9th May 2018, Florence, Workshop MAKERS Project

The workshop “Upgrading strategies and trajectories for clusters, districts and regions” organised by Foundation for Research and Innovation took place on the 9th of May in Florence.

The morning session brought together regional representatives of academia, government and businesses. Lisa De Propris, project’s coordinator and chair of the roundtable, engaged a vibrant debate about the status of Industry 4.0 in Tuscany, with:-

· Silvia Ramondetta, Confindustria Toscana
· Veronica Bocci, DITECFER (Regional District for Rail Technologies, High Speed, Safety & Security S.c.ar.l.)
· Francesco Mazzini, Toscana Life Sciences Foundation and Life Sciences Regional District
· Marco Tognetti, Impact Hub/LAMA Agency 
· Manuela Bigi, Tuscany Region
· Mario Tucci, University of Florence

The discussion highlighted a scenario where various actors are involved in activities aimed at increasing firms’ awareness and at encouraging local enterprises to adopt I4.0 technologies. These actions represent an important push factor in a Region where only a small fraction of manufacturing firms are expected to meet this new challenge.

The main impulses in this direction are coming from large firms followed by a small handful of start-ups and SMEs. Firms have addressed the majority of the investment in new product development, while few resources have been allocated to reorganize business processes. Even those companies that have bought new equipment and machineries, taking advantages of tax incentives offered by the Industry 4.0 National Plan, lack in many cases an overall strategic vision and a long term business strategy.

In this regard a key role is played by local (e.g. industrial district) and international value chains and by large companies, which can drive their SME suppliers in the adoption of new technologies. A useful example is the railway cluster in Pistoia (Tuscany), where the collaborative relationship between a large company and its first tier suppliers is leading to positive results while suppliers of suppliers are struggling more. 

However, given the importance of SMEs in the regional economy, involving an increasing number of them in the Industry 4.0 paradigm is a priority. In order to reinforce the need of specific policy tools tailored to SMEs the Region obtained from European Commission the accreditation of the Regional Industry 4.0 Platform among the European network of Digital Innovation Hubs. 

An interesting contribution stressed the importance of reconciling digital technology with traditional experience-based competences that characterise some of the most competitive districts in the region such as fashion, luxury yacht, leather, jewellery.  

The transition towards an Industry 4.0 Economy is raising also issues in terms of manufacturing skills shortage and competence deficits. Local organizations and Universities are starting filling this gap by offering specialised training courses and aligning curricula with industrial technological requirements. 
University is also involved in awareness-raising activities and in research project with both large companies (e.g. for the creation of digital twin) and SMEs that do not have an internal R&D department. 
According to the Roundtable’s participants the future steps will include:-

· “Evangelising” Activities to promote Industry 4.0: Support companies in understanding which technologies need to pursue technological upgrading (technology assessment) and in measuring the economic benefits arising from investment in industry 4.0 technologies;
· Provide companies with information about  financing opportunities, acting as a gateway to national and European, public and private funding; and support small and medium enterprises in understanding the access requirements to tax incentives;
· Provide local firms with examples of successful case studies of firms operating in the same sector and in the same geographical area that have achieved positive results from the adoption of industry 4.0 technologies.

The afternoon session provided the occasion for MAKERS’ partners to show some results of their ongoing research and to discuss them with external invited speakers. Paulina Ramirez, Lecturer at the University of Birmingham, and Marco Bellandi, Professor at the University of Florence, chaired this session. Among the topics: the level of technological readiness in an European regional context, the growing job servitisation in manufacturing, job polarization and the new skill requirement and new technological trends. Case studies of manufacturing reshoring phenomena in Veneto Region and of new technologies’ adoption in Toscana Life Science Cluster were presented as well.

A special thanks to Dr. Mafini Dosso (Joint Research Centre, Seville) and Professor Mauro Lombardi (University of Florence) for their contributions.
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