
Province of Friesland 

Friesland, historically known as Frisia, is a province of the Netherlands located in the northern 
part of the country. As of November 2019, the province had a population of 649,988 inhabitants 
and a total area of 5,749 km2. This correlates to 3,7% of the inhabitants of The Netherlands and 
14% of the total country size. The Gross Regional Product of Fryslân amounted to € 19.2 billion 
in 2017. With this, Fryslân contributes 2.6% to the Gross Domestic Product of the Netherlands. 
That is approximately € 29,600 per capita. That is 30.8% lower than the national average. 

The RIS3 topics of the province of Friesland are water technology and milk (dairy industries). 
Friesland is part of the Northern Netherlands. The OP ERDF is organised together with the 
provinces of Drenthe and Groningen. The RIS3 strategy has defined 4 societal challenges for the 
Northern Netherlands:  

1. Health, demography and well-being 
2. Food security, sustainable agriculture and bio-economy 
3. Reliable, clean and efficient energy 
4. Clean, safe water supply 

Currently the new RIS3 strategy and OP ERDF are being formulated. The importance of water 
technology for the Northern Netherlands and province of Friesland in particular has been agreed 
upon during the initial meetings in 2019. In 2020 more detailed plans and programmes will be 
developed.  

Although relatively small in size, the Top Sector Water is considered a strong regional 
specialization. With around 2500 jobs in the water technology sector in Friesland, 100 innovative 
SMEs, 2 public water companies and 10 sectoral knowledge institutes. Wetsus, European Centre 
of Excellence for Sustainable Water Technology forms the core of the ecosystem. (Buck 
Consultants International). The Wetsus research programme is an industry driven research 
programme in which 50 professors from 20 research centers from 9 EU countries execute 
research and over 100 companies define the research agenda. The Wetsus programme has so 
far resulted in 33 spin-off companies, over 700 highly cited research papers, almost 90 high-
value patents and over 100 graduated PHD students.  

The challenge of the water technology cluster in Friesland is to make knowledge (even) more 
economical. This works if you look at the number of spin-offs from Wetsus (33) and startups 
(25). Turnover of companies in cluster was estimated at 450-480 million in 2017. The cluster is 
export-oriented: three-quarters of the companies operate internationally, the share of exports 
as part of the turnover is estimated at 35-40%. (Buck Consultants International) 

Achilles heel: Friesland does not have a university itself and therefore the primary funding for 
research within the region is a continuous challenge. The city of Leeuwarden, the province of 
Friesland and national ministries (Economic Affairs & Education, Science and Culture) are 
contributing to the Wetsus research programme. The cluster organisation Water Alliance is 
funded by the province of Friesland and CEW is predominantly funded by the ministry of 
education. During the 2014-2020 ERDF programme it has proven to be nearly impossible to co-
fund any WaterCampus of Wetsus activity or project with ERDF funding. ERDF is in the 
programming period 2014-2020 focused too much on close to market impact. Fortunately there 
is currently a fruitful discussion within the region and within Brussels to change the focus and 
also allow for lower TRL levels, as well as use ERDF as a co-funding instrument.  



In the framework of European Partnerships ERDF is mentioned as “a financial contribution which 
will be allowed and considered as a national contribution”. In the example below the funding 
could be 35% from national (or regional) public funding, 35% from ERDF and 30% from Horizon 
Europe co-funding.  

 

This would be very interesting for the province of Friesland and for all the iWATERMAP partners, 
to increase the critical mass and impact of their regional innovation ecosystem.  

The European partnership Water4All is currently being developed and includes a reference to 
Water Smart Territories. In the current period of iWATERMAP there will be more details shared 
about Water4All in particular and co-funding in general, to increase the awareness of regional 
partners and prepare for the next programming period.  

 
Translated into actions, Friesland would like to include the following actions into the action 
plan of iWATERMAP:  
 

• Critical Mass Development: enhance the use of ERDF funding, especially in the lower 
TRL levels and in the co-funding of regional RDI, especially the European Partnership 
Water4All could be very interesting.  

• Human Capital: develop a European bachelor for water technology, attract more Master 
students and continue to develop the VET education and cooperation (CoVE Water).  

• Interregional Collaboration: Continue, broaden and deepen the cooperation through 
WST and GWTHA. Where possible with European co-funding (Horizon Europe, Interreg, 
COSME, etc.)  
Develop interreg-B projects, similar to Interreg NWE Water Test Network (WTN), 
together with project partners in other European geographical areas. This could be for 
instance in Baltic Sea, Danube Area and Mediterranean, or other settings.  

 
 
 



Critical Mass Innovation Roadmap 
 

Stage 3: Enhanced collaboration (more business involvement and expanding national and 
European cooperation) 
Winning regional, national & European awards 

 
Coordinating H2020 projects 

 
Coordinating science, innovation and demonstration projects (ESIF and Interreg) 

 
Establishing a Centre of Excellence (PPP in which industry is committed long-term 
and pays at least 25% in cash for pre-competitive research projects)  
Forecasting the skills needs within the sector. Establishing strategic cooperation 
between Vocational Education and Training (VET) School and companies active in the 
RIS3 sector. Education profiles and traineeships optimised  

Develop dedicated Master track in line with RIS3 topic and attract foreign talent to 
participate in excellent 2 year education programmes.  
High interest of BSc and MSc students to perform thesis or traineeship in RIS3 
region  
Dedicated research programme and high amount of PHDs active in RIS3 topic 

  

Cooperation with knowledge institutes, universities and companies, from other 
regions and other member states 

 
 

Increasing amount of start-ups active in RIS3 topic 

  
Connecting with other clusters, regionally, nationally and European wide 

  
Region and member state concentrate funding on a specific societal challenge 
within the region, enhancing critical mass and creating attractive conditions for 
international cooperation 

 

Increased interest in scale-ups 
 

 

 
 

Stage 4: Pioneering region: Intensive cooperation on a European level 
Region and national member state concentrate significant resources on 
RIS3 topic. Centre of Excellence evolves into European Centre of 
Excellence (PPP in which domestic and foreign industry is committed 
long-term and pays at least 25% in cash for pre-competitive research 
projects). 

 

Critical mass allows for high risk research and innovation, starting with 
the lowest TRL levels and leading towards TRL6 within the research  



programme with international participants. à Region becomes the 
most important source of breakthrough technologies in the chosen 
RIS3 sector. 
Novel technologies enhance the competitiveness of the region, the 
member state and the European Union. New products and services 
find their way easily within the Global Value Chain. Offering unique 
products and services well beyond state-of-the-art. 

 

European Centre of Excellence coordinates MSCA Co-Fund project, 
attracting even more European and global talent and creating more 
visibility of the research institute. 

 

European Centre of Excellence has a pan-European influence on the 
research agenda of the RIS3 sector. 

 
Establishing cooperation with other fields of science (multidisciplinary 
cooperation) and executing this research within the RIS3 region: 
widening the science input. Attracting companies from other 
economic sectors to participate in the RIS3 region.  

 

Europeanisation and internationalisation further enhanced, innovative 
companies from all over Europe and the world connect to innovation 
ecosystem and participate in high-risk research.  

 

Region develops support instruments for start-ups from the region 
itself and for other start-ups located anywhere within the EU, where 
possible in cooperation with EIT KICs.  

Region has forecasted a high jobs growth within the region and 
initiates a dedicated programme for primary and secondary education 
to enhance student awareness and trigger the interest of young pupils 
for RIS3 sector (e.g. for specific type of STEM education programme). 

 

Unique ecosystem is recognised within Europe and the world, talent is 
attracted easily.   

Global Investment community eager to attend annual meetings to 
meet with start-ups, learn about new patents and offer funding 
opportunities.  

 

 
Human Capital Roadmap 
 



 
Life Long Learning: primary education, secondary education and EQF 1-8 
 

 
Pilot Project Centre of Vocational Excellence Water (CoVE Water)  
 
 
Internationalisation and Interregional Cooperation Roadmap 
 

 
S3P Water Smart Territories (WST) 

 

 

Global Water Tech Hub Alliance (GWTHA) 

 


