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Dear reader,

Welcome to the fourth and last INNOGROW newsletter
concerning the impact of COVID-19 on rural SMEs'
innovation and growth strategies. 

During this last semester of the project (April to
September), INNOGROW partners explored the impact of
COVID-19 on rural SMEs’ innovation and growth activities
and identified promising recovery and resilience
pathways for the economic recovery of rural SMEs.

Exchange of experience activities and practices will
encourage further cooperation and the elaboration of
knowledge to support SMEs in building resistance to
further crises.

In this newsletter, you will find information about past
and current project activities, key project results, info
days, informative details on Rural Enterprise Hubs (REH)
as well as interesting conclusions drawn from the
regional stakeholders' meetings. Through our project
website and this periodic newsletter, we will keep you
informed about our progress and key outcomes.

The INNOGROW project team!
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INNOGROW is an
INTERREG Europe project
that has already played
an important role and
aims to support further
the modernisation of
existing rural economy
SMEs and the
proliferation of innovative
start-ups through
policies that promote the
adoption of technology
and business model
innovation by rural  SMEs. 

The 5th call activities aim
to further extend this
effort, while studying the
impact of the COVID-19
pandemic.

From 1 October 2021 to 30
September 2022
Total budget: 308,124.50€
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REGIONAL STAKEHOLDERS MEETINGS 

I. FIRST REGIONAL STAKEHOLDER MEETING – 
MOLISE CHAMBER OF COMMERCE

On 18th May 2022, the Molise
Chamber of Commerce held online
the INNOGROW Stakeholders' first
meeting organized under the scope of
the Interreg Europe 5th Call. The aim
was to investigate the impact of the
pandemic on rural SMEs and explore
pathways for rural SMEs, through
digital and sustainable innovation. 

Secondly, the results of activity A2
relating to the “National & EU Financial
Instruments Synergies” workshop
were also presented. In detail, the
opportunities offered by the European,
national, and local financial resources
supporting rural SMEs, during and after
the pandemic were analysed. In
addition, the financial instruments
deployed in the Molise region,
presented during the 4th May
workshop, were illustrated.

Strengthen the presence of
the companies abroad
(strengthening of marketing
tools in a foreign language,
translation of
catalogues/brochures/prese
ntations,obtaining and
renewing the necessary
certifications for export to
abroad, protection of brand
abroad) and 
The development of
promotion channels and
tools (creation of "virtual
matchmaking", virtual B2B
meetings, incoming and
outgoing activities,
international smart payment
systems, digital marketing in
foreign language,
participation in trade fairs
with commercial purposes
abroad).

Finally, information on the
“Internationalization Voucher
Call” (soon to be released)
were provided. The call is
intended to give support to
Molise Micro, Small and Medium
Enterprises, from all economic
sectors, to start or strengthen
their presence abroad, even
through the use of digital
technologies. 
The areas included in the call
must concern paths to:

During the meeting, the
stakeholders expressed their
enthusiasm for the activities
and the calls presented and
highlighted how much
digitalisation is fundamental for
the resilience of businesses. 

Firstly, the final report on the main
political and economic challenges
during the pandemic and on the
impact of COVID-19 in business
sectors, which was developed during
the INNOGROW additional activity 1,
was presented. The final report
presented the results of a survey with
public authorities. The survey showed
that the main issues that emerged
during the pandemic were related to
the interruption of production and the
decrease in revenues, the shortage of
raw materials and the increase in
costs, inadequacy of regional policy
measures, and the lack of a business
plan for Risk Management. The survey
also indicated that the sectors most
affected were agritourism and
HORECA. 
Survey participants identified
solutions for the recovery and
resilience of rural SMEs, such as the
need to simplify bureaucratic and
administrative procedures, also to
facilitate the entry of enterprises into
the market, the activation of
incentives to address the shortage of
staff in times of crisis, the importance
of activating policies for greater
information on Risk Management and
more support on digital innovation of
companies.

The meeting continued with the
presentation of the activities carried
out by the Molise Chamber of
Commerce as Digital Enterprise Point
(PID). PID is the helpdesk dedicated to
Micro Small and Medium Enterprises of
all economic sectors and it aims to
inform and bring them closer to the
fourth industrial revolution and to the
new enabling technologies of
“Enterprise 4.0”, disseminating digital
culture and practice among their
companies through activities of
training and promotion of issues
related to Enterprise 4.0., information,
technical assistance, mentoring.
PID also offers economic support to
digitization initiatives in order to
promote the spread of digital practice
among enterprises. In fact, during the
web meeting, useful information was
provided on the forthcoming “Voucher
Digitali PID Call”. This call is intended to
co-finance projects presented by
companies regarding the use of digital
technologies such as cyber security,
big data, cloud, augmented reality,
smart working systems, etc., or even
geolocation programs, digital
marketing programs, etc.

Innovation and Digitalization of rural SMEs: Effects and Initiatives after COVID-19
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FLA organized a second
stakeholder meeting with
Lombardy Region authorities,
represented by Mrs. Monica
Peggion and Ms. Viviana Catalano
on behalf of the General Direction
Presidency, involved in many
Interreg Europe projects and Mrs.
Alesssandra Norcini and Mr.
Alessandro Dacomo-
Environmental Authority from
General Direction Environment and
Climate all at Lombardy Region.

II. SECOND REGIONAL STAKEHOLDER MEETING –
LOMBARDY REGION (FLA)

The meeting was introduced by
Mrs. Lapi, FLA, who explained the
issue of the new call for
INNOGROW and the new
challenges that SMEs in rural areas
must face due to the
consequences of the pandemic
and the Russian invasion of
Ukraine. Then Massimo Di
Domenico, external advisor at FLA,
gave more insights about the
project, explaining how important
the national and regional
measures are to mitigate the
Covid-19 impact on rural SMEs and
in which way financial resources
are important to sustain them.

Mrs Peggion talked about GPP
and the current barriers to the
development of green
purchases by the public
administration. The driving
effect that green purchases can
have on the production of green
goods and services is also
essential from a perspective of
developing circularity. 
Finally, the discussion focused
on the Interreg Europe projects
that the Lombardy Region
directly follows to understand
the progress and make a
comparison with INNOGROW. Mr
Dacomo, therefore, illustrated
the projects that his department
directly follows and focused
mainly on the issues of the
circular economy. Also in this
case, circularity represents an
important development factor
that SMEs in rural contexts and
in inland areas can always use
as an example to strengthen
their positioning in the
increasingly green market.
The meeting was concluded
with the perspective of more
collaboration on the treated
issues also with the aim to
participate jointly to other
European calls as Interreg
Europe.

Mrs Norcini discussed the recent
developments of the regional
plan on sustainability,
highlighting how the Lombardy
Region is very attentive to this
important area.
Lombardy Region sustainable
development is one of the key
areas based on a long-term
vision inspired by a model of fair,
circular, and environmentally
friendly growth. An initial step
has been the inclusion of the
principle of sustainable
development among the pillars
of the Regional Development
Program. As a final step, the
Regional Strategy for sustainable
development is accompanied by
a monitoring system and tools
for evaluating and adapting
policies, a proper governance
and capable of involving a
network of active partners who
contribute to the achievement of
shared objectives. About the
issues of sustainability and
development plans, the need for
a particular focus on rural
contexts and, in particular, on
inland areas characterized by
critical situations of economic
development, were discussed. In
these areas, sustainability aims
to be an instrument capable of
supporting SMEs on a path of
growth and conversion to green
policies.
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This is an ongoing research by
INNOGROW advisory partner
(UNEW) and it has been shared
with the partnership to enrich
knowledge exchange. 

Abstract
Rural Enterprise Hubs (REH) are
mechanisms for bringing
together rural businesses. The
co-location of businesses
drives innovation through
knowledge exchange, where
face to face contact still
matters. They provide
additional opportunities to
network, acquire knowledge,
form new collaborations, and
create synergies between
tenants. REH can also act as a
platform for business support
organisations to deliver their
support. This review provides
an overview of what are rural
enterprise hubs, and the
academic literature on their
benefits and factors affecting
their performance. It identifies
that hub managers play a vital
role as knowledge providers,
brokering collaborations and
sign-posting tenants to
necessary support. REH bring
multiple benefits to their
tenants, some of which are
economic (improvements to
their businesses and
productivity) whilst other are
more psychological
(improvements to well-being). 

ENTERPRISE HUBS TO SUPPORT RURAL DEVELOPMENT 
IAN MERRELL, JEREMY PHILLIPSON, MATTHEW GORTON 

NATIONAL INNOVATION CENTRE FOR RURAL ENTERPRISE, NEWCASTLE UNIVERSITY. 

‘Hives’ attract business-to-business
tenants who may use each other’s
services, and
‘Honey Pots’ attract business-to-
customer tenants who collectively
raise footfall to the site.

Definitions and Types of REHs

REHs provide workspaces to multiple
tenant businesses, which are co-
located with additional services such as
shared equipment, meeting rooms, co-
working spaces, and business advice or
support. They differ from standard
business premises in terms of the
provision of such services, as well as
potential networking opportunities that
are internal or external to the hub.
 
There are two main types of REHs:

Examples of honey pots include arts
centres, where multiple artists can sell
their work to customers. Honey pot hubs
encourage people to visit the site to
browse goods and provide facilities
such as cafes, gallery spaces, gift shops
and workshops/classes for the public,
enhancing the appeal of a REH as a
leisure destination. Honey pots are often
forms of creative microclusters and can
strengthen the role of the creative
industries in rural development. They
may be attached to popular tourist
and/or heritage sites that already had
an established footfall. 
In contrast, hives tend to house office-
based Business to Business (B2B)
tenants (such as accountants and
website designers) and provide
networking groups, business seminars
and training opportunities. 

REHs can address key problems
that affect many rural areas (lack
appropriate workspaces for
businesses to grow, poor
connections of rural businesses
with support agencies and low
inter-business collaboration). 
REHs offer both economic but also
psychological benefits to tenants.
These benefits are particularly
strong for businesses which were
previously home-based. The
provision and design of REHs to
suit home-based businesses that
are looking to grow is important. 
Hubs not only increase the stock
of quality workspaces in rural
areas, but also provide a range of
different sizes, which facilitates
growth. Provision of ‘micro-
spaces’ for start-up enterprises is
a priority. 
The skills of the hub manager to
assist the growth of tenant
businesses, through the provision
of services and expertise, is
critical. LEPs and development
agencies should seek to improve
the competencies of hub
managers through training,
networks, and mentoring
programmes – particularly third
and private sector managers who
may be less experienced.
Hub managers should look to
increase the quality and
effectiveness of the support
services they provide. Specifically,
they should play an active role in
brokering knowledge exchange
and synergies between tenants.

Policy recommendations
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FLA took the chance of the convocation of the Institutional board for
the Circular Economy and Energy Transition of Lombardy Region
which was planned for July 19th with the participation of the
Regional Minister of the Environment and Climate to organize the
regional Infoday. 

Regionally active private and public institutions in the field of
circular economy and environmental policies such as those
applied to productivity level (academic institutions, national
relevant NGOs representatives, companies and industrial
associations, trade unions) usually participate in the institutional
board meetings. The meetings are also open to local governments,
regional bodies, and Lombardy Region General Direction of
Environment and Climate representatives and are oriented to
consultations and discussion, among the stakeholders, of regional
policies and initiatives.

75 people attended this meeting that was focused on the
presentation of the main policy and funding instruments for
sustainable development at the regional and national level in the
perspective to provide support and recovery for companies that
experienced a loss of competitiveness in time of the pandemic.
 
FLA valorized this moment to introduce the outcomes of the
INNOGROW project, with particular attention to the contents of
project publications, and the perspectives highlighted during the
online workshops. Mita Lapi from FLA performed a key speech on
these contents.
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INFO DAYS

LOMBARDY  REGIONAL
INFODAY
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