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Executive Summary
Building on the success of the first edition in 2016, Innoteque 2019 was a two-day conference 
held in Romania between March 27-28, 2019, powered by the U.S. Embassy in Romania, the 
Romanian American Foundation and Advantage Austria, with the support of the Embassy of 
Israel to Romania and the Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. 

Its goal was to bring together experts, decision makers and key stakeholders, facilitate the 
dialogue required for creating, nurturing and maximizing an innovation ecosystem in Romania 
and provide specific recommendations and perspectives for boosting it to full development. This 
was achieved by creating useful business connections between stakeholders from universities, 
research centers, the private sector, central and local Government, European Institutions, the 
Parliament, accelerators and incubators, value based relationships and creative collaborations to 
advance the innovation impact. 

In its first iteration in October 2016, the conference has sparked the interest of more than 400 
participants in Bucharest and in Cluj, while in 2019 it gathered over 200 key participants from 
the United States, Austria, Israel, the Netherlands and Romania, and targeted, apart from generic 
discussions on the innovation ecosystem, three key industries: healthcare, agrifood, and energy.

Innoteque 2019  I  Step 2

Inno(vation) + theque (θήκη – Greek for room) – spelled [in-oh-tech]
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The Conference
Building on the success of the first edition in 2016, Innoteque 2019 was a two-day conference 
held in Romania between March 27-28, 2019, powered by the U.S. Embassy in Romania, the 
Romanian American Foundation and Advantage Austria, with the support of the Embassy of 
Israel to Romania and the Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. 

Its goal was to bring together experts, decision makers and key stakeholders, facilitate the 
dialogue required for creating, nurturing and maximizing an innovation ecosystem in Romania 
and provide specific recommendations and perspectives for boosting it to full development. This 
was achieved by creating useful business connections between stakeholders from universities, 
research centers, the private sector, central and local Government, European Institutions, the 
Parliament, accelerators and incubators, value based relationships and creative collaborations to 
advance the innovation impact. 

In its first iteration in October 2016, the conference has sparked the interest of more than 400 
participants in Bucharest and in Cluj, while in 2019 it gathered over 200 key participants from 
the United States, Austria, Israel, the Netherlands and Romania, and targeted, apart from generic 
discussions on the innovation ecosystem, three key industries: healthcare, agrifood, and energy.

The all-encompassing conversations touched upon topics such as reinventing education, 
legislative transparency to facilitate innovation in health, sustainable urban development, 
innovation in agriculture and obstacles brought by a hostile environment, funding sources for 
research centers, administrative regulations and how it affects the entrepreneurial ecosystem, 
academic research and the corporate environment, business escalation and risks for start-ups 
both at the beginning and in the growth phase of the business.

Participants have shared know-how, connected around mutually beneficial projects and got a 
sense of the local opportunities. Additional to the conversations, the participants interacted with 
10 innovative companies and projects from the aforementioned ecosystems in an Innovation Fair.  
The fair brought together 8 Romanian startups that challenge the status quo and put Romania on 
the sustainable development map: EFdeN, re.flex, KFactory, Apiary Book, AMA XpertEye, 
uRADMonitor, SiloMeter, KPMG - Payroll RPA - HR Virtual Assistant. They have been joined for an 
international perspective by Saillog, an Israeli agritech company.
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The Context
In a European Union that places innovation at the center of its strategy for economic growth, 
job creation and competitiveness, Romania ranks last. Since 2010, in the European Innovation 
Scoreboard, Romania is last in the EU in terms of innovation, on a trend of decreasing the 
performance of “modest innovator” compared to the EU average. In the European landscape, 
only Bulgaria remains in the same category. Romania also ranks 49th in the world in terms of 
innovation, after the Republic of Moldova, down from 2016 (according to the Global Innovation 
Index 2018).

Although there is a start-up rate (with more than 10 employees) double compared to the 
European Union average (3.1% versus 1.5%) and an expansive business activity (10.8% compared 
to 6.6%), the costs of research and development within companies are almost 20 times lower. 
Although the start-up birthrate is high, compared to the EU average, the start-up survival rate is at 
40%, significantly lower than other Member States. 

Among the areas where Romania has the lowest indicators are access to financing, support for 
R&D, entrepreneurship and education. Moreover, the connections between companies are, in 
2017, half compared to Romania in 2010. Therefore, we manage to collaborate less today than a 
decade ago, even if the potential generated by the research infrastructure and the quality of the 
researchers is very high. 

A ”modest innovator”, Romania has recently become a promising European target for tech 
investors. This has led to 5.6% growth in the size of an ICT sector (above the EU average of 5%), 
although in terms of value and scope, the domestic ICT market is at 1% of the total for EU (€5 bn 
out of €580 bn) and is mainly comprised of outsourcing low-end support services, coding and 
software management. This growth in the size of the sector has led to it accounting for 6% of 
Romania’s GDP; in comparison, the EU and the Visegard countries’ average at close to 4%. 

This circumstance has led to a detrimental perspective, equating the ICT and/or digitalization with 
innovation more often than not, except public aid, where ICT is clearly supported to the detriment 
of other R&D or innovative activities. In the latter respect, state investments in R&D are constantly 
declining, despite a governmental plan to allocate 30% more every year to the budget for research 
and innovation.
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Confusion in terminology appears to be prevalent: programmes, more or less appropriately 
named Romania Start-up and Diaspora Start-up, financed via the European Social Fund with 
more than €200 mn have led to the creation of more than 9600 ”start-ups”. The fact that overall 
any type of newly established enterprise is considered a start-up is evident in the top 10 
activities in which these companies are providers (according to the Ministry of European Funds, 
in order from the highest number of companies): automobile maintenance, entertainment, 
photography, hairdressing, software, education, bakery, healthcare and engineering. 

Regional approaches to entrepreneurship or innovation are more often than not linked to high 
political involvement as the primary initiator, and require active involvement and participation 
of both civil society and private sector as primary drivers. Still, apart from the core region of  
Bucharest-Ilfov, there are emergent interesting new hubs of innovation, surrounding key cities, 
such as Cluj and Iași where the blend between public and private involvement is increasingly 
efficient.
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A company designed to grow very quickly that is within 3-5 years of its creation, and “working 
towards innovation, development, deployment, and commercialization of new products, 
processes, or services driven by technology or intellectual property” (The Indian Ministry of 
Commerce and Industry, 2015.

In the Romanian publicly financed projects, the timespan from incorporation in which a 
company is considered a start-up is three years. In the context of Innoteque, start-up was 
equated to technology start-up, as the focus of the discussion was on organizations that can 
drive innovation. Nonetheless, in the Romanian public funding projects, start-up is usually 
equated to newly founded company.

An evolved start-up, “development-stage business, specific to high-technology markets that 
is looking to grow in terms of market access, revenues, and number of employees, adding 
value by identifying and realizing win-win opportunities for collaboration with established 
companies.” (Alberto Onetti for StartUp Europe Partnership, 2014.

If a start-up is considered to be in the research phase of the business model, the scale-up is 
in the execution phase, in which it grows exponentially by leveraging collaborative models.

Start-up 

Scale-up 

Spin-off 

Incubator

Also known as Spin-out: a newly created company, formed from the division of a previous 
organization. This new business has its assets (tangible and intangible), but it may operate at 
arm’s length from the parent organization.

Its aim is to enhance flexibility, allow technological diffusion and to seize opportunities in 
the marketplace. Usually, a spin-off is generated by a transfer of an intangible asset (i.e., a 
technology license) with the clear aim to increase commercialization.

For a clearer view of the concepts used and of the solutions provided, the following definitions of 
terms are considered in this report:

“An organization designed to accelerate the growth and success of entrepreneurial companies 
through an array of business support resources and services that could include physical 
space, capital, coaching, common services, and networking connections.” (US Small Business 
Administration, definition also used by the EU Committee of Regions, 2016). Usually, a new 
business is incubated for 2-3 years.
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Defined as disseminating innovation from generators to a wider audience, ToT deals mostly 
(in the acceptation of experts in this discussion) with the valorization of research, its 
transfer to market, practical usage of patents and licenses generated in a research facility 
(independent or from an university).

“The joint development of knowledge through relationships with specific partners.” 
(European Commission, 2014)

Accelerator

An organization offering business support resources and services, mentorship and access to 
capital in return for startup equity. Best fit with startups that want to develop a prototype ready 
to market or reduce the time-to-market of their products, the accelerators provide a short-term 
intensive program of 3-4 months, ending with a funding pitch.

The stage in which the accelerator gets involved is relevant (some focus very early stage  
start-ups, while others on late stage seed companies, that already have tested the market). 
Also relevant is whether an accelerator is vertical (focused on start-ups in the same industry, 
with a particular market) or horizontal (for startups targeting specific technologies and 
products, regardless of the market).

Technology Transfer or Transfer of technology (ToT)

Co-creation
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In 2016, we were proposing a path: From Questions to Policy Proposals. Three years on, the same 
questions still hold, with similar answers. There is a shift in perception, from talk to action, but 
mostly to walking the talk towards integrating failure and setbacks into the development of the 
ecosystem. 

We split the recommendations into a timeline:

• some are still in their infancy in terms of public policy (the ”failure to launch”) and in the number
of initiatives from the private actors of the ecosystem,

• others have shown signs of development either via public actions or natural evolution of the
ecosystem (the ”steady progress”)

• the third category sets the stage for the future via actions that are either close to or fully
implemented or desiderates that would enhance the innovative disruption.

The collective “we” used in this series of questions refers to the Romanian innovation ecosystem, 
functioning collaboratively. Some policies fall under the implementation responsibility of the 
government (such as institutional disruption), in the case of others, national authorities may solely 
need to set a flexible framework, the implementation being in the responsibility of academia or 
the business environment.

It is, however, paramount to become aware of this “we,” underlining the critical need for a shared 
vision and effective collaboration between the three sides of the ecosystem (The Triple Helix 
model): government, academia, and the business environment.

Same questions. More targeted answers. Keep the faith

Although steps have been taken towards moving the Romanian innovation ecosystem towards a 
more resilient place, there are a few recommendations that are still in a state of seed for growth. 

All these recommendations still hold at the end of Innoteque 2019, as the need is still prevalent 
and the actions taken so far are timid.

Failure to Launch
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2016 Recommendation Status / Comments / Actions taken by the 
ecosystem

Initiate a process for building a political consensus on 
a long-term vision about innovation and innovation-
based entrepreneurship in Romania.

Set a discourse between the relevant governmental 
bodies regarding supporting regulatory framework 
(namely legal and financial) which will foster 
and encourage creation of startups, technology 
companies, technology transfer units (within 
universities), commercial R&D and innovation as a 
whole.

Create a platform that aggregates public data on 
the past and current projects, as well as funding 
(especially on innovation and startup funds).

Introduce early-age “Entrepreneurship” and 
“Innovation” courses as part of the mandatory 
curriculum.

Simplify access to patenting and patents and 
trademarks at the national level.

Create a practical framework that allows for 
maintaining the intangibles (IP) nationally, within 
national institutions, and for valorization through 
licensing.

In-curricula action: Foster the creation of 
multidisciplinary teams in horizontal programs 
on entrepreneurship, innovation, management of 
technology.

The 2016 elections wrapped up with a proposed 
governmental programme that held hopes regarding 
uncertainty reduction in the system.

Even if a significant number of proposals present in 
that specific programme would have been beneficial 
for the Romanian innovation ecosystem (such as the 
increase of the dedicated budget with 30% annually or 
the streamlining of a multiannual financial plan), there 
are only timid results of this plan. The reasons are 
complex, mostly due to political upheaval and constant 
change in leadership at governmental level. Moreover, 
the lack of increase in the budget for research has 
haltered the implementation of a series of key actions.

Developing regulatory framework through involving 
all stakeholders is not a strongpoint of the current 
ecosystem. Nonetheless, there is a path to 
encouraging, at least at discourse level, the creation 
of startups and technology companies and there are 
projects aimed at funding tech transfer. However, there 
is still a lack of proper, clear and long-term oriented 
regulatory framework for building tech transfer units in 
universities.

As of 2019, no such public data platform exists, 
except a people platform:  Brainmap.ro and an 
infrastructure platform www.erris.gov.ro 

Brief actions, particularly during the ”Different Kind of 
Education Week” or NGO-driven or company-driven 
expose kids to entrepreneurs. Nonetheless, there 
is no clear action towards the implementation of a 
dedicated course on Innovation or Entrepreneurship in 
the mandatory curriculum for children and teenagers.

No targeted actions in this respect at policy level.

No such framework discussed or implemented as of 
2019.

No action visible from a policy point of view.

www.brainmap.ro
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There are numerous actions taken by the private actors of the ecosystem, as well as frameworks 
proposed at public level. The latter are hindered partly by the lack of allocation of funds, while the 
former are striving to grow from anecdotal to systemic. 

While acknowledging the efforts done in the past three years since Innoteque 2016, the 
recommendations still hold.

Enhance the importance of multidisciplinary 
cooperation in the public financing of projects.

Create a framework for increasing technology 
transfer from research institutes and universities to 
market and allow for co-creation.

Create a central simplified flexible structure that 
coordinates all funding, strategy and implementation 
for innovation and technology at national level across 
industries. 
The purpose of the Central Structure is to 
operationalize the long-term vision, by working on a 
multi-annual plan and funding and foster sustainable 
non-budgetary financing. Integrating this central 
structure within and under the direct responsibility of 
a government institution creates broad ownership and 
political accountability.

Off-curricula actions:
1. Create a clear framework for developing incubators

and accelerators within universities.
2. Increase collaboration exercises (in Open Labs,

Living Labs, and Hubs) between individual actors in
the business environment.

The focus on technological transfer has reduced the 
targeting of multidisciplinary projects, to the detriment 
of the overall development of the ecosystem.

There is an incipient framework – particularly in terms 
of funding tech transfer projects. Nonetheless, there 
is no funding specifically for the development of tech 
transfer units, specialized and professionalized in 
universities.
More importantly, the focus is still on technological 
transfer, co-creation being considered only ancillary 
and as a by-product.

Theoretically, this central structure should have been 
the Ministry for Research and Innovation, in an effort to 
optimize the complex system surrounding innovation. 
The model proposed during Innoteque 2016 was the 
Chief Scientist Office in Israel or the National Science 
Foundation in the US (a similar example may be found 
in Switzerland).
The attributes of the ministry created in 2017 (and 
dissolved in late 2019) are however limited, more often 
than not overlapping significantly with other ministries 
(such as ICT, Education, Economy, Entrepreneurship), 
and it cannot propose a multi-annual framework if the 
national budget is not constructed in a similar format. 
Most of the actions for financing are budgetary and 
there are no real measures towards the implementation 
of sustainable non-budgetary financing. 

The creation of a vehicle called the Students 
Entrepreneurial Society since 2017 has provided a 
framework. Nonetheless, there is no real funding, 
budgetary or non-budgetary, linked to them, and 
more often than not, the success of such a vehicle is 
dependent on the passion of the person in charge.
The collaborations exercises are evident in the growth 
of Hubs at national level, with a focus on key areas, but 
also included in city development strategies.

Steady Progress 

2016 Recommendation Status / Comments / Actions taken by the 
ecosystem
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Shoot for the Stars

The playing field in innovation in Romania is growing, but there should be a vision that 
goes beyond an electoral term: a quest for the future, in which we are all aware of our own 
effectiveness into shaping it. The regulatory frameworks should strive to create a flexible, 
boundless, resilient and creative playing field. 

In this respect, there are recommendations made in 2016, towards which steps have been 
taken, but the macro view positions them as desiderates for this harnessing of the future.

See innovation and innovation-based entrepreneurship 
as a key economic driver, relevant for a multitude 
of sectors, across society and a necessity for 
competitive growth of the country.

Grow a “failure is part of the process” ambitious 
mentality.

Work on improving the basic public service delivery 
in/around research ecosystems to make Romania an 
attractive place to do research, work and live in.

The introduction of the research failure as a possible 
result for a research project was an important step in 
this respect. Nonetheless, this holds almost solely for 
pure / fundamental research.

The attractiveness of Romania as a spot for research 
is stagnant. Although hailed as the hub of unicorns 
in Eastern Europe, due to the success of UiPath, 
Romania is still far from providing an environment 
conducive to research, work and growth.

2016 Recommendation

2016 Recommendation

Status / Comments / Actions taken by the 
ecosystem

Status / Comments / Actions taken by the 
ecosystem

Although decidents are constantly claiming innovation-
based entrepreneurship as a driver for the economy, 
the funding linked to entrepreneurial development is 
not always in the same line of thought.

Create a streamlined process for long-term 
integration of foreign researchers in public and 
private facilities.

Although universities have provided spots for 
researchers to return, the gap in income and, mostly, 
opportunities is still an important hurdle.

Increase awareness of IP regulations (national, 
European and international) and available patents, 
trademarks, and licenses.

The awareness campaigns run by the organisations 
in charge are usually very obscure and not targeted at 
the patent generators, although there is a proposal to 
introduce as KPI of all research projects the number of 
patents obtained as result.

Create a governmental program which will incentivize 
top Romanian researchers to come back home.

There is focus on the return of diaspora, there are 
programs targeted at creating entrepreneurial support 
for diaspora (Diaspora Start-Up led to the creation 
of more than 1000 companies), but there are no real 
measures towards this type of a ”brain return” policy, 
although it is mentioned in the governing programme 
proposed in 2016.
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2016 Recommendation Status / Comments / Actions taken by the 
ecosystem

Create an efficient, transparent and easily 
implementable framework for crowdfunding and 
crowd-knowledge sharing.

The crowdfunding support is still in its infancy, even 
if, anecdotally, there are success stories via platforms 
such as Startarium.

Assess competitiveness areas and drivers for the 
Romanian economy and target public funding for 
innovation in those areas.

Develop co-investment schemes, with public and 
private funding.

Increase the advisory role of large investors for 
startups and scale-ups.

Raise awareness regarding the different financing 
instruments.

The conversation may start with the three competitive 
sectors targeted during Innoteque 2019: healthcare, 
agriculture and energy.

One clear and direct industry in which this type of 
instrument may be applied in a facile manner is energy, 
with companies significant in size, with relevant 
budgets for R&D and with a direct interest towards 
harnessing their environmental impact.

Although large investors are starting to get involved 
in mentorship programmes for start-ups and SMEs, 
there is no specific public policy in this respect; the 
actions being more often than not driven by sectorial 
organisations or other sorts of NGOs.

As most of the instruments available are budgetary, 
the focus is still on disseminating information about 
them. There is no integrated platform in this respect 
at national level providing a single point of information 
for entrepreneurs, although the ministry in charge is 
hailing such an instrument by 2020.

Advertise opportunities for research and availability 
of research facilities.

The creation of Brainmap.ro (with more than 30k 
researchers registered) is a first step, notable in this 
respect. There is however, no real collaboration in 
opportunities for research, apart from word of mouth 
and usual collaboration between researchers that are 
already part of a community, know each other and 
already have some sort of intellectual chemistry.
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Apart from the 2016 recommendations that are still in place, the following ideas emerged 
specifically from Innoteque 2019:

1. Build viable communities of practice for innovation and entrepreneurship. This involves both 
community building, with the relevant tools and methods, as well as increased awareness of 
knowledge and resources. A policy proposal regarding this recommendation would be to fund 
events that support the cross-pollination of ideas, fostering a brainstorm between all 
stakeholders, a measure that would be similar to the current funding of academic conferences.

2. Provide adequate measures for relevant competitive industries: not a ”one size fits all” policy 
of innovation. The specificities of each industry, in terms of availability of resources, types of 
innovation, methods of support by the international, national, regional and local ecosystems, 
knowledge pertaining to the participants in the ecosystem, etc. are crucial elements to be 
considered in the development of innovation policies at Romanian level. There is the need for a 
nuanced approach particularly regarding industries such as energy or agriculture, of crucial 
importance for Romanian competitiveness, as well as healthcare, fundamental to the 
development of the society.

3. Simplify access to targeted support. One needed simplification is that of the legal 
requirements for applying the tax incentives for R&D and innovation (e.g. the requirements for 
applying the personal income tax exemption for R&D employees), balancing the need to 
identify correctly the eligible R&D projects with the administrative effort necessary to access 
the incentives, encouraging therefore companies of all sizes and from all activity sectors to 
benefit of the existing incentives. Nonetheless, as mentioned during an Innoteque 2019 panel, 
”for the incentives to be effective, Romania should focus on how it can achieve an increase in 
its R&D performance as a country, through encouraging companies to do R&D. Whilst 
regulations to control the incentives are important, there is a balance required to ensure that 
the compliance costs for companies are not too significant”.
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The Competitive Industries Angle 
Industries such as medicine, energy and agriculture are areas where Romania could benefit 
enormously from an ecosystem that truly generates innovation. This was the reason why 
Innoteque 2019 targeted these three key sectors, that have overlapping issues in innovation, both 
globally and locally, but their particularities are significant. 

Healthcare 

The Romanian healthcare sector is an interesting conundrum of inefficiency and brilliance. 
The process innovations at local level far exceed the input brought by corporations in product 
innovation. 

The challenge for this particular sector is both to scale from linear innovation to iterative at local 
level, to shift from exchange-based innovation to real co-creation and to enhance the interaction 
between corporations and start-ups. The imbalance of the healthcare ecosystem, dominated 
by colossi, teamed with the complexity of the innovations needed: in pharma, in the interaction 
with the patient, in e-Health, in nutrition, in education for health, creates an environment in which 
Romania may find a relevant growth niche. There is, however, an important issue to consider: 
the specificity of IP in this sector, added to the aspects of anonymity, poses relevant boundaries 
which may prove to be hard to tackle in absence of a clear and transparent path to patenting.

Agriculture, agritech, agrifood

The structure of the Romanian economy is the main reason for focus on agriculture as needing 
to be a competitive sector. In terms of innovation, there should be a focus on the local context: 
increased desertification, small agricultural exploitations, scattered at regional and local level, 
numerous owners without agricultural background or technical skills, the lack of human capital in 
the field. The experience of Israel and the Netherlands is highly relevant: innovation in agricultural 
data collection, targeting on increasing the KPI of crop per waterdrop, in order to make the most out 
of hostile territory, may that be desert or marsh. Basically, the key recommendation for this sector 
is to shift from technological innovation (in most cases, for the sake of developing a new gadget) to 
systemic challenge-driven innovation, which may prove to have a real impact at local level.



14

Energy

The same recommendation to shift from technological to systemic challenge-driven holds for 
the energy sector in relation to the user, more particularly in which relates to energy poverty. 
The challenge (which contains in itself the solution) in the case of this sector in Romania is to 
shift from innovation projects to an innovation culture, in which sustainability thrives in all its 
respects: environmental as well as social.

Arrowheads in fostering technological transfer projects, the companies in the energy sector must 
also make the merge to co-creation, from in-house endeavors and exchange-based innovation. 
There is a significant need for innovations (mostly in risk mitigation) which are adjacent to the 
sector: such as cybersecurity, particularly in the context of more and more IoT devices linked to 
the grid and the threats of hybrid war.
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Keep the faith. Stop talking. Start doing. 

Conclusion
The conclusion of Innoteque 2016 still holds: there is an acute need for resolute and targeted 
action. Talk is good, as it provides the linkages for the communities of practice, but follow-up 
action is also necessary, particularly in integrating the available information, EU, public and private 
resources and making use of the current infrastructure. 

There are other questions raised: what makes communities shift from the interlacing of a closed 
entrepreneurial ecosystem to the effective linkages of the open ecosystem characterized by 
bridging capital? Is this bridging capital the way forward to a resilient and sustainable ecosystem 
or should a country go by itself in a quest to foster the creation of its ecosystem, independent of 
the others? How does a country successfully learn from best practices, while keeping the focus 
on local needs and circumstances? 

More data is necessary for relevant data- and evidence-driven policy making, but its collection is 
not a hindrance in the near future.
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