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1. Introduction

Ensuring that the North West of England is in a position to maximise local benefit from the information society is central to the effective delivery of the NW Objective 2 Programme 2000-2006. The emphasis on the information society being an essential cross-cutting theme across all of the Priorities and Measures of the programme reflects the importance placed on this issue by the European Commission. In a similar way to that of the other two cross-cutting themes, Equal Opportunities and Sustainable Development, the focus is now on mainstreaming information society activities, making them a vital part of all activities supported under the programme.

In practice this means that all applicants for European Structural Funds must ensure that information society issues, i.e. the effective use and deployment of new information and communications technologies (ICTs) and Internet/digital media applications, are adequately integrated into all aspects of project design, development and implementation, including management systems and monitoring.

This guidance is aimed at Action Plan and project applicants and all those with an interest in developing information society activities across the NW Objective 2 Programme. It aims to highlight the main issues relevant to developing and implementing Action Plans, projects and related management systems so that information society/ICT issues will be properly reflected at all levels of the Programme. This guidance will be updated regularly based on experience of the delivery of the programme. Feedback from applicants is particularly welcome at any stage.

2. The Policy Framework

The policy framework within which the information society priority sits is outlined in some detail in both the SPD and the Programme Complement. Essentially, it involves ensuring that the Programme, and therefore the Action Plans and projects and regionally significant supported by it, are coherent in terms of European, national and regional strategies relating to the information society, including: 

· At a European level the information society is now a major priority in all aspects of policies and programmes, especially within regional policy and the Structural Funds;

· At a national level policies to make the UK the best environment in the world for e-business/e-commerce, to ensure that e-government targets are met and to tackle the "digital divide" are a central part of UK government priorities on competitiveness and social inclusion; 

The region needs to play its part in delivering the “Lisbon agenda” – the current policy context for the European Union – which is focusing on the creation of more and better jobs, greater social cohesion and sustainable economic growth across the European Union. 

The “Information Society” is moving from a “pilot phase” to a “wide deployment” as the ICT world becomes more mature and global. Since 2000, the ICT context has changed substantially, not only from a technological point of view (e.g. 3G, Ipv6, nanotechnologies, convergence, a new generation of computers, ambient intelligent scenarios…) but also for economic players (for instance, with the entrance into a major deployment phase, with the end of the burst of the Internet bubble, better internal market regulation, and the development of public-private partnerships).
At a regional level the North West Regional Economic Strategy sets out priorities for improving regional competitiveness, supporting employment growth and achieving long-term sustainability. The ICT Strategy for England’s Northwest is a  “daughter” strategy to the RES and contributes directly to it.

This ICT strategy addresses the  key information society issues. Specifically three themes were highlighted:

1.  Raising awareness of the benefits of ICT to both businesses and individuals.

· Providing effective promotion, demonstration and understanding of the benefits of ICT.

     Highlighting best practice examples supporting the adoption of ICT, promoting new products and services, opportunities to reduce costs, increase sales and enhance service delivery in the eyes of the customer.

· Ensuring that businesses and individuals know where to access the appropriate advice and guidance that supports their investment in ICT. Providing clear and value for money advice leading to the effective implementation of ICT

· Encouraging new businesses to fully understand the opportunities to support market entry and growth through appropriate levels of ICT.
2. Developing the skills needed to allow these benefits to be harnessed.
· Ensuring businesses and individuals have the skills and confidence to access the benefits provided by ICT, by ensuring basic skills do not represent a barrier to securing ICT skills.

· Providing basic ICT engagement skills for all.

· Empowering individuals to access opportunities to advance their skills and achieve personal growth through ICT and providing the Northwest with a more economically attractive workforce, while improving quality of life.
3. Harnessing the benefits of ICT.

· Providing an effective support route for advice and guidance, ensuring businesses and individuals acquire ICT solutions relevant to their needs, thereby securing maximum benefit.

· Enabling businesses and individuals to realise the full potential of the ICT they currently have.

· Acknowledging and supporting the application of ICT as a critical tool in delivering business profitability and enhanced quality of life.

· Assisting the further development, implementation and utilisation of ICT to support innovative new products and services, and enhanced collaboration between business and between individuals.
3. The North West Objective 2 Programme

The starting point for the Information Society Priority within the Programme is the recognition that the impact of the information society within the region is highly differentiated, with dynamic growth clusters sitting side by side with market failure that has meant that certain areas and sectors seriously lag behind UK and EU trends. 

The region has some strong clusters, e.g. in entertainment software, in education and learning software, in virtual reality systems, in Internet infrastructure systems and in some digital TV applications, and these support the region in being a significant player in the global market place. This has yet to feed through into the levels of skill and employment growth, which will support the critical mass required for longer-term sustainability. 

The challenge for the Programme, therefore, is to ensure that it can support ways of connecting these pockets of high growth across the region and to develop pathways into employment in these growth areas for society as a whole.

The primary policy objective, as outlined in the Programme Complement, is therefore:

"To increase the use of new information, communication and media technologies by all groups in society and to ensure that this is achieved in the most inclusive and sustainable ways possible." 

The Programme aims to meet this objective in a number of different ways with the emphasis on:

a) mainstreaming support for all ICT/Internet/digital media applications out into every Priority and Measure of the Programme;

b) ensuring that there are certain measures which will support the more innovative and advanced applications:

· through cluster and network development under measure 1.4;

· through community based initiatives to promote an inclusive information society under measure 2.3;

· through stimulating strategic employment opportunities with ICT/digital media underpinning the development of Economic Development Zones in Priority 3;

c) developing programme management arrangements which will make effective use of ICTs and develop sources of technical support to underpin benchmarking and the dissemination of good and best practice in relation to the information society priority.

4. Mainstreaming the Information Society Priority in Action Plans and Projects

Mainstreaming means that, whereas in the past European programmes had specialist measures to support ICT and innovation activities, now these activities must be supported across the whole programme. In practice this means that every measure in all of the priorities must contribute towards making use of ICT, the Internet and digital media a mainstream activity that is embedded in every single project, which is funded through the Structural Funds.

Some practical examples of how this can work can be given linked to each of the three new Priorities:

4.1 Priority 1: Business and Ideas:

In the past local business support agencies developed specialist programmes to introduce SMEs to the use of e-commerce. This was seen as something quite new and innovative and separate from the mainstream business support activities. Now it is accepted that all companies, from micro-businesses to SMEs, from start-ups to established businesses wishing to diversify, need to integrate e-commerce into their day-to-day business processes at all levels. 

Consequently when any kind of business support project proposal is being put together it is anticipated that e-commerce activities will form an essential part of it. The project’s business plan, for example, should show clearly how e-commerce activities would be integrated into all of the other activities. In addition the project itself should demonstrate how it will use ICTs itself to improve its own management processes and demonstrate both awareness of good/best practice and an ability to deliver it. 

Similarly if an applicant believes that there is still a need to develop specialist services around ICT/Internet/digital media then the business plan must make the case. The Key question to be addressed here would include:

· Is this work already being done in the area. If so the bid is not eligible for funding.

In most cases even the more sophisticated ICT related projects will be submitted under Measure 1.2, if they are supporting existing SMEs, or Measure 1.1, if they are supporting start-ups, or as a multi-Measure project if they are doing both. Only in exceptional circumstances should such projects be submitted under Measure 1.4 where the ICT aspect is clearly secondary to support for innovation and more advanced applications through clusters, sectors or networks.

NB. The same points apply to innovation programmes, e.g. innovation awareness for SMEs, where this should now be mainstreamed in the same way as support for ICT/e-commerce developments.

4.2 Priority 2: People and Communities:

Linking the business support and social inclusion agendas is a key element of the Regional Economic Strategy and the SPD. In previous programmes many innovative ICT initiatives were hidden away within Community Economic Development (CED) programmes and their potential was not fully realised. Now these should be explicit and championed as a crucial element of engaging local communities in the regeneration process. At the same time access to ICTs must be an integral part of capacity building and project delivery at all levels. 

It is in Priority 2 that most of the work around the issue of “bridging the digital divide” needs to be focused. As well as submitting ICT projects to Measure 2.3 the use of ICT should be an essential part of applications to all of the other Measures within Priority 2 as well. Access to ICTs, for example, is about a lot more than having an ICT Learning Centre nearby. It is about developing relevant content that people want to use, about giving people the confidence to be producers as well as consumers of content and about developing community based networks that can act as facilitators and mentors to support community capacity building.

Project proposals should include within their business plans clear evidence of how they intend to use ICTs to enhance the skills of their users, staff and/or volunteers, to disseminate information about their activities more effectively and to improve their own capacity for managing the project. Applicants should also demonstrate some basic market research:

· what ICT projects are there already in the area which could be used and, if there’s a gap, how will the project address that?

· what is the demand for the project’s services and how does the project intend to use ICTs to help to meet that demand?

· are there barriers to using ICTs and, if so, what are these and how can the project develop its activities in ways which tackle these, e.g. the staff and/or the client group simply don’t have the ICT skills required and so the project will develop a mentoring scheme with a local ICT initiative which will help it build up the required capacity.

The key to success is for projects to be imaginative and ensure that they really have taken a close look at how they can use existing capacity to cut corners and costs and add value to what has gone before.

4.3 Priority 3: Strategic Regional Investment:

Here the emphasis should be on making sure that ICT facilities and services are neither a ‘hidden extra’ nor an ‘expensive luxury’ but rather a key component part of every building and every piece of land developed. This means that if there is a “strategic” focus on Economic Development Zones then each zone must have an ICT Strategy in place, which covers:

· how access will be developed and maintained to an advanced and sustainable ICT infrastructure;

· how links will be made between the zone and the expertise required to support and develop that ICT infrastructure further, e.g. with the FE/HE sector;

· how employment opportunities within the zone will be linked to pathways and capacity building activities that will enhance the ICT skill base.

In practice this means that all building developments within the zone, for example, should include the appropriate ICT cabling being built into the fabric of the building, links into ICT cable and/or wireless networks to enable the most advanced services to be available on a cost-effective basis, ICT networking links with their local FE and/or HE institution/s and, if possible, links with local community based ICT initiatives.

Again projects should be encouraged to add value to existing initiatives and project business plans should demonstrate that applicants are addressing the points made above, e.g. they have evidence from telecom and service providers about the levels and costs of infrastructure and services available and how those are going to be accessed.

4.4 Overall Approaches

This approach will be central to the delivery of other mainstream services supported by the NWDA, Business LinkLocal Strategic Partnerships and other key regeneration agencies. Action Plan sponsors and Project applicants will be required to show, therefore, how their proposals for using the Structural Funds to support information society activity will complement, add value to and provide additionality for such services. Similarly sponsors and applicants must demonstrate how they are, or will be, engaging with these providers to ensure that there is a joined up approach to service delivery at all levels.

This will be an essential part of the Appraisal and Scoring process. Starting with the Gateway Criteria attention must be given to:

1. Ensuring that all projects are using the Web to make information on project activities available in order to increase awareness and disseminate good practice and that proposed project activities include the use of ICTs to maximise the potential for using these to reach and work with the target beneficiary groups;

2. Ensuring that where projects are providing ICT advice, training or support the technologies covered are a recognised industry standard and provide the basis for progression onto more advanced systems and applications;

3. Mainstreaming ICT within all business support projects so that provision is made to promote awareness and uptake of ICTs amongst beneficiary SMEs at all levels of the project’s activities;

4. Ensuring that within capital projects provision is made for the appropriate ICT facilities and infrastructure as part of the core design of the project.

5. Contributing towards the objectives of the Information Society Priority:

Within the Measure level criteria specific attention will be given to the following:

Priority 1:

Measure 1.1:

· Support for new ICT-related start-ups and early life businesses;

· Encouragement for new ICT entrepreneurs.

Projects should demonstrate that they are drawing upon the experience of previous activities which have targeted new start-ups in the ICT/Internet/digital media sector and/or new start-ups with a strong emphasis on using ICT applications in other sectors. Evidence should be provided about what the project aims to do in terms of adding value to generic support for new start-ups. 

Questions to be addressed include:

· What is it about the ICT-related start-ups that makes them different from new start-ups generally?

· What is the specialist expertise that the project will provide to new ICT-related start-ups?

· How can the project encourage new ICT entrepreneurs, especially in the context of the volatile market in the technology sector generally?

· How does the proposed activity interface with existing sources of business support and  how does the proposed activity draw on the expertise of specialist sector or cluster networks?

Measure 1.2:

· Support for existing ICT related SMEs;

· Encouragement of the adoption of ICT amongst SMEs.

Projects should demonstrate that they are drawing upon the experience of previous activities that have supported existing ICT related SMEs and adding value to that, i.e. it is not just “more of the same” but a clear progression based on what has been learnt from previous activities. The context should be set for why projects intend to encourage the adoption of ICT amongst SMEs. In the period from 2000 the ICT market place has changed, and will continue to change, dramatically. Projects should demonstrate how they are keeping up to date with developments and how they are using market intelligence to track the ‘state-of-the-art’ and ensure that SMEs are being given the most appropriate advice and support. Questions to be addressed include:

· How will the project ensure that there is a real demand for the ICT related services it intends to provide to SMEs?

· How will the project keep up to date with market developments and ensure that SMEs receive advice and support that is most appropriate to their needs?

· How does the proposed activity interface with existing sources of business support and, how does the proposed activity draw on the expertise of specialist sector or cluster networks?

Measure 1.3

· Support for schemes, which target ICT businesses facing finance constraints.

As the various regional venture capital initiatives take shape a central theme will be support for growth sectors including the ICT/Internet/digital media sector. Here it is likely that the most important issue will continue to be the volatility of the market within which the sector operates. Projects will need to demonstrate that they are using robust market research and business planning methodologies to ensure that businesses supported are viable and sustainable. Projects should also demonstrate their knowledge and understanding of the needs of the sector in the region. The North West has certain specialist strengths in ICT and digital media and projects need to show that they are using market intelligence to target support at ICT businesses that either add value to existing market concentration or fill a market gap, which can be clearly identified.

Measure 1.4

· Support for advanced ICT-related networks and clusters;

· Support for schemes, which target ICT-related innovation/advanced e-business applications.

This is the measure where the ICT aspect needs to be seen as secondary to support for innovation and more advanced applications through clusters, sectors or networks. The first test for any project submitting to this measure is very simple:

· Is the project primarily about extending SMEs uses of existing ICT applications, e.g. increasing awareness and take of e-commerce?

If so then the project should be submitting its application to Measure 1.2 and not 1.4. Projects should demonstrate that the proposed activity builds upon the experience of existing ICT-related networks.. At the very least projects should demonstrate that they are aware of such networks and that their market research draws upon their experience, e.g. as taken from their publications, on-line dissemination, events etc. Other questions to be addressed include:

· How is the project keeping up with the ‘state-of-the-art’ of developments in advanced ICT related applications?

· How will the project use that intelligence to ensure that the sectors/clusters/networks supported can make the best use of that?

· How will the project ensure that the networking activity supported makes the best use of advanced ICT applications?

· How does the proposed activity interface with existing sources of business support and how does the proposed activity draw on the expertise of existing specialist sector or cluster networks?

Measure 1.5

· Support for the provision of premises geared to the requirements of new and established ICT businesses.

The development of premises needs to ensure that ICT related infrastructures are central to the design process from the earliest stages. As highlighted in terms of Priority 3 schemes, see above, the emphasis should be on making sure that ICT facilities and services are neither a ‘hidden extra’ nor an ‘expensive luxury’ but rather a key component part of building developed. Questions to be addressed include:

· Is the building to be developed part of a development site and, if so, is there an adequate ICT infrastructure being developed within the site to which the building can be easily and cost-effectively connected?

· Will the premises have an adequate cable infrastructure should that businesses can have access to full ‘plug and play’ capacity – i.e. can they simply ‘plug in’ their ICT facilities and secure the telecoms bandwidth that they require?

· Will the ICT infrastructure and facilities link to adequate ICT related business support services and, if so, how?

Priority 2:

Measure 2.1

· Support for ICT related community enterprises.

Projects should ensure that the social economy is properly ICT enabled at all levels. On the one hand a community enterprise model for ICT related activities should be actively promoted, drawing on lessons from good practice examples in the region – e.g. various computer recycling projects and employee cooperatives in the Internet sector such as the phone co-op. At the same time all forms of community enterprise should have access to the same standard of ICT related business support services as any SME. Projects should demonstrate their commitment to support community enterprises in developing the capacity to use ICT not only in terms of access to existing applications and content but also in terms of becoming producers of content and applications. Most areas eligible for support under Priority 2 have community based ICT initiatives and projects should demonstrate that they are aware of such local provision and how they intend to use it to support capacity building for local community enterprises.

Measure 2.2

· Support for capacity building which increases community ICT awareness and participation;

· Encourages use of ICT to overcome barriers to learning and participation;

· Support for ICT awareness raising initiatives in communities in need.

The key issues here are that projects: 

a) build upon existing experience and expertise through links with existing community based ICT initiatives;

b) demonstrate that they are going beyond simply securing access to existing ICT services and are capable of creating a culture whereby users have the capacity to be producers as well as consumers of content and applications.

Clearly where there are gaps in the provision of community based ICT initiatives projects should demonstrate that, i.e. from local surveys etc., and outline how they intend to fill those gaps.

Measure 2.3

· Encouragement of local community involvement in the design and delivery of ICT services.

This measure is a dedicated resource to tackle the digital divide and to provide the opportunity for a local partnership approach to developing viable and sustainable ICT initiatives. The first test is to ensure that the ICT initiatives proposed under this measure are part of a strategic approach to networking which should include:

· pulling together all existing ICT related initiatives;

· pooling and sharing knowledge, expertise and resources;

· developing a strong local delivery partnership;

· identifying and tackling gaps in provision, both in terms of geography and socially excluded groups.

This means that this measure must not become a ‘dumping ground’ for every ICT related project. Consequently any ICT related project must check to see if its activity would be more appropriate to one or more of the other Priority 2 Measures. For example if a project was going to:

a) provide ICT support for community enterprises it should go to Measure 2.1;

b) support a community e-learning project it should go to Measure 2.2 or 2.5;

c) develop an ICT based application to support investment it should go to Measure 2.4;

d) provide ICT based support for increasing community participation it should go to Measure 2.5.

Projects seeking support under Measure 2.3 should clearly demonstrate how they contribute to ‘joined up’ thinking and action by taking a strategic approach with a local partnership which will work to link up and network all existing ICT related initiatives in any given area.

Measure 2.4

· Encouragement of the use of ICT services and facilities to help encourage investment and to improve image.

There are a wide range of ICT related applications, which can help to encourage investment and improve the image of an area. Web based promotion and marketing, on-line contact databases for local SMEs and agencies which can support local sourcing and supply chain initiatives and the use of Web based technologies to improve community safety, e.g. Web-cam security systems and community portals with crime reporting facilities. Projects need to demonstrate that they are drawing upon good practice from existing ICT related initiatives, whether locally, regionally or nationally, and that they are really adding value to what is there already whether it is ICT related or not.

Measure 2.5

· Encouragement of the use of ICT-related delivery methods for training;

· Encouragement of the use of ICT to facilitate community engagement and participation.

The key issues here, as with Measure 2.2, are that projects: 

a) build upon existing experience and expertise through links with existing community based ICT initiatives;

b) demonstrate that they are going beyond simply securing access to existing ICT services and are capable of creating a culture whereby users have the capacity to be producers as well as consumers of content and applications.

Clearly where there are gaps in the provision of community based ICT initiatives projects should demonstrate that, i.e. from local surveys etc., and outline how they intend to fill those gaps.

Priority 3:

Measure 3.1

· Support for the provision of premises geared to the requirements of ICT-related businesses;

· Support for the provision of ICT services to help embed strategic investment.

As with Measure 1.5, the development of premises needs to ensure that ICT related infrastructures are central to the design process from the earliest stages with an emphasis on making sure that ICT facilities and services are neither a ‘hidden extra’ nor an ‘expensive luxury’ but rather a key component part of building developed. Questions to be addressed include:

· Is the building to be developed part of a development site and, if so, is there an adequate ICT infrastructure being developed within the site to which the building can be easily and cost-effectively connected?

· Will the premises have an adequate cable infrastructure so that businesses can have access to full ‘plug and play’ capacity – i.e. can they simply ‘plug in’ their ICT facilities and secure the telecoms bandwidth that they require?

· Will the ICT infrastructure and facilities link to adequate ICT related business support services and, if so, how?

There are a wide range of ICT related applications which can help to embed strategic investment including:

· Using Web based promotion and marketing techniques; 

· Developing on-line contact databases for local SMEs and agencies which can support local sourcing and supply chain initiatives linked to wider initiatives associated with the Economic Development Zones;

Projects need to demonstrate that they are drawing upon good practice from existing ICT related initiatives, whether locally, regionally or nationally, and that they are really adding value to what is there already whether it is ICT related or not.

Measure 3.2

· Encouragement of the use of ICT to develop innovative ways of exploiting natural, cultural and heritage assets.

Similar points can be made here to those relating to Measure 3.1 in terms of  ICT related applications which can support promotion and marketing through Web marketing, on-line databases of facilities, transactional systems which enable services to be ordered on-line such as accommodation, event ticketing etc. Projects should be able to demonstrate that their activities will have a competitive edge through the use of ICT applications and that they are being innovative through more imaginative uses of new technologies. Once again projects need to demonstrate that they are drawing upon good practice from existing ICT related initiatives, whether locally, regionally or nationally, and that they are really adding value to what is there already whether it is ICT related or not.

Measure 3.3

· Support for the development of ICT-based information services to improve access by communities in need of EDZ employment.

Projects need to demonstrate that ICT related applications are a central part of their activities and services. Such applications are now readily available as are sources of advice and technical support. Projects should demonstrate their commitment to using ICT related services and show how these draw upon good practice and add value to the range of services and facilities being provided. 

6. Monitoring and evaluation

The SPD identifies the key baseline data that regional partners will be using as the basis for analysing the region’s progress towards achieving the aims and objectives established for the Information Society Priority. It is clear, however, that many data sets do not yet exist in a form, which make them readily accessible. On this basis Action Plan sponsors and Project applicants should identify the processes which they intend to use to build up new and complementary data sets, as well as the proposed methodologies to be used to evaluate these data sets, so that progress towards output targets can be monitored on a year by year basis throughout the duration of the programme. 

The starting point for data gathering at a project level should be an analysis of the current take up levels of ICT applications/services by the proposed beneficiaries of the project. If possible this should include comparable data from the market research that informs the project business plan. Where this is not possible the market research should clearly demonstrate the demand for the project and what data sets are required by the project at its starting point. This should then be reflected in the project’s work programme with data gathering and analysis activity during the first stage of the project. All projects must demonstrate that they have a rigorous methodology in place for updating the required data sets and for ensuring that comparative year on year evaluation will be undertaken.

Projects must also ensure that they have the capacity to disseminate information about project activities on the Web in order to maximise project visibility, accessibility and transparency. The standard monitoring activities of Action Plan Partnerships and GONW will be complemented by on-line monitoring, and the projects will be expected to demonstrate their progress towards their targets and milestones through reports published on their websites. 

7. Achieving Targets for Outputs, Results and Impacts

The SPD lists a baseline set of targets for outputs, results and impacts. These form the starting point for monitoring and evaluating progress in terms if the Information Society Priority and this guidance aims to provide some additional pointers of how these can be achieved by applicants.

7.1 New business start-ups:

In spite of market volatility the ICT/Internet/digital media sector remains a key success factor for the North West region. There are a wide range of factors, which underpin entrepreneurship in the region and resultant new business formation in this sector. The availability of relevant business support, networking opportunities, market intelligence, premises and finance are particularly important. The aim of the Information Society Priority on this point is to get projects to think more about targeting ICT related entrepreneurs and ensuring that the specialist needs of this sector are met, e.g. through more effective mentoring schemes, better access to sourcing and supply chain initiatives, more emphasis on networking opportunities etc.

Projects should demonstrate how they are going to target business start-ups in this sector and contribute to the regional target of 10% of all start-ups being Internet/e-commerce based or at least related to the ICT sector in a fundamental way. In some cases projects supporting start-ups will be aiming to achieve much higher percentages of their outputs being in this sector. In other cases projects will need to develop specialist provision to support this sector during their project’s lifetime. Similarly the commitment to ensuring that 75% of new businesses will use e-commerce solutions should be supported by all projects, especially as it is increasingly unlikely that most business start-ups will remain viable if they are not using e-commerce solutions.

Essentially applicants should demonstrate that they are committed to working towards achieving this output target even if this is on the basis of a commitment to draw upon other organisations’ specialist knowledge once the project is up and running. 

7.2 Assisting existing SMEs:

Output targets in this area are based on achieving a situation where the majority, i.e. 50% plus, of SMEs are able to enhance and upgrade their ICT systems while most, i.e. 75% plus, are able to diversify through using e-commerce and other ICT applications. The key to achieving this is for projects to ensure that they build into their monitoring systems the collection of baseline data, i.e. on what the SMEs they work with currently do in terms of ICT systems and services, including e-commerce. This data needs to be updated and analysed regularly during the course of the project and a proactive commitment made by the project to provide the required support to SMEs to enhance their ICT capacity on an ongoing basis.

Local experience and expertiseshould be used to complement the project’s own efforts and regional networks will also be a valuable source of advice and good practice examples.

7.3 Venture capital:

Access to finance in the ICT sector is an even more important issue now due to the volatile nature of the market and the reluctance of existing funds to take risks with this sector. It is still the case that the North West region continues to be a successful growth area for ICT related start ups. In order to sustain that growth investment finance projects need to ensure that they have the expertise available to advise on the ‘state-of-the-art’ relating to the ICT sector and are able to deploy that effectively. At the same time they need to ensure that their monitoring and evaluation systems are geared up to identifying which users are e-commerce/e-business related ventures. Projects can then demonstrate how they will develop an ongoing process for providing targeted aftercare support that will help to ensure the viability and sustainability of these businesses.

7.4 Sectors, clusters and networks:

Business networking is an increasingly important factor in the innovation process. In the North West a number of priority sectors and clusters have been identified by the Regional Economic Strategy and this list is being evaluated and updated on a continuous basis. This enables innovation and specialist business support agencies to target their provision in line with agreed priorities. In terms of the Information Society Priority the  digital/media sectors are both  priority growth sectors in their own right plus important contributors to economic growth and sustainability across all sectors. This means that there are two related approaches to the successful delivery of output targets in this area and projects should demonstrate:

a) how their activity contributes to further growth in the ICT/Internet/digital media sector;

b) ways in which their activity will contribute to other sectors, clusters and networks using more advanced ICT applications.

7.5 Social inclusion:

Across the whole of Priority 2 the aim of the Information Society Priority is to create a dynamic link between the use of ICTs by SMEs and the ability of the wider community to have the capacity to understand and use ICTs in order to get better access to employment and training opportunities. The starting point for this is that the majority of projects, i.e. 50% plus, will be using ICTs in new and imaginative ways in order to enhance their ability to deliver on all of the other output targets. Most areas of the region now have local ICT based community initiatives which can support this. Consequently all projects supported under Priority 2 must demonstrate a commitment to using ICTs to support their work and show how they intend to link up with local ICT initiatives. 

7.6 Strategic regional investment:

ICTs are now an essential building block of any strategic infrastructure and Priority 3 projects must demonstrate a recognition of this. All Economic Development Zones and all projects within the zones will be expected to include:

a) the development and/or enhancement of the appropriate ICT infrastructures in all buildings and sites;

b) linked business support services bringing in the expertise required to support the use of ICT services and applications, including from the sector and cluster networks and from FE/HE;

c) ways of linking employment opportunities within the zones and the ICT related capacity building and skills development work being supported under other measures.

The output targets are based on the commitment that the majority of projects, i.e. 50% plus, will provide ICT facilities and services and that a larger majority of projects, i.e. 75% plus, will be able to use ICT applications to enhance employment opportunities. The key to delivering this is having, or creating, good baseline data on the scale and scope of current ICT provision and then having a robust monitoring and evaluation system for ongoing analysis and reporting.

7.7 Innovation and the North West as a leading ‘e-Region’:

In addition to the specific output targets relating to each measure the Information Society Priority also has a much broader overriding objective, which is to link together the regional commitment to building a sustainable knowledge based economy with the creation of a digital culture accessible to everyone and underpinned by enterprise and innovation. 

This is reflected in the targets for results and impacts that are aimed at making the North West one of Europe’s leading “e-Regions”. These can be grouped together as follows:

a) ensuring that projects can demonstrate that an important part of achieving their job creation and other economic targets is directly attributable to ICT related business development;

b) increasing the capacity of SMEs supported by projects to use ICTs generally, and the more innovative applications specifically, with the result that more SMEs are trading on-line, involved in e-commerce and using new applications to increase their competitiveness than when the projects started;

c) developing both a quantitative and qualitative increase in the facilities available to SMEs and the wider community where they can learn about ICTs, increase their capacity to use them and even start to become active producers of applications and services;

d) demonstrating a direct impact on equal opportunities with a demonstrable increase in the number of ICT related businesses and social economy enterprises which are owned by women and/or which are a direct result of activity by women and organisations representing women or are addressing ethnicity and disability issues.

e) demonstrating a direct contribution to sustainable development where projects use ICTs to support flexible working, more efficient uses of energy, reductions in the use of non-renewable resources, improved waste management and effective recycling especially of ICT related products.

This means that both Action Plans and individual projects should show that they have a commitment to delivering to this broader Information Society agenda. Projects will be encouraged to be proactive and imaginative in setting their targets relating to the Information Society Priority and in achieving them. Projects are not expected to have “all of the answers” at application stage but rather to demonstrate a clear commitment to the process, which is outlined above. It is hoped that this will lead not only to more innovative approaches to delivering to the Information Society agenda but also to improved networking and knowledge management generally which will help to deliver the targets.
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