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Productivity, Public Goods and Public Policy: agricultural biotechnology Potentials

BIOTECHNOLOGY INNOVATION SYSTEM IN ESTONIA: DOES THE AGRO-FOOD SECTOR MATTER?

Klaus Menrad

Fraunhofer Institute for Systems and Innovation Research, Karlsruhe, Germany
Estonia has undergone a tremendous change in the entire social life and economic system in recent ten years. Since its independency, the food-processing industry has been transformed from large-scale production units whose food production was mainly targeted to the Soviet Union market to a widely diversified industry branch with a high number of SMEs. These strong re-structuring efforts were accompanied by a significant decrease in employment in the food industry and strong international competition on the Estonian food market. In parallel the Estonian agricultural policy changed sharply since the beginning of the 1990s from a highly subsidised agricultural production to virtually unsubsidised production with a free price formation. As a result, employment in the sector decreased, as did the relative share of the added value of agricultural products in gross domestic product. 

In this context Estonia has started to develop a general framework for scientific research, commercial exploitation of  new scientific knowledge as well as industry-related R&D and innovation activities by publishing a national research and development strategy paper in 2001 ("Knowledge-based Estonia") in which biotechnology is defined as one of three technology key areas for future development. In addition, it is foreseen that public and in particular private investments in R&D and innovation activities will be substantially increased until 2006. Based on this general strategy, it is intended to establish a biotechnology programme in Estonia in the coming years. As a first step in this direction, the Ministry of Economic Affairs of Estonia initiated a study to analyse the national innovation system in biotechnology in this country.

For this purpose a methodological set was used, consisting of reviewing existing literature and reports, a questionnaire-based survey among companies, research institutions and service providers as well as personal interviews with more than 50 actors in Estonia belonging to the same target groups. In order to compare the Estonian situation in biotechnology with other countries, the biotechnology innovation system of several EU countries (like e. g. Germany, UK, Finland, Austria, Ireland), was analysed. In addition to available scientific literature and reports, specific indicators were created measuring the performance of the innovation systems. This information was used to benchmark the Estonian situation against those in the other European countries. 

The suggested paper will analyse the biotechnology innovation system in Estonia with a specific focus on agro-food biotechnology. This will include the science base in this field, industrial activities both in agro-food biotechnology as well as potential application industries, the regulatory framework, the financing situation and innovation support activities as well as other factors influencing innovations in agro-food biotechnology. In addition, the paper will briefly compare the Estonian situation with those of some selected EU countries. Finally, the paper derives conclusions for policy activities as well as further research needs.
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