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availability of numerous specialized suppliers of 
raw materials and equipment. The use of local 
suppliers reduces the size of the necessary material 
supplies, removes the expenses for import and 
overall leads to the reduction of the company's 
costs. Proximity to suppliers leads to improved 
communications and increases the quality of given 
additional services such as commissioning and 
maintenance.

In many cases clusters improve the reputation of 
a region, which acts as a prerequisite for consumers 
to once again turn to a company which is located 
there. Cluster members also gain a profit from joint 
marketing initiatives such as commercial fairs, trade 
magazines, etc.

In many cases government and/or other public 
institutions also invest in the development of 
transport and technical infrastructure, as well as in 
various educational programs, which is a 
prerequisite for developing firms' competitiveness. 
Investments are made not only by public 
institutions. Very often the companies which are 
part of the cluster invest in the conduction of various 
programs for training employees, building quality 
centers, building laboratories, etc.

Clusters play an important role in the 
development of the innovation process in 
companies. Interaction between companies, within 
the cluster, allows them to receive timely 
information for the future development of 
technology, specific services, etc. In addition, there 
are opportunities available for quick reactions – 
companies within a cluster can more easily identify 
what is necessary for the realization of the 
innovation process. Close interaction with local 
suppliers and partners in regards to the innovation 
process ensures better similarity with customers' 
requirements.

All of these advantages create prerequisites for 
the development of many new companies in regions 
where there are functioning clusters. There may 
well be substantial advantages for the new 
entrepreneur in setting up in an established cluster, 
and concomitant disadvantages in not locating in 
such environment (Kuah, 2002). New suppliers 
have a solid basis for development because of the 
strongly concentrated customer base of numerous 
companies situated in one region. Within one cluster 
several branches which use similar raw materials 
and equipment can be developed, which expands 
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Introduction:
Clusters are a striking feature of almost every 

modern national and regional economy. This 
conclusion applies fully to economically developed 
nations. Clusters are formed in various branches of 
economy like textile manufacturing in Northern 
Italy, steel production in Pittsburgh, ship building in 
Glasgow, financial services in London, etc. The 
issue of clusters is nothing new to economic 
science, since it has attracted researchers' attention 
for the better part of the last century. In recent years 
it has become increasingly topical in the EU's 
agenda as well.

1. Definition and Role of Clusters
Clusters can be defined as geographical 

concentrations of interconnected companies and 
institutions in a particular field (Porter, 1998). They 
can include suppliers of different components, 
machines, facilities, services and specialized 
infrastructure. Clusters are often expanded in the 
direction of manufacturers of complementary 
products and companies and industries linked by 
common technology, resources etc. In addition, they 
can also include different institutions such as 
universities, commercial associations, etc., which 
give specialized education, research-and-
development activity and technical support.

As par t  of  a  c lus ter,  companies  face 
prerequisites for improving their activity through 
access to specialized resources, information, 
technology and through coordination with related 
companies in the field. Within the cluster companies 
have access to employees with specialized 
knowledge and the necessary work skills. On the 
other hand, clusters also act as an attractive force for 
many new, talented employees from other regions.

Companies can gain benefits from the 

BULGARIEN JOURNAL OF 
BUSINESS RESEARCH



14

dimension of the practiced policy in relation to 
clusters is linked to the creation of prerequisites for 
joint investments by different members of the 
cluster, which the majority of companies will use. 
Examples of this are investments in university 
research centers, research laboratories, etc.

Cluster-based policies, unlike sectoral or 
industrial policies, should be neutral with regard to 
industry or type of economic activity (Porter, 2007). 
Public authorities should practice a policy which 
will stimulate the development and increase of the 
efficiency of companies functioning in every single 
cluster.

3. Studying the European Union`s Cluster 
Policy. Concepts and Main Characteristics

Over the past two decades EU has aimed its 
efforts towards building a knowledge-based and 
innovations driven economy, towards encouraging 
a more sustainable and competitive economy. 
Clusters and their development take center stage 
both in the EU's industrial policy and in the regional 
policy and scientific research.

The Council conclusions on a broad-based 
innovation strategy from December 4 2016 point 
out that efficient support for innovation is an 
integral part of the Lisbon Process thus joint action 
is required at European level (Council conclusions, 
2006). The document outlines nine strategic 
priorities about increasing innovation on a 
European level. It is emphasized that clustering can 
be an effective means to strengthen regional 
innovation by combining competences of industry, 
research and public authorities. Clusters can be 
reinforced through cross-border dialogue and by 
sharing of information regarding the most 
appropriate tools, measures and experiences.

The European Commission's communication 
from 2008 titled "Towards world-class clusters in 
the European Union: Implementing the broad-based 
innovation strategy" points out that clusters are 
predominantly a market-driven phenomenon. 
Successful clusters emerge spontaneously as a 
result of natural competitive advantages or the 
action of market forces. Despite that, there is an 
increasing number of cases where long-term public 
policies and initiatives of enterprises, universities 
and scientific organizations have aided the creation 
of strong clusters. The document displays that "the 
Community's role is to facilitate and add to such 

the customer base of individual suppliers. Clusters 
create prerequisites for the development of new 
businesses and because of the availability of many 
prepared specialists who are familiar with the 
specifics of the industries being developed. On the 
other hand, local financial institutions require a 
lower price for the capital loaned by newly formed 
companies because of the fact that they are already 
familiar with the business activities within the 
cluster.

2. The Role of Public Policy in Cluster 
Development

Clusters emerge spontaneously based on market 
forces (Porter, 2007). The process of forming and 
developing clusters follows its natural course 
following the formation of new firms, the 
development of suppliers, the investment in 
infrastructure, the amassment of specialized 
information and the location of production powers 
by established firms operating in other regions. The 
natural  course of cluster  emergence and 
development poses the question of what kind of 
public policy they need.

Clusters exercise significant influence over 
companies in an individual region and they also 
create various benefits for the local population. 
From this point of view, a public policy that will 
guarantee the necessary rules for the development 
of a productive business, the creation of stimuli, 
mechanisms and initiatives for improving the 
efficiency with which separate companies function 
is required.

One of the significant roles of authorities 
(national and local) is the collection of a database 
for the availability and specifics of separate clusters. 
It has to include information about the structure of 
the clusters, their members, characteristics and the 
employment. Such a database would allow the 
public practices, policies and investments to be in 
accordance with the necessity and specifics of the 
business in every single individual region, which 
itself will make them more effective.

Another significant role of the public authorities 
is to exercise close dialogue with commercial 
associations and cluster representatives. This will 
help to identify the problems that business 
development faces at a local level and will amass 
information about the weaknesses of the policy that 
public authorities put into practice. Another 
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efforts, notably by improving the framework 
conditions, promoting research and education 
excellence and entrepreneurship, fostering better 
linkages between industry (especially small and 
medium enterprises) and research, and encouraging 
mutual policy learning and cluster cooperation 
across the EU.

The necessity for a more active role on the part 
of the Community is determined by the significant 
market fragmentation, the weak links between 
science and industry and the unfavorable level of 
cooperation within the European Union. These 
problems are the reason why clusters in the EU do 
not always have the necessary critical mass and 
innovation capacity to successfully compete 
globally.

The Commission's most significant role in 
supporting the clusters is complementing regional 
and national policies in the creation of a suitable 
business environment, by removing trade and 
mobility barriers within the EU. This will create 
conditions for a more significant transnational 
cooperation and mobility of investments, scientific 
studies and highly educated people – the 
prerequisite for the development of stronger 
clusters. The document indicates that the EU's 
future efforts will be aimed at improving cluster 
policies ,  foster ing  t rans-national  cluster 
cooperation, promoting excellence of cluster 
organisations, improving the integration of 
innovative small and medium enterprises into 
clusters.

The necessity for cluster development is also 
confirmed in a European Commission document 
titled "For a European Industrial Renaissance". It 
indicates the difficulties for investments and 
innovations, export and integration in global value 
chains as the main obstacles for the development of 
small and medium enterprises in Europe. The result 
of these facts is a negative effect on the 
competitiveness of enterprises.

The document states that the potential of clusters 
to create favourable innovation ecosystems for 
mutually reinforcing groups of SMEs needs to be 
better exploited as a means of promoting growth. 
The European Commission will support small and 
medium enterprises wishing to be integrated in 
world-class clusters; the support will not be limited 
solely to industrial sectors – actions will be taken 
that will be aimed at facilitating cross-sectorial and 

cross-border collaboration and innovation.

4. Research of the Tools that EU Employs in 
Support of Cluster Development: Essence and 
Types of Tools

In response to the growing necessity for a more 
active role on the part of the Community in cluster 
support, the EU has begun to use a number of tools 
for the stimulation and development of clusters. 
Financial instruments for the support of potential 
beneficiaries whose activity is aimed at cluster 
development have been used since the end of the last 
century. In the early 1980s public authorities in the 
member  s ta tes  tha t  dea l  wi th  economic 
development use the EU's cohesion tools for cluster 
development as part of the realization of their 
innovation strategies. Since then the size of the 
financial support for the development of 
innovations and the development of innovative 
clusters has constantly been increasing.

Aside from financial support, in recent years the 
EU has also concentrated its efforts on developing 
new, non-financial tools for aiding the clusters' 
activity and facilitating the participation of small 
and medium enterprises in innovative clusters. 
These tools help stimulate mutual exchange of 
information, sharing of good practices, joint 
development of mutual plans, etc.

The primary goal of EU is the management and 
coordination of individual tools in a way that will 
lead to synergetic effect. Their implementation 
should lead to the accomplishment of EU's strategic 
goals and at the same time to be synchronized with 
the national and regional initiatives for cluster 
support.

4.1 The EU`s Direct, Financial tools for 
Supporting Cluster Development

The EU's primary tool for supporting cluster 
development for the 2007-2013 period is the 
Seventh Framework Programme for research and 
technological development. The Programme's 
budget amounts to 50 billion euro, with the sum 
being larger by over 60% compared to the resources 
intended for its predecessor – the Sixth Framework 
Programme.

The Seventh Framework Programme is divided 
into five programmes: "Cooperation", "Ideas", 
"People", "Capacities" и "Nuclear research". 
Within the "Capacities" programme the "Regions of 
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Knowledge" priority axis has been accepted. One of 
the main goals for "Regions of Knowledge" is to 
strengthen the research and the innovation potential 
of European regions by supporting the development 
of research-driven clusters involving universities, 
research centers, companies and regional 
authorities and supporting their cooperation. Over 
120 million euro have been granted for the 
necessities of the priority axis.

Among the main results of the realization of the 
Seventh framework programme are: the formation 
of new, long-term relationships between clusters at 
a European level, larger knowledge transfer flows 
between research organizations and business, 
improvement of the strategic vision in the area of 
clusters, access to new knowledge and skills for 
managers, etc.

Another tool through which European resources 
are aimed at clusters is the Competitiveness and 
Innovation Framework Programme. It is created 
to contribute to the competitiveness and innovative 
capacity of the Community as an advanced 
knowledge society, with sustainable development 
based on robust economic growth and a highly 
competitive social market economy with a high 
level of protection and improvement of the quality 
of the environment (Decision No 1639/2006/EC ). It 
is expected that the Competitiveness and Innovation 
Framework Programme will complement the 
Seventh Framework Programme in the field of 
innovations, with its financial framework for the 
2007-2013 period amounting to over 3 600 million 
euro.

The main goals of the Competitiveness and 
Innovation Framework Programme are:

3 to foster the competitiveness of enterprises, in 
particular of SMEs;

3 to promote all forms of innovation including 
ecoinnovation;

3 to accelerate the development of a sustainable, 
competitive, innovative and inclusive information 
society; 

3 to promote energy efficiency and new and 
renewable energy sources in all sectors, including 
transport.

It is expected that the goals of the framework 
programme will be accomplished through the 
execution of three different programmes: 
Entrepreneurship and Innovation, Information 
Communication Technologies Policy Support and 

Intelligent Energy Europe. Cluster initiatives are 
financed within the specific Entrepreneurship and 
Innovation Programme (activities related to 
innovations and eco-innovations) and the 
Information Communication Technologies Policy 
Support Programme.

In 2014 the European Commission started the 
Horizon 2020 programme. This programme is an 
effort to unite in one place the financing of research 
and innovation activities in the EU throughout the 
next programme period (2014-2020). Article 20 of 
Horizon 2020 and Article 37 of the Rules for 
Participation encourage the synergy effect between 
Horizon 2020 and European Structural and 
Investment Funds.

The budget of Horizon 2020 amounts to almost 
80 billion euro, which will be available for a period 
of 7 years (between 2014 and 2020). The 
programme outlines three main priorities: Excellent 
science, Industrial leadership and Societal 
challenges. It is also expected that the program will 
encourage cross-border and cross-sectoral 
collaboration, innovation and entrepreneurship 
across different regions (Horizon 2020). It is 
expected that the coordination will be carried out by 
different cluster organizations, through the 
combination of different resources, tools and 
instruments.

4.2 Non-financial Instruments of the EU for 
Supporting Cluster Development

The European Cluster Observatory
The European Cluster Observatory was founded 

in June 2007 and it grants access to the richest 
statistical information, analysis and mapping of 
clusters and cluster policies in Europe. The ultimate 
objective of the Observatory is to help member 
states and regions in designing smart specialisation 
and cluster strategies to assist companies in 
developing new, globally competitive advantages in 
emerging industries through clusters, and in this 
way strengthen the role of cluster policies for the 
rejuvenation of Europe's industry as part of the 
Europe 2020 Strategy (European Cluster Trends, 
2015)

In order to achieve the aforementioned goal, the 
European Cluster Observatory provides the 
following services:

3 Providing an update and enrichment of the 
statistical mapping of clusters in Europe, supplying 
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information, maps and lists of clusters, research 
parks and other types of organizations, maintaining 
a library for various documents related to clusters;

3 Setting out strengths and weaknesses of 
regional and national eco-systems for clusters, 
supplying data for regional competitiveness, 
clarifying the conditions for cluster development in 
separate regions;

3 Analysing cross-sectoral clustering trends, 
cluster internationalisation and global trends in 
industrial transformations and providing an analysis 
of industrial and cluster opportunities;

3 Developing a means of conducting a stress 
test for cluster policy. The stress test will ensure a 
preliminary analysis to determine whether cluster 
policies are aimed at improving the conditions and 
whether they support inter-sectorial cooperation;

3 Presenting modern cluster policy practice 
based on the policy lessons from related initiatives 
in the area of emerging industries;

3 Organizing conferences to strengthen high-
level policy dialogue and sharing novelties in regard 
to clusters.

European Cluster Alliance
The European Cluster Alliance was formed in 

2008 and it is an open platform for carrying out 
constant dialogue on a European level regarding the 
development of cluster policies. The main 
participants in the initiative are: national and 
regional structures such as ministries and agencies, 
which deal with designing and managing programs 
for innovations and cluster support; transnational 
networks between clusters; international/national 
cluster associations.

The main objectives of the European Cluster 
Alliance are:

3 to share the experience gained so far in 
cluster policies by public authorities at national and 
regional level in order to fine-tune existing, or 
develop new and better cluster policies in the future;

3 to go beyond the identification of good 
cluster policies and to facilitate a true policy 
dialogue between those who wish to jointly advance 
the European cluster agenda in areas of common 
interest;

3 to become the single place at EU level for 
elaborating and exchanging new ideas and practical 
tools, new funding initiatives for improving cluster 
policies in Europe and for fostering European 

cooperation at policy level;
3 to raise the level of excellence and efficiency 

of cluster policies in Europe which will result in the 
creation of more competitive world-class clusters in 
Europe.

The European Cluster Excellence Initiative
The main aim of the European Cluster 

Excellence Initiative is to create a benchmarking 
methodology through which cluster organizations 
to improve their management process. In addition, 
the initiative creates training materials with the 
purpose of cooperating with cluster managers to 
improve their own managerial capability. Within 
the European Cluster Excellence Initiative a set of 
indicators has been created for managing cluster 
qualities and a system has been developed for 
classifying the quality of professional cluster 
management.

European Cluster Policy Group
In October 2008 the European Commission 

undertook the initiative to form a European Cluster 
Policy Group. The Group's primary goal is to 
counsel the Commission and the member-states 
regarding their support for the development of more 
world-class clusters in EU. On September 30 2010 
the group presented its final report (European 
cluster policy group, Final recommendations - a call 
for policy action). In essence, the document has 
been divided into two main sections.

The first section presents three principles upon 
which the cluster programmes of the European 
Commission and the member states in the following 
period is based. They are: cluster programmes need 
to be leveraged with vigorous efforts to strenghten 
framework conditions; public support for cluster 
programmes needs to be based on clusters` ability 
and willingness to upgrade in the face of global 
competition; cluster programmes need to be 
delivered in an integrated policy framework with 
clearly assigned roles and responsibilities for the 
Commission and EU Member States.

The second section of the report outlines eight 
actions which are necessary for converting these 
principles into practice. They are in accordance with 
the Europe 2020 strategy; they aim to contribute to 
the conversion of EU policy regarding clusters into 
a fundamental element of European industrial 
policy. The outlined actions are:
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3 align funding priorities in the EU budget 
with competitiveness;

3 enhance cluster-related framework 
conditions;

3 review current profile of funding recipients 
at EU and Member State levels;

3 encourage better cluster programmes at the 
EU Member State level;

3 streamline EU funding for clusters by 
creating a unified set of administrative procedures;

3 i m p r o v e  c o o r d i n a t i o n  o f  c l u s t e r 
programmes across Dgs;

3 institutionalise the provision of the cluster 
knowledge/data base;

3 enhance European platforms for cluster 
collaboration.

Conclusion:
Clusters are an important element in modern 

market economy. They are an important stimulus 
for the development of competitiveness. The 
development of integration processes in the EU 
imposes a more active role of the Union in regards to 
cluster support. In response to the indicated 
necessity, the EU has begun to use a number of tools 
for stimulating cluster development. The applied 
initiatives are an important tool that EU leaders have 
to continue to use. But in addition to that, it is 
necessary to undertake the necessary steps towards 
further developing and perfecting the applied 
initiatives. They should be examined as part of the 
common European policy regarding clusters.

The future prosperity of the EU's policy 
regarding c lusters  depends on the  c lear 
differentiation of the tasks and responsibilities both 
on a EU level and on a member state level. In 
addition to the development of cluster policies, the 
EU also has to be active in regards to clusters 
spreading over the territory of several states, as well 
as the necessity for using a common infrastructure. 
The member states have to be active in regards to the 
pursued policy on a national level, accounting for 
the specific national peculiarities of the business 
environment and individual clusters.
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