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In Southwest Finland the implementation of the smart specialization strategy is carried out
alongside with implementation of the regional strategy. The smart specialization strategy of
Southwest Finland is heavily integrated in the measures and implementation of the Regional
strategy thus making separate smart specialization implementation schemes needless.
This paper presents how the Partnership Forum, main body of the implementation of the Southwest
Finnish regional strategy, works and operates. The concept of partnership has proven to be very
successful, resource efficient and inclusive model of regional cooperation and strategy
implementation.
Besides the Partnership Forum, the regional council is in charge of making decisions of ERDF grants
for Southwest Finland. The projects’ suitability to smart specialization priorities is emphasized in the
decision-making process, thus making the granting of ERDF funds a very concrete way of promoting
smart specialization priorities. According to studies made in the Regional Council of Southwest
Finland, the proportion of funds allocated to smart specialization priorities has been quite large.
What is the Partnership Forum?
The Partnership Forum is a new approach towards regional cooperation, ways of working and
structures of collaboration. One could describe the Partnership Forum as an igniter of Southwest
Finnish cooperation. The Partnership Forum is both a tool and a network for actors who work to
reach the goals stated in the Regional Strategy. As stated in the regional strategy, the concept of
partnership is seen as a crucial key to success and well-being in the region.
People and knowledge are the basis of the Partnership Forum. The forum brings together open data
and those whose aim is to accomplish more by working together and sharing information. The
Regional Council organizes partnership meetings promoting the implementation of the regional
strategy and taking the new ideas to the right stakeholders. The new website of the Partnership
Forum alongside the regional information services enables a better presentation, delivering and use

of information and creates a new way of regional cooperation. The thematic entities of the
Partnership Forum reflect the functional contents and objectives of the strategy and are
implemented through the activities. The partnership networks develop thematic contents, bring
partners together and support them in networking. The Partnership Forum is ever changing and
continuously developing. New networks and features are added based on the needs of the forum.
•

A key implementation form of the regional strategy that is based on people and information

•

A new approach on regional co-operation, practices and cooperation structures

•

The Partnership Forum is not stable but converts and takes new positions based on needs of
different actors. The regional council of Southwest Finland coordinates the operations of the
networks but gives the networks the freedom to act as they think is the best.

•

The Partnership Forum is a platform for e.g. meetings, seminars, utilisation of open data

•

South-West Finland Regional Information Services has an important role of providing
information for the regional partners and stakeholders.

•

According to the surveys on Partnership Forum, the methods and operations of the Forum
are widely accepted and supported among the actors in the area.

The Partnership Forum as a tool for implementation of the Regional Strategy and RIS3
The Partnership forum is the main tool for implementation of the regional smart specialization
strategy and the Regional Programme.
RIS3 priorities of Southwest Finland in Regional Programme 2018-2021:
1. Blue Growth and Industrial Modernization
2. Innovative Foodchains
3. Medicine and Biotechnologies
The forum operates through 9 priority areas or thematic entities:
1. Open data
2. The developmental paths of the environmental programme of Southwest Finland
3. Smart Specialization
4. Common regional and urban planning structure
5. International center of the Baltic Sea region
6. Cooperation in education and economic activities

7. Roadmap to a circular economy
8. Creative Southwest Finland
9. Synergies between nature and tourism
When looking at the 9 priorities above, one can see that for example the RIS3 priority Blue Growth
can be found in multiple areas, not only in smart specialization. Priorities 2, 3, 5, 6, 7 and 9 can either
directly or indirectly be linked to Blue Growth. Our smart specialization priorities can be found
everywhere in the strategy and in the work of many of our networks. This is also the reason why we
have not decided to have a separate implementation strategy for our RIS3. The communication
between different themes is thus extremely important for the implementation of Blue Growth.
The work in the aforementioned themes is carried out by networks or forums. The activity and the
forms of networks vary a lot among each other because they are based on needs and wishes of the
networks themselves. At the moment there are 10 networks and more are in the planning. There
networks also for our other two RIS3 themes, innovative foodchains and medicine &
biotechnologies, are also set to be introduced in the Partnership Forum during next autumn.
Current networks:
1. Open data network
2. Challenge Arena (Environmental issues)
3. Blue Growth Network
4. Planning Forum (Regional planning)
5. Baltic Sea Forum (Cooperation in the Baltic Sea)
6. Foresight “academy” (Cooperation between authorities, educational institutes and
businesses in preparing for future needs in education and labour skill needs. There is an
especially strong link to maritime industry.)
7. Natural Resources Forum
8. Culture Forum
9. Tourism Forum
10. Forum for Associations
The forums have the main responsibility in implementing the regional strategy. The networks
identify common challenges and themes that have to be focused into. This work is also future
oriented because the challenges and themes identified in the implementation phase are taken in
account in the creating of next regional strategy.

The regional strategy has a total of 29 measures under four objectives (responsibility, collaborative
skills, accessibility and resource wisdom. More information on the last page!). The measures that
have been listed, guide the work of these networks and give them concrete points of focus for the
work that they are carrying out. Each network thinks themselves which are the ways in which they
can most efficiently work towards the goals set in the strategy. There have been networks before,
but the Partnership Forum approach has made them more visible, more concrete and given a lot
more focus in the work than before. It has also made the actors see the big picture and their place
in the work for common good.
The most important thing this far has been to make clear for the actors that they are all already
important actors in the implementation of the regional strategy. Because the strategy has been
written using a bottom-up approach, the needs and challenges of the actors are very strongly
identified in the strategy and the measures within it. Thus, it is the advantage of the actors to
participate in the implementation because, at the end of the day, achieving the goals set in the
strategy is very beneficial for them. It also means that the actors that participate in the
implementation work are very motivated in achieving common goals.
The Partnership Forum has been very successful in attracting strong actors into its networks.
Currently almost all the important players from various fields of business are represented in the
work of the networks. The businesses are not currently participating in the Partnership very actively
but the presence of business support organizations, interest groups and other actors guarantees
that the important messages concerning the Partnership Forum reaches also them.
The implementation work of the networks is followed and updated using Trello service online. Using
Trello, each network can set measures that they think are important for them and organize their
actions using an easily accesible online database. The networks can set certain measures as to be
started, currently working or finished. The progress in measures is updated at least two times in a
year and there is going to be an annual follow-up report on the work carried out by the networks.
The operating of the Partnership Forum is also monitored by a survey that is carried out every year.
The survey is targeted to all the relevant stakeholders in the area.
The regional council acts as a coordinator of the Partnership Forum and its networks. It doesn’t,
however, dictate unilaterally how the forum should work. The role of the regional council should
instead be seen as a facilitator, as an enabler and as an actor who brings partners together. The
regional council appreciates the top know-how of the actors in their own fields of business and
trusts that they know how to carry out the implementation of the strategy as efficiently as possible.

Blue Growth Network in the Partnership Forum
The Blue Growth network is currently at a starting phase. The network coordinated by the regional
council consists mainly of regional authorities, cities, higher education institutes, interest groups
and business support organizations like the Turku Science Park. The regional council is currently
organizing biannual meetings (Expert meeting group for maritime business) with representatives
from aforementioned organizations where we exchange ideas, bring up current issues and discuss
future actions. Besides that, the blue growth network participates actively also in other kinds of
events organized by the Partnership Forum.
The new blue growth success case website (August 2018) will be a new kind of tool for the Blue
Growth Network. Its aims are to bring together actors around the region, to showcase blue knowhow around the area and also to show the Soutwest Finnish actors opportunities for transnational
collaboration by presenting the regions that participate in the Smart Blue Regions project. It will
also be a platform for communicating the goals of the regional programme more efficiently to actors
working around the themes of blue growth. It will help in communicating the successes and needs
in implementing the measures stated in the regional strategy. The new website will also be a pilot
for the other two smart specialization priorities. If it turns out to be successful way to ignite regional
cooperation, there is a possibility of opening similar services also for the other two priorities.
At the moment, the Blue Growth network has a lot of smaller networks coordinated by different
actors. For example, Turku Science Park coordinates the cooperation with maritime enterprises and
start-ups in the area. The Finnish Maritime Industries association also have their own networks of
enterprises. There is also many smaller networks for B2B cooperation.
The work of the blue growth network consists mostly of marine industry. The tourism sector of the
region has their own, very active and formally constructed Tourism Forum where the aspects of
coastal tourism are very important due to the importance of the archipelago to the tourism sector.
Circular economy that is increasingly important in maritime sector, also has their own network. The
work of the Foresight Academy is also very important to the maritime sector because a large part
of its work consists of how to get more engineers to the area, either through education or through
different kinds of recruitmental measures. There is a huge shortage of workforce in the maritime
sector in Southwest Finland and it is thus extremely important for the future to find
sustainable solutions on how to get people with needed skills to the area.

