional, 

national and European). Some examples of these event activities are: 

 
23The Network of SME envoys was set up in 2011. Each EU country has nominated a national SME envoy 

to complement the role of the EU SME envoy who chairs the network. The group of SME envoys makes 
up an advisory group that promotes SME friendly regulation and policy making in all EU countries and 
closely monitors the implementation of the EU SME strategy. Greece is member of the EU Network of 
SME envoys and runs the national SME envoy through the he General Secretariat for Industry that falls 
under the Hellenic Ministry of Development& Investments.  
For more: https://ec.europa.eu/growth/smes/sme-strategy/sme-envoys_en 

24 SME Strategy // Tools and databases for SMEs and Start-ups Support  
https://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases_en?field_newsroom_topics_tid=233 

https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/policies/open-innovation
https://ec.europa.eu/growth/smes/sme-strategy/sme-envoys_en
https://ec.europa.eu/growth/tools-databases_en?field_newsroom_topics_tid=233
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✓ Startup Europe Week – 250 cities connected by a single event 

across EU with 400 simultaneous actions. 

✓ Startup Europe Awards – the Eurovision for startups. 

✓ European Maker Week – the startups’ fair. 

 

Greek Cross-border area / National policies for startups  

The Ministry of Economy and Development is responsible to design and implement 

policies aimed at strengthening Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) and supporting 

new businesses, motivating dynamically developing start-ups. Multi-faceted 

institutional interventions are planned to remove barriers to entrepreneurship in 

terms of the establishment, licensing and operation of businesses.  

The most important national policy measure for the next period is the “New 

Development Law”, including co-funded state aid schemes, modern financial tools and 

start-up support structures (e.g. Startup Greece platform25).  

The Ministry's basic guidelines are to provide support to start-ups throughout their 

development cycle, encourage clusters, promote innovative new entrepreneurship, 

simplify licensing of economic activities, and so on. 

The main national policy framework is based to the “Investment Incentives Law” 

(3908/2011)that aims to meet the needs of Greek investors, and to create the best 

environment for open investment and business creation in a global economy. It sets 

out the conditions and regulations needed to promote entrepreneurship with the best 

combination of speed, clarity, transparency and business success, and with the least 

bureaucracy.  

The revised legal text is Law 4146/2013 “Creation of a Development Friendly 

Environment for Strategic and Private Investments”, which is one of the main tools 

deployed by the Greek government to support projects like Startup Greece, describes 

 

25Startup Greece is an extensive portal launched in 2011 by the Greek Ministry for Development, 
Competitiveness and Shipping. Currently the website is run by the Ministry of Development and 
Investment.It is described as a “no-stop shop” for young local entrepreneurs.The portal is both a 
meeting point and a networked, collaborative space in which to start or expand a new business with 
shared data and experiences. Innovative and competitive initiatives require updated information on 
funding, incentives, financing tools, procedures, business trends, legal framework and other issues. 
Startup Greece has been created to cover those needs. 

http://startupeuropeweek.eu/
http://seua.finnovaregio.org/
http://europeanmakerweek.eu/
https://startupgreece.gov.gr/
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seven main categories for investment. One of these is Youth Entrepreneurship, which 

targets investors aged between 20 and 40 years.  

The Investment Incentives Law addresses all sectors of the economy. It focuses on 

sustainable, environmentally friendly projects that stimulate innovation, as well as on 

regionally cohesive initiatives.  

Elevate Greece26is the most recent initiative of Hellenic Ministry of Development and 

Investment to support startup entrepreneurship in Greece. Serving as a 

gateway, Elevate Greece is the official platform and leading resource for in-depth 

information on the Greek Startup Ecosystem, aspiring to help it grow and expand. 

The platform acts actually as the “National Startup Registry”, the official record of 

startups in Greece. The Registry aims at monitoring startup entrepreneurship progress 

based on specific KPIs, at supporting them with benefits and incentives, and to operate 

as a dashboard of metrics to attract investors from Greece and abroad.  

The eligibility and selection criteria for a company to join the National Startup Registry 

falls into three categories: Operation Criteria, Innovation Criteria and Scalability 

Criteria: 

Operation eligibility criteria 

✓ Legal Entity form: PC or LLC or SA with headquarters in Greece or having a 

subsidiary or a branch in Greece (with a Greek VAT number), if headquarters 

are not located in Greece. A single person PC or LLC are not eligible for 

registering 

✓ The company has not been running for more than 8 years since its 

establishment, counting from the date the application for registration with the 

National Startup Registry was submitted. 

✓ The company employs fewer than 250 employees Full-Time Equivalent during 

the last year of operation, as recorded through the ERGANI information 

systems of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. 

✓ The annual turnover, as recorded in the financial statements of the previous 

fiscal year may not exceed the amount of 50 million Euros. 

Innovation Selection Criteria  

 
26https://elevategreece.gov.gr/ 

https://elevategreece.gov.gr/
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✓ Technological innovation in products, services and/or an innovative business 

model, taking advantage of the latest technologies available. 

✓ Existence of few competitors (startups or very few major companies). It is 

clarified that the term “competitors” refers to companies offering solutions 

with similar advantages but not simply firms catering to the same market in 

general. 

✓ Innovative enterprises are those whose primary activity relates to Research 

and Innovation and aims at patenting Intellectual Property Rights with 

prospects of commercial exploitation (“knowledge-intensive enterprises”). 

Scalability Selection Criteria  

✓ Evaluators examine whether the business model and/or technology allow for 

rapid scalability. The main company’s product/service is standardised, or may 

be easily, standardised. Consulting/design services or tailor-made solutions are 

not considered scalable. 

 

Greek Cross-border area / REGIONAL policies for startups  

Region of Central Macedonia – Startup policy objectives and activities  

The vision of Central Macedonia has been summarised in its EER proposal27in 2018 as 

follows: “we want the Region of Central Macedonia to be one of the leading 

entrepreneurial and innovative regions in South Eastern Europe, based on RTDI, 

empowering the ecosystem, strengthening the links between the four helixes (industry, 

research, government and society) and finally increase the development of new, or the 

improvement of existing tradeable products and services to be able to compete in the 

global markets sustainably”.  

The priority areas of Central Macedonia's RIS3 strategy are the following: eco-

innovation across manufacturing, agricultural and service sectors (green ICT and 

tourism), and specific innovation actions to improve efficiency through e-government 

and public-private partnerships for public service delivery.  

The financial support available to support entrepreneurs and scale-ups in Central 

Macedonia comes predominantly from the European Structural and Investment Funds 

(ESIF). The funds under the Regional Operational Programme 2014-2020 thus describe 

 
27 European Entrepreneurial Region Award 2018, Application Form of the REGION OF CENTRAL 
MACEDONIA. Available online: https://cor.europa.eu/en/engage/Documents/EER/EER-Awards-
2018/Central_Macedonia-EER_2018_Application.pdf 

https://cor.europa.eu/en/engage/Documents/EER/EER-Awards-2018/Central_Macedonia-EER_2018_Application.pdf
https://cor.europa.eu/en/engage/Documents/EER/EER-Awards-2018/Central_Macedonia-EER_2018_Application.pdf
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the means to implement Central Macedonia’s RTDI strategy and overall development 

strategies. More specifically the budget for enhancing SMEs’ competitiveness 

represents 10.79% of EU allocation hence €83,287,076. Other related areas supported 

by ERDF include the enhancement of access to and use and quality of ICT and the 

strengthening of RTDI with 1.16% and 2.38 % of the EU allocation respectively. 

Regional Interventions of Central Macedonia ROP for 2014-2020 already spend for 

“Boosting startups and innovative entrepreneurship (priority 3a.1) are 9.81 million 

Euros and there are other 25,00 mil € planned to spend under the same priority.28 

 

The Directorate for Development Programming (DDP) of the Region of Central 

Macedonia, carries responsibility for the design of regional development based on a 

multi-annual programmeactualised annually. In the case of Entrepreneurship, the DDP 

also acts as the Intermediary Agency for the implementation of support schemes 

implemented in the context of the Partnership Agreement with the EU. As 

Intermediary Agency the DDP has an envelope of public funding of 28.605.279,00€ for 

the support of entrepreneurship.  

Following national regulation, a Regional Research and Innovation Council (PSEK) was 

created in each region, operational since 2016. It is an instrument formed to support 

the development and implementation of Research and Innovation giving regional 

innovation systems more autonomy. PSEK supports the Regional Authority through 

suggestions, field studies, recordings and evaluations of existing infrastructure or 

available human resources, ideas on regional clusters, technology intermediaries etc.  

In addition to the above the region has set up a One Stop Liaison Office to monitor the 

execution of the Regional Smart Specialization strategy with a duration of four years.  

The RIS3 One Stop Liaison Office29 is an initiative to support the Region of Central 

Macedonia’s Innovation and Entrepreneurship Ecosystem. In particular, it is a 

structure of mediation and networking between the academic and research institutes 

with the business community enabling the later to research and identify opportunities 

in (a) research teams, (b) intellectual property rights to be assigned, (c) mature to 

 
28 EC, EASME (2020) European Entrepreneurial Regions. Regional ecosystem mapping: Region of Central 

Macedonia. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union. Pages 33-34 

Available online: https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/aa2a1910-b110-11ea-

bb7a-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-136361577 

29https://www.ris3rcm.eu/ 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/aa2a1910-b110-11ea-bb7a-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-136361577
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/aa2a1910-b110-11ea-bb7a-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-136361577
https://www.ris3rcm.eu/
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exploit research (d) laboratory equipment and research infrastructures to be used; (e) 

demonstration results; and (f) technical support for utilizing the HORIZON program. 

The structure is supervised by the Independent Directorate for Innovation and 

Entrepreneurship Support of the Region of Central Macedonia. 

The RIS3 One Stop Liaison Office undertakes networking and collaboration initiatives, 

mapping business needs in the priority areas of the RIS3 Strategy and then organizing 

targeted actions to address them. In this way, it undertakes to support investment and 

entrepreneurship and to link research, innovation and new technologies produced in 

the universities and research centers of the region with the real economy.  

The mission of RIS3 – One Stop Liaison Office is to provide a set of services digitally, 

one of them is the Startups’ Application, acting as a Startups Registry for the Region 

of Central Macedonia. The benefits include advertising and promotion, information, 

interconnection and guidance for each company, and as general impact the aim is the 

creation of a dynamic regional startup ecosystem with efficiency and competitiveness. 

 

Region of Western Macedonia – Startup policy objectives and activities  

The overall objective of the Regional Operational Programmeof Western Macedonia 

for 2014-2020 is to boost economic development and employment in the region of 

Western Macedonia. Furthermore, it seeks to support SMEs in order to increase their 

competitiveness and to become more innovation-driven. Especially for 

entrepreneurship, ROP focuses on the following Priority Axes (PA): 

PA1 - Strengthening research, technological development and innovation 

PA2 - Improving the access, use and quality of information and communication 

technologies 

PA3 - Improving the competitiveness of small and medium-sized enterprises 

The total Programme budget is 330,7 million € were for the above priorities is 

allocated as follows:PA1 - 10.4 million €, PA2 - 10.4 million € and PA3 - 31.1 million € 

RIS3 of Western Macedonia is also support startup entrepreneurship, especially 

through the Priority Axis 3 / Thematic Target 3: Improvement of SMEs competitiveness 

/ Investment Priority 3.1, boosting entrepreneurship by supporting new business 

ideas, startups and support structures, such as business incubators. 
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4.2 North Macedonia 

 

The central government institutions are committed in developing state strategies and 

programs that are supporting development of entrepreneurship in the Republic of 

North Macedonia. The all strategies and programmes are relevant for CB regions. 

Below is provided brief overview of the present strategic framework and programs for 

entrepreneurship, competitiveness and technological development. 

NORTH MACEDONIA SME STRATEGY (2018-2023)30 

The current National SME Strategy (2018-2023) withthe title “Competitive SMEs 

driving inclusive economic growth”,continues efforts to improve the business 

environment for SME development, while strengthening efforts to improve 

competitiveness and innovation. 

The SME Strategy seeks to respond to the critical challenges and issues facing the SME 

sector in the Republic of Macedonia. The strategic aim of the SME Strategy is to 

establish a framework for public, private and civil society actors to collaborate in the 

support of SME development and innovation to improve SME competitiveness. 

Strategy Vision see the competitive SMEs in 2023 as a drive of inclusive economic 

growth in Macedonia and in the creation of more productive and decent employment. 

It has been designed around three Strategic Objectives. These have guided the 

formulation of threepillars, around which specific program interventions are 

organised.  

The First Pillar, Conducive Business Environment, has a strategic objective to create a 

conducive business environment in which entrepreneurship and investment is 

encouraged. The SME Strategy anticipated to support improvements to the national 

business environment in order to ensure the Republic of North Macedonia is a 

business-friendly environment for domestic and foreign enterprises alike. 

Government has adopted the „Think Small First‟ approach to policy and program 

development. 

The Second Pillar, Enhance and Improve SME Growth Opportunities, has a strategic 

objective to help SMEs in North Macedonia to become highly productive and 

competitive participants in European and other international markets. Under this 

pillar the Government will continue to support SME development, addressing 

constraints and fostering growth in new and emerging sectors. TheBusiness 

 
30 http://www.economy.gov.mk/Upload/Documents/SME%20Strategy%20EN%20FINAL.pdf 
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development services (BDS) for SME development will be improved. The monitoring, 

evaluation and learning mechanisms and processes for SME development services will 

also be improved. Government will continue its efforts to monitoring programs and 

will be more rigorous in assessing the impact of development services and learning 

lessons to improve the policy and practice in SME development. This will include the 

production of SME feedback mechanisms on all SME development programs and 

services. 

The Pillar 3, Dynamic Entrepreneurship and Innovation Ecosystem, has strategic 

objective to drive North Macedonia’s economic competitiveness through a 

moreenhancing the entrepreneurial and innovative capacities of the SMEs. This pillar 

has three programs: 1) Expand Entrepreneurship in Education and Training; 2) 

Enhance Science, Technology and Innovation in SME development; and 3) Establish 

Science and Technology Parks and Innovation Incubators. 

The Strategy has been prepared in order to support North Macedonia small and 

medium enterprises to become more competitive within the increasing integrated 

world economy. It is aligned with a range of significant international policy 

frameworks South East Europe 2020 Strategy (SEE 2020)31, EU Entrepreneurship 2020 

Action Plan32 and others.  

The National SME Strategy 2018-2023 related to the National policy context is related 

with the other strategic documents, for instance: The Industrial Policy (2009-2020)33; 

The National Innovation Strategy (2012-2020)34; The Entrepreneurial Learning 

Strategy (2013-2020)35. 

PLAN FOR ECONOMIC GROWTH36 

The Plan for economic growth provide Information on support of domestic and foreign 

companies through Government measures created to support the economy. The Plan 

 
31TheSEE2020Strategyrecognizestheneedforregionalcooperationinselectedareastoaddressthesechalle
ngesandacceleratetheattainmentofdevelopmentgoalsinkeysectors. 
32 The Action Plan supports entrepreneurial education and training to support growth and business 
creation, strengthen framework conditions for entrepreneurs by removing existing structural barriers 
and supporting them in crucial phases of the business lifecycle, and ignite a culture of entrepreneurship 
in Europe: nurturing the new generation of entrepreneurs.  
33 The Industrial Policy (2009-2020) establishes the vision for an industrial sector oriented towards 
“higher value added products and services based on knowledge, innovation and collaboration”. 
34TheNational Innovation Strategy (2012-2020) aims to initiatethetransformation ofthe country into a 
knowledge-basedeconomy, which is able to compete on international markets,through its skilled 
labour and innovative companies. 
35The Entrepreneurial Learning Strategy (2013-2020) aimsto improve the competitivenessof SMEs––
especiallythose run by youngpeople andwomen––to compete successfully in EU markets. 
36https://vlada.mk/sites/default/files/dokumenti/plan_for_economic_growth.pdf 

https://vlada.mk/sites/default/files/dokumenti/plan_for_economic_growth.pdf
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for economic growth is divided into three pillars with the main goals of supporting 

investments, technological development and increasing the competitiveness of 

Macedonian companies: 

Pillar 1 includes: 1) New jobs; 2) Increase of capital investments and income; 3) 

Technology development and research departments; 4) Cooperation with suppliers; 

5) Acquisition of the companies that are facing difficulties; Investment projects of 

significant economic interest for the Republic of North Macedonia. 

Second Pillar is focused on: 1) Growth of the competitiveness of companies for 

purposes of winning new markets; 2) Winning new markets and increase in sales. 

Third Pillar main goal is support for: 1) Gazelles; 2) Micro and small enterprises; 3) 

Innovativeness; 4) Professional upgrade and practice for newly-employed young 

people; and for 5) Creating conditions and preparation of legal basesfor development 

of venture capital. 

STRATEGY FOR WOMEN ENTREPRENEURSHIP DEVELOPMENT IN THE REPUBLIC OF 

MACEDONIA, 2019 - 202337 

The Strategy for development of Women Entrepreneurship (WE) aims at economic 

empowerment of women by creating a favourable business climate and providing 

support for the development of their entrepreneurial potential, which will contribute 

to the development of the existing and opening of new enterprises, creation of new 

jobs, and thus strengthening the overall economy. 

Four strategic priorities and recommendations are in the core of the WE strategy: 1) 

Creation of enabling business environment for women entrepreneurship 

development; 2) Ensuring system support for women entrepreneurship development; 

3) Creation of infrastructure for support and development of WE; and 4) Promotion, 

networking and advocacy. 

THE INDUSTRIAL POLICY (2009-2020) 

The Industrial Policy (2009-2020) establishes the vision for an industrial sector 

oriented towards “higher value added products and services based on knowledge, 

innovation and collaboration”. This is on the development of capabilities in “applied 

research and manufacturing of sustainable, organic and specialized high-tech 

products and services serving the needs of international niche markets”.By 2020, 

Macedonia will develop the dynamic mix of sustainable and authentic industries like: 

 
37http://www.economy.gov.mk/doc/2603 

http://www.economy.gov.mk/doc/2603
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organic wine and foods, eco-steel, eco-friendly construction, ICT, specialized 

electronic parts, renewable energy production, creative industries, medical 

equipment and services, authentic tourism and other industries. 

The Industrial Policy highlights the importance of SMEs and entrepreneurship to 

contributing to increasing to net growth through better financing and the creation of 

a business climate that stimulates entrepreneurial spirit, lifelong learning and the 

promotion of innovations. It supports the strengthening of global supply chains 

through better partnerships with key exporters. The key objective of this measure is 

to improve competitive capabilities of domestic SME suppliers and accelerate 

collaboration between large exports oriented companies and domestic suppliers. 

INNOVATION STRATEGY OF THE REPUBLIC OF MACEDONIA 2012 – 202038 

The Strategy identifies the policies and activities to be implemented in the field of 

strengthening innovation and technological preparedness of companies and 

development of human factor capacities to suit the building of a knowledge-based 

economy. 

THE ENTREPRENEURIAL LEARNING STRATEGY (2013-2020) 

The Entrepreneurial Learning Strategy (2013-2020) aims to improve the 

competitiveness of SMEs––especially those run by young people and women––to 

compete successfully in EU markets. It will achieve this by improving the employment 

skills and entrepreneurial competences of young people and strengthening the 

entrepreneurial spirit through life-long learning principles implemented at all 

segments of the education system. 

THE FUND FOR INNOVATION AND TECHNOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT (FITD) and MID-

TERM PROGRAMME OFTHE FITD FOR 2018-202039 

The overall goal of this Medium-Term Program is to encourage and support the 

innovation activity in the country. This program contains the basic development 

components for the period 2018 – 2020 and provides general guidance, such as 

priority goals, as well as the measures to be taken for their realization. 

The mission of the Fund for Innovations and Technology Development is 

encouragement and support to micro,small and medium-sized enterprises for 

 
38https://www.researchgate.net/publication/282734334_Innovation_Strategy_of_the_Republic_of_
Macedonia_for_2012-2020 
39https://vlada.mk/sites/default/files/dokumenti/srednorochna-programa-na-fitr-za-2018-2020-
godina.pdf 
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achieving accelerated technological development, based on knowledge transfer, 

research on development and innovations that contribute to new employments and 

economic growth and development,while improving the business environment for 

increasing the competitive capabilities of the companies. The FITD main priorities and 

goals are: 1) Improved access to financial support for innovation and technological 

development; and 2) Promotion and encouragement of innovations in North 

Macedonia. 

The special focus of the Fund’s operations is on: 

(1) Co-funding micro,small and medium-sized enterpises, registered in Republic of 

North Macedonia, in order to encourage innovation activity, implementation of 

innovative solutions and innovative processes, introduction of innovation and 

technology transfer in companies, as well as support for companies with a high growth 

potential. 

(2) Funding newly founded micro,small and medium-sized enterpises, registered in 

Republic of North Macedonia,foundations and accelerators, in order to encourage 

innovation with companies, applying the results of scientific research to applied or 

commercial activities, through the establishment of "spin-off" companies. 

(3) Achieving a long-term positive contribution to the development of the national 

economy, improving competitiveness through technological and operational 

improvements and providing new employments; support for the establishment of 

business accelerators, entities for providing infrastructural support to the innovation 

activity, in order to accelerate entrepreneurship by supporting individuals who want 

to start a business, as well as to already established enterprises in their initial phase 

(with a maximum of 6 years of existence) by providing educational, logistical and 

financial assistance. 

The FITD has two instruments for financial support for co-financing of investments in 

innovations and technological developmentand : 1) Support program through pillar 3 

(three) of the economic growth plan of the Government of Republic of North 

Macedonia; and 2) Support program through "Skills Development and Innovation 

Support Project" financed with the loan from the World Bank. 
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5 JOINT ANALYSIS 

 

5.1 Main Points and Conclusions from the two Sectoral Studies 

 

The two studies of the two different part of the Cross-Border Area (Greek and North 

Macedonian) reveal an interesting mixture of similarities as well as differences, both 

between the two countries as well as within their respective parts of the CBA. These 

are summarised in this section. 

The Greek side consists mainly of rural areas, centred around the major city of 

Thessaloniki, which acts as a central hub for the Region of Central Macedonia, as well 

as northern Greece in general. The Florina regional unit, to the extreme west of the 

CBA, might be a slight exception to this, as due to a greater distance and a lack of 

modern road infrastructure, it is more solidly connected to the regional capital of 

Kozani (which is not included in CB area). A common feature of the Greek side is very 

high unemployment rates (some of the highest in Europe) as a result of the financial 

crisis, and persisting despite the existence of a highly qualified and trained population. 

The cross-border regions in the North Macedonian side are also rural, sparsely 

populated, and mainly relying on their connection to the country capital of Skopje (not 

included in the CBA). These regions, which represent half of North Macedonia’s eight 

planning regions, tend to have higher unemployment rates than the rest of the 

country, although still lower than the equivalent rates of the Greek side of the CBA. 

They tend to have a low percentage of university graduates, and their economies 

mostly rely on small businesses oriented towards “traditional” activities of the primary 

and secondary sectors of the economy. 

In terms of sectoral and start-up potential, Greece has shown important progress in 

the last couple of years (2019-2020), which indicates a potential for technologically 

fuelled economic growth. Especially in the ICT sector, to which most start-ups belong 

or at least rely. This potential is reinforced by the existence of a highly educated talent 

pool, favourable location and excellent living conditions. In addition, the regional hub 

of Thessaloniki has an important and growing tech scene. 

On the other hand, however, Greece’s nascent start-up-based development potential 

also faces important challenges. Despite the large talent pool, a mass exodus of 

qualified people after the financial crisis creates a shortage in high-demand fields, 

while publicly funded universities do not pay particular emphasis on entrepreneurial 

training. In addition, underdeveloped collaborative networks and low R&D investment 

rates (much lower than in the rest of Europe) are a major disadvantage. A highly 
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unfriendly business environment due to excessive bureaucracy, institutional barriers 

and punitive bankruptcy laws further confound things, and they also create a fear of 

failure and unwillingness to start a business among young people (again, much lower 

than the European average). 

The status and prospects of the North Macedonian side of the CBA have some 

common features but some very different ones compared to the Greek side. The low 

number of university graduates results in a planning focus that does include innovative 

and high-tech sectors, in the form of ICT, but is otherwise based on more “traditional” 

sectors such as mining, manufacturing, construction, agriculture and public 

administration. 

While the ICT sector is negatively affected by lack of graduates and brain drain, it is, 

on the other hand, greatly assisted by the low salaries of the workforce, as well as by 

very simplified and fast bureaucratic procedures. In this, the two neighbouring 

countries are on opposite positions, as North Macedonia is near the top of the World 

Bank’s Ease-of-Doing-Business international ranking (at 17th place globally and 1st in 

Europe), while Greece is closer to the middle of the table and in one of the last places 

in Europe (at 79th place globally)40. 

However, ICT is the fastest growing industry in North Macedonia, and it also offers 

opportunities to many other sectors (tourism, agriculture, textile, automotive, waste 

management, renewable energy, etc.) thanks to the introduction of digital processes 

and systems, as well as the creation of new digital services and products for clients. 

Still despite this advantage, North Macedonia is seeking to boost the potential of its 

ICT sector by improving the supply of qualified workforce, creating a National ICT 

Strategy for Internationalization and reforming Taxes and Governmental Regulations 

for further improving the Business Environment. 

For ease of reference, the main common features and differences of the start-up and 

entrepreneurial ecosystems in both parts of the CBA are summarised in Table 13. 

Table 13: A summary of the common features and differences of the Greek and North Macedonian sides of the 
CBA. 

 

Common Features Differences 

 
40 https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/rankings  

https://www.doingbusiness.org/en/rankings


 

63  
 

G
R

EE
C

E 
-Mostly rural areas 

-High unemployment 
rates 

-Brain drain 

-Significant ICT potential 

-Important presence of 
the primary and 
secondary sectors 

-Major urban hub (Thessaloniki) 

-Stronger services sector 

-Many university graduates, although lacking in 
entrepreneurial training 

-Unfriendly business environment results in low 
willingness to create new businesses 

N
O

R
TH

 

M
A

C
ED

O
N

IA
 

-Underdeveloped services sector apart from ICT 

-Low number of university graduates, which 
must be increased 

-Very friendly business environment and low 
salaries boost start-ups 

 

The descriptions of the economies and start-up ecosystems of the two parts of the 

CBA can lead to a SWOT analysis for the total of the cross-border area. Most of the 

strengths and weaknesses identified are common to the two countries, although there 

are some that apply only to a single part of the CBA. Opportunities and threats are the 

same for both parts of the CBA. This is presented in Table 14. 

Table 14: SWOT analysis for the start-up ecosystems of both parts of the CBA (items that apply only to Greece 
are marked with GR, while those that apply only to North Macedonia are marked with NM) 

 Helpful Harmful 

In
te

rn
al

 

Strengths 

ICT sector has been recently 
developing 

Friendly business environment 
(NM) 

Low salaries by European standards 

Existence of major urban hub (GR) 

Weaknesses 

High unemployment rates 

Mostly rural areas 

Unfriendly business environment 
(GR) 

University graduates are few (NM) 
or lack entrepreneurial skills (GR) 
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Ex
te

rn
al

 

Opportunities 

Planning focus on start-ups 

Potential for ICT applications in 
other sectors of the economy 

Digitalisation of services further 
opening opportunities for ICT and 
for facilitating or streamlining the 
start-up process 

Threats 

Risk of investment running out 

Further brain drain 

Covid-19 pandemic and 
consequences 

 

More specifically, a rapidly developing ICT sector showing great potential, and low 

salaries by European standards (even lower in the case of North Macedonia) are 

significant strengths for both parts of the CBA. In addition, the North Macedonian side 

has the benefit of a friendly business environment while the Greek side has the benefit 

of the presence of Thessaloniki, a major urban hub with a developing tech scene. 

On the other hand, the unfriendly business environment and the resulting 

unwillingness it creates in young people for starting their own business is a significant 

weakness of the Greek side of the CBA. The North Macedonian side has a low number 

of university graduates, which hampers a focus on high-tech sectors. The Greek side 

faces a very similar problem, as despite the high number of university graduates in 

general, high demand technical sectors still face a shortage of qualified workers, while 

the Greek public university system means that existing graduates lack training in 

entrepreneurship. 

High unemployment rates, which are a common weakness of the economy in both 

countries, can also prove a potential opportunity for the purposes of start-up creation. 

Unemployed graduates of other fields can turn to the creation of new businesses if 

they are provided with the right kind of support, and further boost the start-up 

potential of the CBA. As the iCBA Accelerator represents the required kind of support 

for this, skilled but unemployed young people can perfectly fit the profile for the 

participants of the Accelerator, and its success can prove this in practice. 

Similarly, fact that most of the Greek part and all of the North Macedonian part of the 

CBA is rural in nature may seem like a weakness in the context of the high-tech start-

up ecosystem, but it also provides a few benefits and opportunities as well. Due to the 

nature of enabling technologies, and, as demonstrated by the highly successful global 

switch to home-based work during the Covid-19 pandemic, the development of ICT 

and ICT-enabled businesses does not require the geographical concentration of 

human capital in an urban hub (although doing so does carry specific advantages, 
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especially in terms of networking and bonding), and so it can work fine in the 

decentred context of rural areas. 

In addition, the nature of rural areas allows for the horizontal application of ICT on a 

number of economic sectors which are particularly strong in rural areas, which creates 

significant added value. This is true for several sectors in which the CBA has strong 

potential, such as agriculture, tourism (especially nature tourism or eco-tourism) or 

eCommerce (which can thrive in sparsely populated areas where e-shopping is 

without significant competition from physical shops). 

In terms of clear-cut opportunities, the CBA start-up ecosystem as well as economy 

can benefit from the fact that national strategies and policies (not to mention 

European ones, as well as global business trends) are focused on the creation of start-

ups. In Greece, for example, start-ups are viewed as one of the few available solutions 

for revitalising the economy after a decade of financial crisis. In North Macedonia, the 

country’s policies and the simplicity of its whole system of business creation is 

oriented towards facilitating start-up creation, as this is viewed as a driving force 

behind an otherwise weak economy. 

Moreover, the current trends in digital technologies provide an opportunity for the 

start-up scenes of both countries, since they are heavily oriented towards ICT. The 

development of ICT can have beneficial repercussions in many other sectors of the 

economy that are becoming digitalised and “intelligent”. Similarly, the ongoing 

digitalisation of services, including public services and public administration in 

particular, does not only offer further opportunities for the application of ICT, but it 

also provides a way for governments and administrations to simplify and facilitate the 

process of starting a business, which can provide a major boost, especially in the case 

of Greece. 

A number of threats are also common to both parts of the CBA. Further brain drain in 

both countries can slow down or halt the process of development of successful start-

ups, particularly in high-tech sectors, due to the lack of qualified human capital. The 

possibility of investment and funding for start-ups being reduced or running out also 

carries a very similar risk. The ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, which is hitting economies 

as well as public health systems internationally, can significantly accentuate both of 

the aforementioned threats. 

 

5.2 Selection and Definition of Common Sectors 
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The studies reported in the previous chapters and concerning each separate part of 

the CBA have each resulted to a selection of six different economic sectors which, 

according to the respective study’s conclusions, have the greatest potential for start-

up creation in each part of the CBA. These are repeated in Table 15. 

Since the original conception of the iCBA project, a major feature behind the creation 

of a cross-border Accelerator was that both sides of the CBA have common problems 

as well as common prospects, and that the Accelerator could address the former by 

helping to realise the latter. As such, the starting aim of the Accelerator, and the aim 

of the present study, is to use available evidence to select four economic sectors which 

hold a great prospect for start-up creation in both sides of the cross-border area. 

Table 15: The sectors selected by each sectoral study for the focus of the Accelerator 

GREECE NORTH MACEDONIA 

Agrofood Agriculture, forestry and fishing 

ICT ICT 

Tourism Tourism 

Retail (mainly eCommerce) Retail and Wholesale 

Energy Manufacturing 

Life Sciences Construction 

 

In practice, this proved quite straightforward as the sectoral studies have pointed out 

that the sectors with the greatest potential for start-up creation are, to a great extent, 

similar in both sides of the CBA. Indeed, four of the sectors are common to both sides. 

Naturally, these sectors were the ones selected for the main focus of the iCBA (see ). 
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Figure 5: the four sectors of focus for the iCBA, arising from the list of recommended sectors of the two 
sectoral studies. 

With the four sections selected, the remaining task was to provide an official definition 

for the economic activities which fall under them. This is crucial for the selection of 

the start-up ideas which the Accelerator will support. 

The classification system used is NACE, which refers to “The Statistical classification of 

economic activities in the European Community” (“Nomenclature statistique des 

activités économiques dans la Communauté européenne”) and is the classification of 

economic activities in the European Union. NACE is a four-digit classification providing 

the framework for collecting and presenting a large range of statistical data according 

to economic activity in the fields of economic statistics (e.g. production, employment 

and national accounts) and in other statistical domains developed within the 

European statistical system (ESS). 

The four economic sectors selected for the iCBA correspond to specific sections of the 

NACE classification system but, in some cases, not to every two-digit division within 

the sector as some of these do not fit the criteria of the sector as identified by the 

sectoral studies, or lack the necessary innovative dimension to justify their inclusion 

within the category of innovative, ICT-enabled start-ups. This is depicted in Table 16. 

More specifically, the trade and repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles (division 45) 

is removed from NACE Section G as it is not at all related to the envisaged definition 

of eCommerce. Similarly, publishing, broadcasting and movie, music and television-

related activities (divisions 58, 59 and 60) are removed from NACE Section J as they 

do not fit the modern definition of ICT as computer-based, which was what was meant 

by the sectoral studies. Finally, it should be mentioned that a digital component must 

be present in all start-up plans accepted by the Accelerator in order to fit the definition 
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of “ICT-enabled”. For example, for division 47 this might mean setting up a web-store, 

while for division 01 this might mean GPS-based precision agriculture. 

Table 16: NACE sections and divisions corresponding to the four selected sectors (division names in stricken fonts 
are excluded) 

Agrofood 

NACE SECTION A — AGRICULTURE, FORESTRY AND FISHING 

01 Crop and animal production, hunting and related service activities 

02 Forestry and logging 

03 Fishing and aquaculture 

Retail and Wholesale 

SECTION G — WHOLESALE AND RETAIL TRADE; REPAIR OF MOTOR VEHICLES AND 
MOTORCYCLES 

45 Wholesale and retail trade and repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles 

46 Wholesale trade, except of motor vehicles and motorcycles 

47 Retail trade, except of motor vehicles and motorcycles 

Tourism 

SECTION I — ACCOMMODATION AND FOOD SERVICE ACTIVITIES 

55 Accommodation 

56 Food and beverage service activities 

ICT 

SECTION J — INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION 

58 Publishing activities 

59 Motion picture, video and television programme production, sound recording 
and music publishing activities 

60 Programming and broadcasting activities 

61 Telecommunications 

62 Computer programming, consultancy and related activities 

63 Information service activities 
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5.3 Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

The SWOT analysis and joint analysis of the status and potential of the CBA, together 

with the final selection of sectors (and associated NACE sections and divisions) can 

lead to a number of recommendations, both about policy concerning start-ups and 

about the creation of the intelligent Cross-Border Accelerator. These are outlined as 

bullet points, below. 

In terms of general policy (national or regional) recommendations about specific 

actions which can boost the start-up potential and economic development of the CBA, 

the following points arise by the sectoral studies and joint analysis: 

• Greek institutional and bureaucratic barriers for new business creation as well 

as a punitive bankruptcy law are a major hindrance for the creation of new and 

promising start-ups. It is essential that the process is simplified and digitalised. 

The equivalent process in North Macedonia is already considered the most 

convenient and friendly in Europe, but it can still benefit from a restructuring 

of taxation and governmental regulations. 

• The lack of university graduates in North Macedonia can hamper the 

development of high-tech start-ups. Greece has a high number of graduates 

but they usually lack training in entrepreneurship of desired technical skills. 

The North Macedonian system of tertiary education has to be strengthened 

and the Greek one oriented towards the needs of the market. In addition, both 

side of the CBA can greatly benefit from specific hard and soft skills training 

courses for start-upers. 

• In this, the two national governments, as well as regional governments, can 

learn from each other, exchange know-how, and adopt good practices. 

• Entrepreneurship should be strengthened with financial support and 

incentives from the central and regional governments. This is even more 

crucial bearing in mind the serious economic aftermath of the Covid-19 

pandemic. 

In terms of specific recommendations about the structuring and development of the 

intelligent Cross-Border Accelerator, the sectoral studies and joint analysis lead to the 

following points: 

• The iCBA must have a solid thematic focus on a number of sectors of economic 

activity which have very positive prospects in both sides of the cross-border 

area. The sectoral studies and joint analysis have defined four such sectors, 

corresponding to four NACE sections and a number of divisions under each 
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section. Applicants to the iCBA should intend to create a start-up enterprise in 

one of these divisions. 

• ICT, apart from being one of the eligible sectors (NACE section J) is also a 

general “horizontal enabler” for the other selected sectors, as the use of digital 

technologies can provide significant added value and competitive advantages 

to businesses which are active in the other selected sectors as well. In addition, 

the presence of some digital component in applicants’ business plans should 

be a prerequisite for inclusion into the Accelerator. 

• The support of start-up creation by the iCBA should take into account the 

strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats of the cross-border 

economic environment and start-up ecosystems, as these were outlined by the 

sectoral studies and joint analysis. 

• Accelerator participants may lack technical and entrepreneurial skills, as is the 

case with many of their peers, so a major part of the support provided by the 

iCBA programme should be focused on covering these deficiencies. 

• The Covid-19 pandemic, apart from being a threat to the economy in general, 

could also provide a number of opportunities and useful lessons for 

entrepreneurships. Economic activities which rely on home-based work, or on 

providing products and services which do not rely on physical contact, might 

have a competitive edge in the post-Covid landscape. 
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