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The National Network of County & City Enterprise Boards (CEBs) in Ireland was established by the Government in 1993 to fill a gap in support services to Micro Enterprises (businesses employing less than 10 people) at a time of poor economic conditions. Formal provision for the establishment of the CEBs was provided for in the Industrial Development Act, 1995. The CEB Network is now firmly established as the first point of contact for anyone in business or thinking of starting a small business in Ireland. The principal aim of the CEBs is to stimulate entrepreneurship and to assist the establishment, development and growth of Micro Enterprises. Since 1993, the CEB Network has provided financial assistance to more than 22,000 businesses; and provided Enterprise Training, Mentoring and other supports to more than 166,000 Entrepreneurs.
The National CEB Network is managed and co-ordinated by a Central Co-Ordination Unit (CCU) that has been established within Enterprise Ireland. Kilkenny County Enterprise Board will act as Lead Partner for the ISC Project, with other CEBs participating either as Sub Partners (7 CEBs) and Observers (27 CEBs).
Transnational 
Partners:
Antwerp Chamber of Commerce (Belgium)
Coventry & Warwickshire Chamber of Commerce (England)

Oost NV - East Netherlands Development Agency (Netherlands)

Coventry University Enterprises (England)

Budget:
Approximately €3m in Total i.e. ERDF funding €1.5m. 

ISC Project Aim

The aim of the ISC Project is to improve the sustainable competitiveness of Small and Micro Enterprises through the promotion and development of strategic innovation, with a framework of strategic supports to incorporate assessment, planning, mentoring, training, online tools, transnational business networking and transfer agreements.
While there are a great many innovation development and training programmes, content, tools and techniques, most of these have been designed for and targeted at larger businesses and SMEs and need to be adapted to suit small and micro enterprises. Every small and micro enterprise has the capacity to be innovative, but small and micro enterprises do not typically consider innovation as an integral part of their day-to-day activities. The ISC Project is an innovative approach to developing innovation capacity in small and micro enterprises based on a blend of existing technologies, tools, content and support that will be adapted specifically to the needs of small and micro enterprises. 

Innovation is essentially about providing more value to a business. This in turn means developing new products and services, new methods of production, new markets and new organizational structures to enable innovation (internally and externally). The ISC Project proposes to implement a programme to simplify the innovation process for owner-managers of small and micro enterprises, and to facilitate small and micro enterprises to analyse their current business model against the vision/ambition they have for their company.
In order to achieve this, the ISC Project will develop the ISC Innovation Hub as an innovative central resource for Small and Micro Enterprises, consisting of a blend of web based tools and face to face support services, including the following: (i) an innovation assessment tool; (ii) development of an innovation roadmap; (iii) bi-monthly workshop sessions during the validation phase of the project (6 per partner region) where the small and micro enterprises come together to gain a formal understanding of the ISC innovation tools and techniques to help them achieve their innovation potential and objectives; (iv) one-to-one mentoring sessions (5-10 sessions per company, each lasting 2-4 hours) to complement and reinforce the learning and actions set at the workshop sessions, and access to a transnational network of experienced mentors; (v) a Webinar Network that will host a library of Innovation Webinars including edited content from the bi-monthly Workshop sessions, and (vi) Mentor input on Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs).

The ISC Innovation Hub will be piloted and validated over a 15 month period with 30 participating small and micro enterprises in each partner region (150 in total), each of whom will be given an ISC Innovation Credit that will entitle them to full access to the ISC Innovation Hub, and will include:
· A comprehensive Innovation Assessment

· Participation in six regional Innovation Workshops aimed at assisting companies prepare and implement their Innovation Roadmap

· Participation in Transnational Innovation Workshops

· Access to a wide range of expertise through the mentor panels / network
· One to one mentoring sessions with appropriate mentors:

· A minimum of 5, and a maximum of 10 mentoring sessions per company during the 15 month pilot period to ensure that they understand the lessons and are following-up on the actions agreed at the workshops, as well as helping them to implement their Innovation Roadmap. This mentoring will be provided by mentors from the ISC mentor network, or from elsewhere if required by the participating companies.
· Assistance from the mentor panels in the development and implementation of their individual Innovation Roadmaps 

· Unlimited access to the Library of Innovation Webinars

The value of the ISC Innovation Credit for each participating company will be €5,000. 
Transnational collaboration is at the heart of the ISC Project
· for the project partners who will collaborate in the review of existing, international innovation resources and best practice through to the design, development and validation of the ISC Innovation Hub
· for the participating small and micro enterprises who will collaborate at transnational level via the Transnational SME Network and transnational workshops

· for the Mentors who will collaborate across the partner regions in a Transnational Mentor Network, working from an agreed template to provide expertise to participating companies in all partner regions. 
The ISC Innovation Hub will be made available and mainstreamed through national networks such as the County and City Enterprise Boards in Ireland and the other transnational partner organisations. The project will extend and mainstream the ISC Innovation Hub beyond the partner regions, through comparable enterprise support agencies, to small and micro enterprises throughout the EU according to their stage of development and capacity to engage in innovation.
ISC Project Objectives
The objectives of the ISC Project are:

1. Development of an Innovation Hub for Small and Micro Enterprises

Using existing web technologies and innovation development content, the ISC Project will combine and adapt existing knowledge and techniques into a new, blended support and learning framework (ISC Innovation Hub) that will include a range of innovation tools and methodologies to enable small and micro enterprises to implement innovation processes in their business as a means of achieving sustainable growth and competitive advantage. The ISC Project will provide participating small and micro enterprises in each partner region with a unique innovation toolkit to develop and manage their own individual Innovation Roadmap, and help each participating company to integrate innovation into their daily business processes. This objective will be achieved in Work Packages 1, 2 and 3.
2. Development of Transnational Network of  Small and Micro Enterprises

The ISC Project will help participating companies to develop transnational business relationships through the establishment of a Transnational Network that will help the companies to develop strategic alliances, and transfer of knowledge and experience with the other project regions, including the involvement of all participating small and micro enterprises in Transnational Innovation Workshops. The ISC Project will also seek to encourage participation by female entrepreneurs in particular by developing a project framework that is flexible and accessible to this target group. This objective will be achieved in Work Package 4.
3. Development of a Transnational Network of Business Advisors and Mentors
The ISC Project will develop a Transnational Network of Business Advisors from the Partner Organisations and external Mentors that will be accessible to all participating companies across all of the partner regions. This will ensure the availability of a wide range of expertise to the participating companies, regardless of their location. This objective will be achieved in Work Package 5. 

4. Development of a Framework to Exploit and Mainstream the ISC Innovation Hub
The ISC Project will develop a Management Structure for the ISC Innovation Hub to ensure its long term viability beyond the end of the project period. This will ensure that the ISC Innovation Hub is embedded into the partner organisations and adopted as their standard methodology to facilitate the provision of on-going support to companies through seminars, courses, Webinars, and the Transnational Mentor Network. It will also make the ISC Innovation Hub transferable and accessible to small and micro enterprises outside the partner regions. Mainstreaming will be achieved by involving policy makers in the ISC Project as Observers to ensure that ISC is aligned with future policies relating to innovation for small and micro enterprises. This objective will be achieved in Work Packages 2 and 6.
ISC Project Work Packages
1. Research – Comparator Review and Innovation Needs Analysis

The ISC Project will specifically target owner-managers of small and micro enterprises who are open to engaging in innovation; who have a commitment to growth; who want to identify new opportunities to add value to their existing products & services and / or develop new ones; who have a desire to embed innovation
management processes into their everyday business activities; and who can benefit from international co-operation.
The initial research phase of the project will be used to determine the exact requirements for the development of the ISC Innovation Hub, based on in depth analysis of the requirements of small and micro enterprises in the area of innovation.

· The project will initially involve a comparator review of available innovation models, resources and supports internationally, with a view to establishing best practice generally and in particular those elements that are particularly adaptable to and suitable for small and micro enterprises.
· Agree selection criteria with all partners for the recruitment of 30 small and micro enterprises from each partner region e.g. number of employees, stage of development, ambition to innovate, financial stability, etc. The partners will use the best elements of existing models such as Forum 21 in Ireland and similar models in the other partner regions in developing the selection criteria, and this will enable the partners to undertake a Business Health Check with each of the companies prior to their final selection.
· Based on the agreed selection criteria, recruit 30 companies from small and micro enterprises in each partner region that will all have one or more of the following ambitions:
· To innovate through the development and application of new processes, procedures and products within the business
· To establish new, strategic business relationships and alliances through transnational cooperation
· To develop a new product or service to market 
· To take an existing product or service and identify a new export market
· To reconfigure their current business model (e.g. by developing an online business, etc.)

· Carry out an Innovation Needs Analysis of small and micro enterprises with regard to their understanding, deficiencies and requirements in the area of innovation with the selected group of 30 small and micro enterprises in each partner region.

· Using the results of their Innovation Needs Analysis, benchmark existing levels of innovation among the participating small and micro enterprises across all partner regions. This will enable the project partners, within the timescale of the ISC Project, to measure and track improvements, thereby ensuring clear and measurable outcomes and impacts when assessing the impact of the project.
2. ISC Innovation Hub – Design and Development

Based on the results of the research and analysis outlined in Objective 1, the ISC Innovation Hub will be designed and developed to incorporate a range of tools to encourage innovation and to facilitate each of the small and micro enterprises to implement their own, individual Innovation Roadmap over a 15 month testing and validation period. The ISC Innovation Hub will consist of: (i) an innovation assessment tool; (ii) development of an innovation roadmap; (iii) bi-monthly workshop sessions during the validation phase of the project (6 per partner region) potential and objectives; (iv) one-to-one mentoring sessions (5-10 sessions per company, each lasting 2-4 hours) to complement and reinforce the learning and actions set at the workshop sessions, and access to a transnational network of experienced mentors; (v) a Webinar Network that will host a library of Innovation Webinars including edited content from the bi-monthly Workshop sessions, and (vi) Mentor input on Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs).

 The ISC Innovation Hub will be developed in English, as well as the other languages of the partner regions, French and Dutch/Flemish.

· Design the ISC Innovation Assessment Tool, using the Business Innovation Model developed under the CIME Project (Interreg IVA Ireland-Wales), in which Kilkenny County Enterprise Board is a Partner, as a starting point. The ISC Project will develop an innovation assessment tool, techniques and methods specifically for small and micro enterprises, and each participating business will be assessed using the assessment tool. Business Advisors in the partner organisations will be trained in the use of the tool.
· Design the ISC Innovation Roadmap Template to assist each participating business in the development of a customised Innovation Roadmap that will outline the actions and systematic steps that owner-managers should follow to enable them to implement innovation, from identifying the issue or opportunity, through to investigating and developing ideas, to production and launch of the process or product to market. It will aim to give each owner-manager a customised roadmap to help them achieve the innovation objectives they set and suggest the potential tools and techniques and methods that they should adopt to assist in achieving their innovation potential and management performance.
· Develop the content for the ISC Innovation Workshop, based on the collective results of the Innovation Assessments among the participating small and micro enterprises. The Workshops will be delivered to the participating companies at bi-monthly innovation workshops during the 12 month testing and validation period.

· Develop metrics for measuring the impact of innovation within participating companies according to the Innovation Assessment Tool.

· Design a common Mentoring Template to ensure that the ISC Innovation Hub is used and implemented consistently across all partner regions.

· Develop the ISC Webinar Network Structure, and choose the most appropriate method for the development and implementation of a Webinar Network within the ISC Innovation Hub.

· Develop the criteria for, and establish a long term Management Structure for ISC Innovation Hub to support and expand the content and functionality of the ISC Innovation Hub as a viable long-term business, beyond the project funding period.

3. Test and Validate ISC Innovation Hub  
The ISC Innovation Hub will be tested and validated during a 15 month pilot period with 30 participating small and micro enterprises in each partner region (150 in total) through focused training courses, seminars, one to one mentoring and support, and webinars covering all aspects of innovation.

· Innovation Workshops will bring participating small and micro enterprises together on a bi-monthly basis in each partner region to gain a formal understanding of the ISC innovation tools and techniques to help them achieve their innovation potential / objectives. The Workshops will be interactive and participatory in order to ensure maximum benefit for the participating companies.
· One To One Mentoring – The project partners will provide one-to-one Mentoring in the use of the ISC Innovation Hub, to complement and reinforce the learning and actions set at the workshop sessions, and to support the individual innovation planning process in each of the participating companies.
· Webinars – The ISC Innovation Hub will incorporate a library of Innovation Webinars that will be developed by the project partners to assist owner-managers to network on and integrate innovation as a critical element of business development and practices. It will give owner-managers a resource to help them engage in innovation. The Webinar Library will be accessible to all participating companies.
· Innovation Roadmaps - Through the ISC Innovation Hub, the project partners will support the participating small and micro enterprises to apply the ISC knowledge, techniques and strategies to develop an Innovation Roadmap that is specific to their individual needs. The partners will assist each of the participating small and micro enterprises with the development of a customized Innovation Roadmap for their company.
· Support SMEs in Implementing Innovation Roadmaps – The project partners will support the small and micro enterprises in the implementation of their innovation roadmaps and track improvements throughout the project to establish clear and measurable outcomes and impacts.
· Evaluate Results of the Pilot Programme.
4. Establish Transnational Small and Micro-Enterprise Network

Transnational cooperation is considered a central element of the ISC Project because small and micro enterprises are experiencing extreme difficulties in the current economic climate, with many struggling to survive. Participating small and micro enterprises will collaborate with other small and micro enterprises on a transnational basis. For many small and micro enterprises, the ISC project will be the first time participating in a collaborative work space with a diverse range of transnational small and micro enterprises. This experience will help to develop their vision, confidence and innovation capabilities.
· Identify Appropriate Thematic Sectors – Rather than identifying specific industrial sectors (e.g. by NACE Code), focus will be placed on helping participating companies to move up the value chain. Therefore, participating companies will be categorised as to whether they are Labour Intensive; Material Intensive; Machine Intensive; Knowledge Intensive. Innovation strategies will be tailored accordingly to suit, so that all participating companies have a strategy to help them to add more value to their operations. 
· Establish a Transnational SME Thematic Network - Through the ISC Innovation Hub, establish transnational networks of participating small and micro enterprises to develop knowledge exchanges, business relationships, business transfers and new business ideas all of which will benefit the small and micro enterprises in improving their sustainability and competitiveness. 

· Transnational SME Innovation Workshops – Each of the partner regions will host one Transnational Innovation and Networking Workshop that will be open to all participating small and micro enterprises across all of the partner regions. Each of the workshops will include presentations from the Transnational Mentor Network, and other expert speakers with a particular focus on promoting female entrepreneurs, and case studies from participating companies, as well as networking opportunities.
· Support and Facilitate SME Transnational Collaboration – The project partners will support owner-managers to identify new national and transnational opportunities, develop new business models and identify, test and evaluate better ways to meet customer needs. Similar and complementary small and micro enterprises within the partner regions will be paired and grouped with the intention of establishing transnational business relationships and alliances that will support such joint activities as the development of new market opportunities, improved and expanded product ranges, transfer of knowledge and experience, and new licensing agreements.
5. Establish Business Advisor / Mentor Network

In order to harness the expertise of the Business Advisors in the partner organisations and the panels of mentors from each of the partner regions, the ISC Project will establish a Business Advisor / Mentor Network that will be accessible to all participating small and micro enterprises, particularly via the ISC Innovation Hub and the Transnational Innovation Workshops.
· Expand the selection criteria for a Panel of Mentors in each of the partner regions, based on existing criteria used by the project partners.

· Assemble Regional Mentor Panels to meet the needs of the participating companies in each partner region.
· Establish the Mentor Network 
· Facilitate Mentor Collaboration via the ISC Innovation Hub and the Transnational Innovation Workshops to support the participating small and micro enterprises across all partner regions.
6. Dissemination and Exploitation of the ISC Project and ISC Innovation Hub
The ISC Innovation Hub will be disseminated to a wider EU audience by the project partners, based on a comprehensive Dissemination Plan that will be agreed at the beginning of the project. The aim of the Dissemination Plan will be to ensure that the ISC Project is promoted to as wide an audience as possible, and to ensure effective mainstreaming of the ISC Innovation Hub throughout and beyond the partner regions.
· Development of a Dissemination Plan by the project partners to ensure the ongoing dissemination of the ISC Project throughout the entire life of the project

· Distribute bi-annual eNewsletter to a wide audience of organisations, agencies and institutes that support small and micro enterprises throughout the EU. The project partners will compile detailed lists of recipients early in the project.
· Final Project Conference – The results of the Project will be disseminated at an ISC Project Conference at the end of the project, which will showcase case studies from the participating small and micro enterprises. The Conference will be open to invited attendees and to a wider audience via Webinar / Webcast.

· Launch the Validated ISC Innovation Hub – At the Final Project Conference, launch the ISC Innovation Hub to ensure mainstreaming and to enable participation by a wider group of small and micro enterprises across the NWE and EU.
ISC Project – Aim, Objectives and Actions
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The project is divided into three distinct phases, and the actions in the chart are colour coded accordingly:
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