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During last decades there has been an incredible rise of interest for the role of R&D activities for territorial 
development. The large debate on ‘innovative milieu’, ‘regional systems of innovations’ and ‘territorial 
innovation models’ has clearly identified the territorial basis of knowledge enhancing innovation, and then 
economic competitiveness. This debate has largely influenced policy makers and the so-called EU ‘Lisbon 
Agenda’ can be considered the main milestone. Nonetheless, this debate has mainly focused on 
technological and market-led aspects of knowledge; whereas, other aspects have been under-investigated 
such as the geographical distribution of research activities and how these ‘supply’ the research-side of R&D 
activities. 

In this perspective, the study of research projects funded by the EU Framework Programmes (FP) has 
provided the opportunity to investigate knowledge flows across Europe. Even though the FP cannot be 
considered an exhaustive source, the rationale of this policy is based on open calls for projects which are 
highly competitive and largely funded, at least in comparison to other research programmes in Europe. 
Therefore, the regional participation in FP projects can be considered as an indicator of the regional 
cognitive competitiveness, which is related but different from the economic competitiveness. 

The analysis of regional participation of FP projects offers the opportunity to map and identify general 
trends across Europe. This paper provides three main contributions. Firstly, general trends of regional 
participation in FP projects are analysed assuming a longer term and dynamic perspective during the last 
decade. An innovative contribution is the distinction by disciplines and the analysis of areas that have rarely 
considered such as environment, energy and transport research. Secondly, the research focus is on the 
Brussels region in comparison with other comparable ‘capital regions’ (e.g. Madrid, Stockholm, Berlin, 
Prague …). The objective is to test the hypothesis of a progressive regional polarisation of research 
capabilities in Europe. Thirdly, this progressive polarization is combined with the other major EU 
intervention for regions, the Structural Funds. These conflicting rationales determine an interesting 
perspective. While the EU is supporting lagging regions to develop (also) their R&D capabilities, the FP 
rationale funds the best research projects which are likely to come from most advanced regions. However, 
the FP has the implicit result of further reinforcing core regions with leading research institutes, and then 
determining a further polarization of development. 
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