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EDIH Summit 2026 – Key 
findings 
Executive summary 
The EDIH Summit 2026: Strengthening the AI Innovation Ecosystem took place on 9-10 June 2026 in Brussels. 
The event brought together over 600 representatives of the European Digital Innovation Hubs (EDIH) network, 
EU institutions, Member States, AI infrastructures and innovation actors to examine how Europe’s AI ecosystem 
functions in practice. More than 1,000 people streamed the plenary sessions online. The 35 panels and 
workshops explored how EDIHs connect organisations with other actors of the EU AI innovation ecosystem, such 
as AI Factories, Testing and Experimentation Facilities (TEFs) and regulatory sandboxes; how common tools and 
assessment frameworks support this work; and how proven approaches can be scaled across regions and sectors. 

The EDIH Summit 2026 confirmed that the European Digital Innovation Hubs network has moved from 
establishment to impact. With close to 100,000 services delivered, nearly 50,000 SMEs and 5,600 public sector 
organisations supported, EDIHs are now recognised as practical experience centres within Europe’s AI 
ecosystem, helping companies and administrations move from awareness to adoption. The central message 
of the Summit was that Europe’s competitiveness will depend less on who owns AI infrastructure and more 
on who can use AI effectively, responsibly and at scale. This places EDIHs at the heart of the next phase: 
translating Europe’s AI ambitions into business value, public-sector transformation, trusted deployment and 
measurable uptake across regions and sectors.  

Across the sessions, AI adoption emerged as a business and organisational challenge, not simply a 
technological one. SMEs and public administrations need support to identify relevant use cases, prepare and 
govern data, test solutions safely, understand regulation, access finance, build skills and scale what works. The 
Summit repeatedly emphasised that adoption should start with concrete needs and workflows, not with tools. 
Whether in manufacturing, health, agrifood, tourism, construction, mobility, or the public sector, the most 
successful examples were those in which AI was linked to real operational problems, trusted intermediaries, 
hands-on experimentation, and clear pathways from pilot to deployment.  

A second major finding was that the European AI ecosystem already has relevant initiatives, including EDIHs, AI 
Factories, Testing and Experimentation Facilities (TEFs), regulatory sandboxes, data spaces, the AI-on-Demand 
Platform, the Enterprise Europe Network and thematic communities. Thus, the challenge is no longer the 
absence of initiatives, but their fragmentation. Companies often struggle to understand where to start, which 
support structure to approach, and how to move from one stage to the next. The Summit therefore pointed to 
the need for a more seamless, client-centred ecosystem, where EDIHs act as trusted entry points and 
orchestrators, connecting SMEs and public administrations to the right expertise, infrastructure, regulatory 
guidance, finance and market opportunities.  

The discussions also underlined that responsible AI adoption requires stronger foundations: data readiness, 
skills, trust, governance and sustainability. Many SMEs are interested in AI but lack clean, structured and usable 
data, while many organisations already use AI without adequate internal policies or safeguards. Skills 
development must therefore be problem-driven and practical, helping both AI developers and adopters build 
hybrid capabilities that combine technical understanding, business judgement, data awareness and responsible 
use. At the same time, the Summit stressed the importance of European technological sovereignty, trusted AI 
providers, open and interoperable solutions, cybersecurity, human oversight and clear regulatory pathways 
under the AI Act.  

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/edih-summit-2026-strengthening-ai-innovation-ecosystem


 

Finally, the Summit marked a shift towards scale, sustainability and stronger network effects. EDIHs are 
expected to share reusable use cases, strengthen cross-border collaboration, make better use of common tools 
such as DMAT, improve visibility of services and evidence, and capture practical lessons from deployment to 
inform policy. Financial sustainability was framed as partial diversification rather than a replacement for public 
funding: EDIHs will need to develop services that companies are willing to pay for, while continuing to lower 
barriers for less mature SMEs and public administrations. The next phase of the network should therefore be 
more connected, demand-driven and impact-oriented, focused on helping Europe turn AI capability into real 
adoption, competitiveness, resilience and public value. 
 



 

DAY 1 - 9 June 2026 
Welcoming speech – Video message 

Speakers: 
Henna Virkkunen, Executive Vice President and European Commissioner for Tech 
Sovereignty, Security and Democracy (Video Message) 

Video: Link 

1. Europe’s AI race will be won through adoption, not only technological leadership 
Executive Vice-President Henna Virkkunen stressed that the AI race is “not just about who builds the most 
advanced models”, but about who adopts AI fastest across factories, hospitals, public services and businesses. 
Her message was that Europe’s competitiveness depends on turning AI capabilities into practical use, ensuring 
that businesses of all sizes can integrate AI to innovate, improve productivity and grow. 

2. Europe is making progress, but SME uptake remains the critical gap 
Virkkunen noted that Europe is already performing strongly on AI diffusion, with AI adoption by European 
companies rising by 50% in 2025 compared with 2024. However, she also underlined a major challenge: 83% of 
small businesses and 70% of medium-sized enterprises in Europe are still not using AI. This makes SME adoption 
the central bottleneck for Europe’s AI ambitions. 

3. EDIHs are essential to closing the AI adoption gap 
The speech positioned the network of more than 200 European Digital Innovation Hubs as the key mechanism 
for turning non-adopters into adopters. Virkkunen described EDIHs as Europe’s “accelerating centres for AI on 
the ground”, working directly with the businesses that need support most. Their role is to demonstrate practical 
AI solutions, provide targeted training, and connect companies with AI Factories and Testing and 
Experimentation Facilities. 

4. Europe’s AI strategy combines uptake, innovation and technological sovereignty 
Virkkunen linked the work of EDIHs to the Commission’s broader agenda, including funding, a simplified AI 
regulatory regime, the European AI innovation ecosystem and the new Tech Sovereignty Package. She framed 
technological sovereignty not as decoupling, but as reducing structural dependencies while remaining open to 
the world. For EDIHs, this means their work contributes directly to Europe’s wider objective of building resilience, 
competitiveness and widespread AI adoption. 

Intro speech: The New Phase of the EDIH Network  

Speakers: 
Gosia Nikowska, Head of Unit, Directorate-General for Communications Networks, Content 
and Technology (DG CNECT), European Commission 

Video: Link 

https://commission.europa.eu/about/organisation/college-commissioners/henna-virkkunen_en
https://youtu.be/n9Z9y7d7As8
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/gosia-nikowska
https://youtu.be/W6Vbs9__IFc


 

1. EDIHs are the driving force behind the network’s impact 
 Gosia Nikowska reminded the audience that EDIHs are the central engine of the AI Ecosystem, stating: “You are 
the ones who make the network so dynamic.” The achievements of the past three years demonstrated that the 
EDIHs were active drivers of service delivery, outreach and digital transformation. Responsibility and influence 
lie directly with the EDIHs, and their continued engagement is critical to the success of the next phase of the 
network. 

2. The network’s value lies in collaboration and knowledge exchange 
The network’s strength lies in sharing experiences and lessons across EDIHs. By stating that “this network relies 
on the insights that we share” and “the value lies in the exchange”, Gosia Nikowska highlighted that collaboration 
was fundamental. For EDIHs, this means actively contributing knowledge, scaling solutions beyond local contexts, 
and working collectively. 

3. The next phase focuses on scaling impact and strengthening sustainability 
Looking ahead, Gosia Nikowska emphasised that the challenge was no longer proving value but ensuring it was 
recognised and sustained. She noted that the focus of EDIHs had to shift to scaling successful solutions, 
strengthening cross-border collaboration, and ensuring financial sustainability through client recognition and 
investment. Such efforts would lead to a transition from building the network to maximising its long-term impact 
within Europe’s broader AI strategy. 
 

Keynote speech on the Future of AI 

Speakers: Ulla Kruhse-Lehtonen, Co-Founder, DAIN Studios 

Presentation: Link 

Video: Link 

1. Competitive advantage depends on AI usage, not ownership 
Ulla Kruhse-Lehtonen underlined a fundamental shift in how economic success is defined in the AI era. While 
much attention is given to infrastructure and model development, Ulla Kruhse-Lehtonen stressed that 
differentiation would come from how effectively organisations apply AI in real-world processes. She noted that 
“businesses will distinguish themselves by how well they use it” and “it isn't really about who builds AI 
infrastructure, it is about who uses it.” This reframes the European challenge. Rather than competing solely on 
scale, Europe must accelerate AI adoption to remain competitive. 

2. The real barrier is adoption capacity 

Despite significant technological progress, adoption remains uneven, especially among SMEs. Ulla Kruhse-
Lehtonen identified skills gaps, regulatory uncertainty, and data protection concerns as the primary obstacles. 
She emphasised that these were not technological limitations but systemic challenges requiring targeted 
support, including training and experimentation environments. The implication is that closing the adoption gap, 
particularly between SMEs and large enterprises, is critical to ensuring inclusive, widespread AI-driven growth 
across Europe. 

3. Transformational impact comes from redesign, not automation 
The highest value from AI comes when organisations redesign workflows rather than simply automate existing 
ones. The transition from simple tools to orchestrated multi-agent systems enables entirely new ways of working. 
The example of reducing report writing from days to hours illustrates this shift. As Ulla Kruhse-Lehtonen stated, 
“Agentic workflows aren't just passive versions of human workflows. It's an entirely different way of execution.” 
This highlights that true productivity gains are realised only when organisations adopt an AI-first design mindset. 
 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/ulla-kruhse-lehtonen
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2026-07/Keynote%20speech%20-%20Ulla%20Kruhse-Lehtonen%20.pdf
https://youtu.be/gVlyrXMkQwA


 

Fireside chat 

Speakers: Ulla Kruhse-Lehtonen, Co-Founder, DAIN Studios 

Jennifer Baker, Moderator and presenter 

Video: Link 

1. Transformation requires active leadership and a cultural shift 
Transformation is about adopting AI tools and also fundamentally redesigning work. Ulla Kruhse-Lehtonen 
emphasised that “executives need to be serious” and provide visible endorsement, investment, and cultural 
direction. A key part of this shift is addressing fear, particularly by reassuring employees that AI is intended to 
“elevate the job” by removing repetitive tasks rather than eliminating roles. Without this cultural and leadership-
driven transformation, organisations risk remaining at surface-level adoption. 

2. Start with real workflows and scale practically 
A consistent theme in Ulla Kruhse-Lehtonen’s answers is the importance of grounding AI adoption in real work 
practices. Organisations should “see how they do their job today,” identify inefficiencies, and “redesign it so that 
it could optimally be done.” SMEs have an advantage here due to their agility, as they can avoid complex 
governance and “start somewhere practical.” This incremental approach, starting small, demonstrating success, 
and scaling, is more effective than large, abstract transformation strategies. 

3. Shared knowledge and flexible architectures enable long-term impact 
To scale AI adoption, organisations must move away from isolated experimentation towards shared approaches. 
Ulla Kruhse-Lehtonen highlighted that leading consultancies rely on “common knowledge bases” to avoid 
duplication and accelerate delivery. At the same time, organisations need flexible architectures that allow them 
to “swap” technologies as the landscape evolves. Combined, these approaches would ensure that across the 
network, EDIHs could both keep up with rapid technological change and maximise the value of accumulated 
knowledge across networks such as EDIHs. 
 

Inspiration speech 

Speakers: Olga Shapoval, Executive Director, Eastern Ukraine EDIH (Ukraine) 

Presentation: Link 

Video: Link 

1. Disruption requires continuous and rapid adaptation 
Disruption has become a constant issue, affecting both systems and individuals, making adaptation increasingly 
complex. The key challenge is responding fast enough when transformation directly impacts everyday life, as 
“we all live in the time of disruption” and the question becomes how to adapt before change overtakes 
systems.  

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/ulla-kruhse-lehtonen
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/jennifer-baker-0
https://youtu.be/gVlyrXMkQwA?si=ZPEJFMAMj4itIyyH
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/olga-shapoval-0
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2026-07/Day%201%20Motivational%20Speech%20-%20Olga%20Shapoval.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yMWRwZ6ohJY


 

2. Digitalisation acts as resilience infrastructure, enabled by EDIHs 
Digital transformation is about efficiency as well as ensuring continuity, coordination, and trust under crisis 
conditions. EDIHs play a central role, acting as the “backbone for resilience,” by connecting SMEs, 
communities, and public services through strong, trust-based ecosystems.  

3. Speed and ecosystems outperform perfection and isolation 
In crisis contexts, rapid response is more effective than fully optimised solutions, as “fast reaction overperform 
any perfect solution.” At the same time, interconnected ecosystems deliver stronger outcomes than individual 
actors, reinforcing the need for collaborative, regional innovation structures. 

Panel #1: EDIHs and the broad European approach to AI policy 
making 

Speakers: Lucilla Sioli, Director of the EU AI Office, DG CNECT, European Commission   

Sebastiano Toffaletti, Secretary General, European Digital SME Alliance   

Angelica Salvi del Pero, Senior Advisor, Employment Labour and Social Affairs, Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 

Reinhard Willfort, Mastermind EDIH Crowd in Motion AI & CEO isn, EDIH Crowd in Motion AI 
& isn (Austria) 

Antoine-Alexandre André, Policy and Legal Officer, DG CNECT, European Commission 

Video: Link 

1. EDIHs have a central role in helping SMEs navigate fast-moving AI adoption 
EDIH’s role is becoming more demanding as AI systems, including AI agents, become more complex. The panel 
stressed that hubs should help companies understand basic AI principles, assess risks, and adopt AI effectively.  

2. AI adoption should not be reduced to simply buying tools 
The panel argued that SMEs first need to reflect on their business processes, data assets, workflows and 
business models before selecting AI solutions. The real value of AI was framed less as short-term efficiency 
gains and more as the ability to create new services and products or strengthen business models.  

3. Technological sovereignty will be crucial 
The discussion highlighted concerns about dependency on non-European AI providers, cloud infrastructure and 
platforms. The panel called for stronger support for European solutions, open-source or on-premises models, 
trusted cloud environments, sovereign AI catalogues, and matchmaking between SMEs and European AI 
providers.  

4. Skills and training are essential for responsible AI integration 
The panel underlined that companies need practical AI literacy, not only specialist AI development skills. 
Training should help workers understand how to use AI, its limits and potential and human-centric safeguards. 
EDIHs were seen as useful intermediaries that could guide SMEs to relevant training offers.  

5. Responsible and human-centric AI adoption requires safeguards 
The panel highlighted the need for explainability, accountability, transparency, privacy protection, non-
discrimination, and human oversight when AI affects workers’ rights or opportunities. The overall message was 
that Europe’s ambition to become an “AI continent” should combine adoption, trust, European capabilities, 
skills development and safeguards. 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/lucilla-sioli
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/angelica-salvi-del-pero
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/reinhard-willfort
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/antoine-alexandre-andre-0
https://youtu.be/tylkYoHyvqc


 

Workshop #1: Common tools for the EDIHs 2: Revised KPIs and 
related updates 

Speakers: 

Helene Iversen, Policy Officer, DG CNECT, European Commission 

Mihela Lafont, Programme Officer, DG CNECT, European Commission  

Diego D'Adda, Project Officer - Economics of Digital Innovation, Joint Research Centre (JRC), 
European Commission 

Rūta Gabaliņa, Research Manager, DTA Team/Verian 

Presentation: Link 

1. Revised KPIs and dashboards will support better reporting and more effective use of EDIH 
results. 
The revised KPI framework is intended to provide clearer and more structured evidence of the EDIH network’s 
performance across sectors, services and client groups. This will strengthen EU-level monitoring, help identify 
strengths and gaps, and inform wider Digital Decade reporting and recommendations to Member States on 
digitalisation and AI deployment. The revised KPIs are needed to strengthen EU-level reporting on the EDIH 
network’s performance across sectors and core services. Meeting the targets means reporting what a hub 
delivers. The system is deliberately flexible: a hub that serves only public-sector organisations and no SMEs can 
report zero for SME services with no penalty, because the targets reflect each hub's activity. Data quality, late 
reporting and non-reporting all directly impact the results. 

2. Agreements remain on the basis for reporting since existing KPIs are not obsolete.  
During the Q&A session, several participants asked whether the KPIs in their grant agreements were still in effect 
under the new approach. The answer was clear: continue to report against the KPIs set out in the signed contract 
and use an amendment to address any missing items. The purpose of the harmonised definitions being prepared 
is to clarify and support these obligations, not replace them. Therefore, participants were encouraged not to 
wait for them before delivering. 

3. Common definitions are on the way, but are still a work in progress. 
Generalised definitions, such as what constitutes a 'test before investing' or an 'engagement', will only apply to 
KPIs that are common across the network. They will not apply to a hub’s own internal KPIs and are expected over 
the coming weeks and months. Until then, hubs have been asked to report using their best judgment, in 
accordance with their contracts and in coordination with others. Participants strongly requested clear timings 
and concrete examples of good and poor practice. 

4. Country- and network-level KPI dashboards are being developed 
Country- and network-level KPI dashboards are being developed to turn reported data into useful insights on the 
EDIH network’s performance. The session provided a first opportunity for hubs to discuss what the dashboards 
could contain and to share their views on the data, comparisons and insights that would be most valuable for 
their work. During the discussions, some hubs flagged that in some cases, they maintain their own manual 
dashboards. 

5. The EDIH catalogue is being updated to make it clearer and more useful. 
New guidelines and a checklist were trialled with five hubs across five countries. The focus was on providing clear 
descriptions of core sectors and key technologies (including AI), structured services, and strong calls to action, 
with use cases and success stories highlighted. Participants debated whether 'catalogue' is even the right name 
and suggested ideas such as a chatbot trained on anonymised project data and an improved map, intended to 
help small companies quickly understand whether a hub is relevant to them and find their next step. 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/ruta-gabalina
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2026-06/Day%201_Common%20tools%20for%20the%20EDIHs%201%20Revised%20KPIs


 

 

Workshop #2: AI Factories: foster collaboration and innovation 

Speakers: 

Javier Córdova Morey, Policy Officer, DG CNECT, European Commission 

Petra Dalunde, Head of AI Ecosystem and Policy, AI Factory Mimer (Sweden) 

Claudio Domenico Arlandini, Enabling AI Team Leader, IT4LIA AI Factory (Italy) 

Gaspard Demur, Deputy Head of Unit, DG CNECT, European Commission 

Alvaro Hernando Hernando, Policy Officer, DG CNECT, European Commission 

Presentation: Link 

1. AI Factories as an integrated ecosystem  
Speakers highlighted that AI Factories should be understood not only as computing infrastructure but as fully 
integrated ecosystems that combine technology, expertise, and coordination. The presentations highlighted that 
access to advanced infrastructure, such as supercomputers, field labs, and testing environments, alone is not 
sufficient to generate impact. Instead, value is created when these resources are embedded within a broader 
system that includes training, advisory services, and real-world testing capabilities. This mirrors the role of EDIHs, 
which already provide a combination of infrastructure, services, and support mechanisms. AI Factories, 
therefore, represent a scaling of this model, bringing together computing power with organisational structures 
that can support adoption and innovation. 

2. The importance of ecosystem integration and collaboration 
During the presentations, the central theme was that the effectiveness of AI Factories depends heavily on their 
integration into the wider European innovation ecosystem, particularly with EDIHs, Testing and Experimentation 
Facilities (TEFs), and competence centres. Participants emphasised the need for stronger connections, better 
matchmaking, and clearer pathways for joint activities. AI Factories can only reach their full potential if they are 
embedded in these networks, leveraging EDIHs’ role as intermediaries that guide companies, connect 
stakeholders, and translate technical capabilities into practical applications across borders. 

3. SMEs and startups as key drivers of adoption 
Some of the speakers also highlighted that SMEs and startups are the primary beneficiaries and key drivers of 
innovation within the AI ecosystem. AI Factories are designed to support these actors by lowering barriers to 
access high-end infrastructure and expertise. Ensuring that SMEs and startups can effectively access and utilise 
these resources will be critical to achieving real impact and avoiding underutilisation, as seen in some existing 
infrastructures such as field labs. 

4. Focus on high-impact, compute-intensive use cases 
Speaker clarified that AI Factory resources are prioritised for high-impact, compute-intensive applications where 
advanced infrastructure provides clear added value. This reflects a broader shift identified in the discussions 
toward more targeted and outcome-oriented collaboration. Rather than supporting general or low complexity 
use cases, there is increasing emphasis on areas such as logistics, mobility, energy efficiency, and advanced 
manufacturing, where a strong overlap between EDIHs already exists. By focusing on these domains, AI Factories 
can help bridge the gap between research and application, ensuring that investments in infrastructure lead to 
tangible industrial and societal benefits. 

5. A Shift towards scale, speed, and practical impact 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/node/83525
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2026-06/Day_1_AI%20Factories.pdf


 

One central takeaway was that AI Factories signal a broader transition toward greater scale, faster access, and 
stronger industry orientation in the European innovation landscape. AI Factories support this shift by enabling 
quicker access to resources and fostering more direct collaboration between partners. Their future expansion 
into AI GIGA Factories further underlines the ambition to strengthen Europe’s global competitiveness by 
accelerating innovation cycles and supporting large-scale industrial deployment. 
 

Workshop #3: Green opportunities 

Speakers: 

Andrea Halmos, Deputy Head of Unit, Directorate-General for Environment (DG ENV), 
European Commission 

Lubomila Jordanova, Founder & CEO of Plan A. and Co-Founder, Greentech Alliance 

Antti Jakobsson, Project Leader, LIH (Finland)  

Karin Jancykova, Project Coordinator of FactoryXChange 2.0, Irish Manufacturing Research 
(Ireland) 

Nikola Milojevic-Dupont - Climate change AI 

Tsvetelina Blagoeva, Director Public Sector Advisory Services, PwC 

Moritz Zimmermann, Expert, D4D HUB, Digital Green Innovation Action, GIZ 

Presentation: Link  

1. AI's environmental footprint is far larger and more physical than most users realise 
Behind the perception of the cloud as something abstract and boundless lies a vast physical infrastructure of 
data centres, copper cables, energy grids and water systems. Global data centre energy demand is now 
approaching Japan's national consumption, while AI-related water use is comparable to that of 1.3 billion people 
in sub-Saharan Africa. Simple text queries already carry a meaningful resource cost, but image and video 
generation can consume far more, in some cases hundreds of times more, without any guarantee that newer 
models are becoming more efficient overall. 

2. Robust, trusted measurement methodologies are essential to separate real impact from 
greenwashing 

The European Green Digital Coalition's approach to assessing the "handprint" versus "footprint" of digital 
solutions, comparing CO2 savings generated against the emissions required to power them, offers a science-
based way for companies to credibly demonstrate positive impact. Examples such as Stockholm's AI-optimised 
building heating, which delivered energy savings across more than 20,000 apartments, show the potential. 
However, panellists stressed that without trustworthy data and consistent methodology, claims of 
environmental benefit risk being dismissed as greenwashing, undermining both policy support and investor 
confidence. 

3. Local, smaller and specialised AI models can deliver climate benefits with a much lighter footprint 
Rather than relying on large, general-purpose models hosted by a handful of major global players, panellists 
highlighted the value of smaller, domain-specific models that go deeper into a narrow topic with less energy 
waste. Examples included Finland's location and forestry data tools, circular-economy "agent" systems built by 
EDIH FXC 2.0 in Ireland, and Earth observation applications built on Copernicus data. This localisation was also 
framed as a question of European sovereignty and as a means to reduce dependence on non-European 
infrastructure and energy grids. 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/andrea-halmos
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/karin-jancykova
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2026-06/Day_1_Green%20Opportunities.pdf


 

4. SMEs need targeted financing mechanisms that match their specific climate-impact and capital 
profiles 
Generic financing instruments often work against SMEs pursuing sustainability, since climate ambition can curb 
short-term profitability and make these companies appear riskier to commercial lenders, even though their long-
term value is higher. Panellists argued that what most of these companies need is "patient capital", which can 
be defined as longer-term, more flexible financing that allows climate-impact SMEs more time to become 
profitable and generate returns. This type of financing recognises that such businesses often require significant 
upfront investment and do not fit traditional high-growth profiles, despite creating substantial environmental 
benefits. It is provided largely in the form of debt rather than venture-style equity and should be tailored to 
companies' actual growth profiles using frameworks such as the Small and Growing Business Framework, which 
distinguishes between established SMEs, high-growth ventures and niche enterprises with different capital 
needs. Blended approaches combining guarantee mechanisms with both commercial banks and non-bank 
intermediaries (fintech lenders and microfinance institutions) were cited as a practical way for the EU to de-risk 
lending to this segment. Underpinning all of this is a measurement gap: impact cannot be financed if it cannot 
be measured and reported, making robust carbon and resource accounting, and the investor confidence it 
enables, a precondition for unlocking this kind of investment at scale. 

5. Europe's environmental data remains a fragmented, underused "goldmine" that needs better 
interoperability 
Multiple panellists and audience members described high-value datasets, such as geospatial, forestry and open 
administrative data, as rich but poorly connected, with interoperability gaps (e.g. sensors lacking location 
metadata) limiting their usefulness for AI-driven applications. Speakers called for stronger EU-level coordination, 
harmonisation efforts, and continued investment in frameworks such as Gaia-X and Copernicus to unlock this 
resource, noting that AI can now process and harmonise such data far faster than manual efforts could in the 
past. 
 

Thematic Working Group #1: Digital Health 

Speakers: 

Sebastiaan Meijer, Professor, KTH Royal Institute of Technology, EDIH Health Data (Sweden)  

Costas Karamanis, Digital Transformation Officer, EDIH smartHEALTH / Foundation for 
Research and Technology Hellas (Greece) 

Anja Baresic, Coordinator, AI4HealthCro 

Juliana Alves, Innovation Project Manager, Health Cluster Portugal / DigiHealthPT - EDIH 
(Portugal) 

Dimitris Plexousakis, Coordinator, EDIH smartHEALTH / Foundation for Research and 
Technology Hellas (Greece) 

Patricia Fraga María, Technical Coordinator, DATAlife (Spain) 

Frida Lindberg, Operation manager, Health Data Sweden (Sweden) 

Marco Eichelberg, Project coordinator, CITAH+ (Germany) 

Aleksandra Wesolowska, Team Leader European Cancer Imaging Initiative, DG CNECT, 
European Commission 

Anna-Pia Papageorgiou, Policy Officer, DG R&I, European Commission 
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Jaakko Aarnio, Policy Officer, DG CNECT European Commission 

Presentation: Link  

1. AI health solutions need joined-up technical and business support to reach deployment  

AI solutions in healthcare can deliver a strong impact when technical support is combined with business-oriented 
support, including access to investment, market-entry advice, and regulatory guidance. The smartHEALTH 
example showed how support to improve AI models, combined with support for accessing funding and hospital 
pilots, enabled a startup working on sepsis detection to move beyond the prototype stage towards clinical 
validation, real-world testing, and further scale-up. This suggests that EDIHs can add most value when they 
support both the technology and the pathway to adoption. 

2. Europe’s problem is the fragmentation between initiatives 

The digital health ecosystem is rich in initiatives, programmes and infrastructures, including EDIHs, TEFs, AI 
factories, national programmes and Commission-supported actions. However, the session highlighted that these 
initiatives often remain difficult for SMEs to navigate and are not always connected in operational terms. The 
NextChain for Healthcare example underlined the need for lightweight but structured mechanisms that bring 
EDIHs, SMEs and other stakeholders together around concrete thematic challenges, with clear follow-up and 
matchmaking pathways rather than isolated networking moments. 

3. Innovation works best when healthcare needs are translated into clear opportunities for SMEs  

Effective digital health innovation requires a structured process that starts from real healthcare needs and 
connects them with relevant SME solutions. The DigiHealthPT “Hospital Innovation Challenge” showed how 
hospitals can define operational challenges, SMEs can propose solutions, and selected companies can receive 
support for pitching, development and validation. This approach helps avoid innovation being developed in 
isolation from end users and provides a more practical route to real studies, hospital collaboration, and eventual 
adoption. 

4. Digital health services need to support the full innovation cycle, not single interventions  

Successful service delivery in digital health depends on end-to-end support across the whole innovation cycle: 
identifying needs, developing solutions, validating them in real settings, securing funding, addressing regulatory 
requirements, accessing procurement opportunities, and scaling across markets. Several examples showed that 
one-off support is rarely sufficient, especially in healthcare, where adoption depends on clinical validation, trust, 
procurement readiness and alignment with national systems. EDIHs can therefore play a key role as connectors 
and guides across this complex pathway. 

5. SMEs need clearer routes into funding, procurement and market opportunities 

SMEs face significant barriers when seeking access to EU funding and procurement opportunities, even when 
the relevant information is technically available. The discussion on procurement highlighted that information is 
spread across several platforms and often requires continuous monitoring, while opportunities may only become 
visible months after initial funding decisions. Innovation procurement was presented as a valuable route because 
it allows healthcare providers to define concrete needs, test solutions before full purchase, and provide SMEs 
with early validation, first customers, and stronger commercial prospects. However, this route remains 
underused and still needs clearer guidance and better visibility.  

6. The ecosystem needs stronger coordination, simpler rules and longer-term continuity  

The panel discussion highlighted a broader structural challenge: EDIHs operate within national healthcare 
systems that differ widely in terms of fragmentation, digital maturity, public-private balance, and funding 
arrangements. At the same time, many support initiatives have different rules, reporting requirements and 
timelines, creating administrative burdens and reducing the potential for collaboration. Better alignment 
between EU and national initiatives, simpler co-funding and reporting rules, and longer-term continuity beyond 
short project cycles would help unlock the full potential of the European digital health ecosystem. 
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Thematic Working Group #2: Agrifood 

Speakers: 

Laura Clifford, National contact point for EDIH Ireland  

Raffaele Giaffreda, Chief Innovation Scientist, FBK (Italy)  

Dr Lucía Castro Díaz, Manager, AI Factory - DataLife (Spain) 

Rani Van Gompel, Stakeholder ManagerCEADS, ILVO (Belgium)  

Nicholas Ferguson, Senior Project Manager, Trust-IT services - DEDEP.eu (Italy) 

Niccolò Zazzeri, Project Manager, Trust-IT services - DEDEP.eu (Italy) 

Gabriele Quattrochi, Project Manager, Trust-IT services - DEDEP.eu (Italy)  

Stephen Barnes, Coordinator, ENTIRE (Ireland) 

Presentation: Link  

1. Fragmentation is the main barrier to AI deployment in agrifood  

The main barrier to AI deployment in agrifood is fragmentation, with unclear and uncoordinated pathways from 
initial support to full AI deployment. SMEs and public actors can access a range of services across the ecosystem, 
including initial advice, digital maturity support, testing and technical validation, but the route from one stage to 
the next is often difficult to understand. The discussion showed that the problem is not a lack of actors or 
initiatives, but the absence of a clear user journey that helps organisations move from early support to validation, 
field deployment and scale-up. This creates uncertainty for users and risks leaving promising AI solutions stuck 
between different support mechanisms. 

2. Successful deployment depends on stronger integration between EDIHs, TEFs, AI factories and 
data spaces  

Successful deployment depends on stronger integration between EDIHs, TEFs, AI factories and data spaces, as 
each provides a different part of the support needed for AI adoption. EDIHs can help identify needs, guide SMEs, 
and provide first-line support; TEFs can validate AI and robotics solutions in real-world conditions; AI factories 
can provide advanced infrastructure such as high-performance computing, data processing, and model 
development; and data spaces, such as CEADS, can improve access to trusted, usable data. At present, these 
elements are not sufficiently connected into a coherent operational pathway. Stronger referral mechanisms, 
clearer roles and more coordinated service offers would make it easier for SMEs and public actors to access the 
right support at the right time. 

3. Access to high-quality and trusted data remains essential but challenging  

Access to high-quality, trusted data is essential for AI deployment in agrifood, but remains a key challenge for 
the sector. AI solutions depend on data that is available, reliable, usable and interoperable, yet agrifood data is 
often sensitive because it relates to farmers, production systems, land use and business practices. The discussion 
highlighted that trust is therefore as important as technical availability: data holders need confidence that their 
data will be handled securely, fairly and transparently. CEADS was presented as an important framework for 
improving data sharing, governance and trust, but further work is needed to ensure that data can effectively 
support innovation, validation and deployment. 

4. Deployment insights need to be captured more systematically for policy-making  

Insights from real deployment cases are not sufficiently captured or leveraged to inform policy and strategic 
decisions. EDIHs, TEFs, AI factories and data spaces generate practical evidence on what works and what blocks 
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AI adoption, including difficulties with data access, eligibility rules, coordination gaps, validation needs, skills 
shortages and the transition from testing to deployment. However, these insights are not yet systematically 
collected or translated into evidence for regional strategies, national policies or EU-level discussions. The 
Agrifood Thematic Working Group could play a useful role in defining what evidence should be captured, how it 
should be shared, and how it can feed into better policy design and future support frameworks. 
 

Thematic Working Group #3: Cybersecurity 

Speakers: 
Iuliana Nichersu, Co-chair, AI EDIH-AICS (Germany) 

Lea-Marie Berger, Co-chair, AI EDIH Bretagne (France) 

Presentation: Link  

1. Formalisation of active membership strengthens accountability 

The introduction of a distinction between active and passive members marks a shift towards a more structured 
and accountable way of working of the TWG. By linking access to resources and participation to active 
engagement, the coordinators are encouraging more consistent contributions. This is likely to improve the 
quality of outputs, though it may also reduce the group's openness to less active participants. 

2. Consolidation of tools signals a move towards structured collaboration  

The decision to discontinue Signal and rely on Teams reflects a transition from informal exchanges to more 
structured collaboration. Centralising communication and documentation improves accessibility of shared 
knowledge and ensures better continuity. In the longer term, this will support more efficient coordination but 
will require clear organisation and management of shared information. 

3. Shift to Secure AI redefines the role of the TWG  

The move from general cybersecurity to a focus on Secure AI aligns the TWG with EDIH 2.0's evolving priorities. 
This represents a significant repositioning, as the group is now expected to address security within AI systems 
rather than standalone cybersecurity topics. This shift will require members to adapt their expertise and may 
enable new forms of collaboration, particularly in AI-related services, while potentially leaving gaps for more 
traditional cybersecurity areas. 
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DAY 2 – 10 June 2026 
Fireside chat: a cross-institutional dialogue on how EU support 
ecosystems work together in practice 

Speakers: 

Gosia Nikowska, Head of Unit, DG CNECT, European Commission  

Crispin Waymouth, Deputy Head of Unit, Directorate-General for Internal Market, Industry, 
Entrepreneurship and SMEs (DG GROW), European Commission 

Video: Link 

1. Complementarity over competition between EU support networks 

EU support networks such as EDIHs, the Enterprise Europe Network and other specialised EU-level services 
should be understood as complementary parts of a wider support ecosystem, rather than as competing 
structures. The discussion made clear that some overlap between networks is not only unavoidable but also 
useful, helping prevent gaps in support and ensuring companies can access the right service regardless of their 
entry point. The key distinction is that different networks have different “centres of gravity”: some are closer to 
digital transformation and AI adoption, others to business support, internationalisation, Single Market issues or 
funding. From the company’s perspective, institutional boundaries matter less than being quickly guided to the 
most relevant expertise. This points to a more client-centred ecosystem, where success is measured by whether 
companies receive effective support, not by which network delivers it. 

2. A seamless end-to-end support journey is becoming the direction of travel 
The future EU support landscape, including discussions around the next Multiannual Financial Framework, is 
moving towards a more integrated and seamless journey for companies. The aim is to connect support across 
the full lifecycle, from concept development and design to implementation, financing, commercialisation and 
scale-up. This would mean better alignment between funding programmes, thematic priorities such as digital, 
sustainability, health and defence, and horizontal business support services. The proposed “EU for Business 
Network” was presented as a potential step in this direction, with the objective of streamlining existing networks 
and improving service delivery across the European, national and local levels. The underlying message is that 
companies, especially SMEs, need more than access to funding: they need practical guidance, business support 
and a clearer route through the EU support landscape. 

3. EDIHs 2.0 should scale what works through stronger collaboration and client focus 

As EDIHs enter their next phase, the priority is to build on what is already working and scale their impact through 
deeper cooperation with other networks. The discussion recognised that EDIHs are already delivering valuable 
support to companies, particularly in areas such as digital transformation, AI opportunities, legal and regulatory 
awareness, and access to relevant tools and services. The next phase should focus on strengthening partnerships 
with other EU-level and local actors, using existing capacities more effectively, and ensuring that companies are 
guided towards the most appropriate support. The repeated emphasis was to keep the client at the centre, avoid 
institutional “politics”, and work collectively to maximise practical results for companies. 

4. EU support must combine technology, compliance, funding and business advice 

The discussion also underlined that companies need integrated support that goes beyond technical assistance. 
In the field of AI, for example, companies need help to identify opportunities, understand the implications of the 
AI Act, operate safely and legally, access funding, use Commission tools, and connect with advisory services. This 
requires a joined-up support model where EDIHs and partner networks can collectively help companies move 
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from awareness to implementation. The value of the ecosystem lies in its ability to combine technological 
expertise with regulatory guidance, business development support and access to financing opportunities. This is 
particularly important for SMEs, which often lack the internal capacity to navigate these dimensions separately. 
 

Panel: EDIH as experience centre for AI 

Speakers: 

Lothar Hotz, Coordinator,  EDIH Hamburg (Germany) 

Petr Voplakal, Digital Transformation Consultant, EDIH B4I (Czechia)  

Slavica Tomovic, Assistant Professor, MontEDIH (Montenegro) 

Gaspard Demur, Deputy Head of Unit, DG CNECT, European Commission 

Presentation: Link 

Video: Link 

1. Companies need end-to-end support across the full AI adoption pipeline 

EDIHs are increasingly being asked to support companies across the full AI journey, rather than only providing 
awareness-raising or isolated technical advice. The needs identified in the discussion cover use case 
identification, data preparation, access to infrastructure, testing, implementation and scaling. Companies often 
require help to define where AI can create real business value, structure and prepare their datasets, identify 
suitable technologies or partners, and move from experimentation to operational deployment. This confirms the 
role of EDIHs as practical “experience centres” for AI, able to guide SMEs and public organisations through the 
different steps needed to adopt AI in a realistic and business-relevant way. 

2. Hands-on experimentation is more effective than general awareness-raising 

The panel underlined that awareness campaigns alone are not enough to drive AI adoption, especially among 
SMEs and organisations facing immediate operational pressures. Practical “test before invest” approaches are 
more effective because they allow companies to experiment with AI tools using their own data and in real or 
near-real operational conditions. Examples included the use of edge AI for quality control in food production, AI 
support for drone positioning data, disinformation detection in media, and automated transcript correction and 
intelligent search in a public administration context. These cases show that adoption becomes more credible 
when companies can see concrete results, understand the technology's limits, and assess AI's value before 
committing to larger investments. 

3. AI uptake depends on data readiness, infrastructure and access to visible European solutions 

Successful AI adoption requires more than just company interest. It depends on the availability of structured and 
usable data, access to computing capacity, and the ability to identify appropriate AI solutions. Several 
interventions highlighted that companies often need support to prepare datasets, transform technical data into 
formats suitable for AI, and access infrastructure that sits between small local systems and larger AI factories. At 
the same time, European AI solutions are not yet sufficiently visible or accessible in practice, with many EDIHs 
relying on open-source tools or commercial APIs. This creates a strategic role for EDIHs in helping companies find 
trustworthy European solutions, understand the value of data sovereignty and regulatory alignment, and 
connect with specialised technical partners such as high-performance computing providers. 

4. Scaling AI requires reusable use cases, shared learning and stronger network effects 

Scaling AI solutions remains a major challenge and cannot be achieved through individual pilots alone. The 
discussion showed that scaling often happens incrementally, from proof of concept to reusable model, then to 
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a productive system and wider application across sectors. To accelerate this process, EDIHs need to share use 
cases, datasets, documented solutions and practical lessons across the network. This is particularly important 
for smaller markets, where the main barrier may not be the technology itself, but limited market access, visibility 
and investment opportunities. EDIHs can therefore act as gateways to the wider European market, helping 
companies align early with EU regulations, access European infrastructures and investors, and turn local 
experiments into solutions that can be reused, adapted and scaled across Europe. 
 

Panel: Trends on agentic AI and how AI is reshaping business 
models and production 

Speakers: 

Florin Șunel, Vice President, Forward Deployed Engineering, UiPath  

Katre Eljas, Coordinator, AI&Robotics Estonia, AIRE (Estonia) 

Manuel Reinsperger, Technology Specialist, DG CNECT, European Commission 

Jennifer Baker, Moderator and presenter 

Presentation: Link 

Video: Link 

1. Agentic AI marks a shift from task automation to goal-driven business transformation 

Agentic AI was presented as a significant evolution from traditional automation and conversational AI towards 
systems that can pursue defined goals, make decisions within rules, and orchestrate processes across functions. 
This means that AI adoption should not be treated as a narrow IT project, but as a business transformation effort 
that starts from a clear understanding of why a process should be automated and what value the organisation 
wants to create. To be effective, companies need to define success criteria, understand the wider impact across 
business functions, and design agentic systems that are measurable, repeatable and aligned with real operational 
needs. 

2. Trust, safety and governance are essential conditions for AI adoption at scale 

The discussion underlined that AI adoption will only scale if organisations and users can trust the systems being 
deployed. This includes secure-by-design implementation, clear safeguards, reliable performance measurement, 
and appropriate governance, particularly as autonomous systems begin to influence workflows, decisions and 
organisational structures. Regulation, including the AI Act, was framed not as a barrier to innovation, but as part 
of Europe’s distinctive approach to combining technological progress with safety, trust and responsible 
deployment. Cybersecurity was highlighted as a concrete example of this dual challenge: AI creates new 
vulnerabilities, but also provides powerful tools for defence and operational resilience. 

3. AI adoption is a continuous journey towards data-driven organisations 

A key message from the panel was that “using AI is not a destination, it is a journey”. Organisations are moving 
from a resource-based model towards a data-driven model, where competitiveness depends less on individual 
technologies and more on the ability to transform processes, skills and decision-making around data and AI. 
Agentic AI reinforces this shift because it moves beyond single tasks and requires companies to think in terms of 
systems, architectures and end-to-end workflows. This also places new demands on organisations: they need to 
invest in education, understand the options and trade-offs of AI, and build the capacity to adapt continuously as 
technologies, markets and user expectations evolve. 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/florin-sunel
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/katre-eljas
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/manuel-reinsperger
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/jennifer-baker-0
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2026-07/Day_2_Panel_Trends%20on%20agentic%20AI%20.pdf
https://youtu.be/RacwpmG4jCM


 

4. Human capabilities become more important as AI becomes more embedded 

The panel stressed that the growing availability of AI does not reduce the importance of human skills, but changes 
which skills matter most. As AI becomes embedded in business processes, cybersecurity, decision-making and 
potentially even regulatory support, humans will need stronger critical thinking, systems thinking, collaboration, 
communication and judgement. The “human in the loop” is therefore not only a technical safeguard, but part of 
a broader organisational and societal adaptation process. AI may support analysis and automation, but decisions 
that shape organisations, work and society remain human-led and require trust, openness and meaningful 
collaboration. 
 

Workshop #4: EDIHs, TEFs & AI Regulatory Sandboxes – 
Powering AI Innovation in European Industry 

Speakers: 

Raffaele Giaffreda, Chief Innovation Scientist, FBK (Italy) 

David Servat, EU Affairs Manager, CEA; Deputy Coordinator, TEF AI-Matters (France) 

Antonino Rotolo, Professor, University of Bologna, EUSAiR, DTA (Italy) 

Evelin Ebruk, Customer Relationship Manager, AI & Robotics Estonia AIRE (Estonia) 

Paola Baruchelli, Research Manager, InnovAction EDIH (Italy) 

Christian Wögerer, Coordinator international networks, AI5innovation EDIH (Austria)  

Livio Rubino, Legal and Policy Officer, DG CNECT, European Commission 

Presentation: Link   

Video: Link 

1. EDIHs, TEFs and sandboxes are complementary instruments, but the collaboration model still 
needs to mature 

The discussion showed that EDIHs, TEFs and AI regulatory sandboxes perform different but highly 
complementary roles in the European AI ecosystem. EDIHs act as entry points for companies, providing initial 
guidance, training, digital triage, needs assessment and ecosystem navigation. TEFs provide access to high-end 
testing infrastructure, real or near-real operational environments, technical validation, and technology maturity 
assessment. AI regulatory sandboxes add a further layer by enabling companies to experiment and enter into a 
regulatory dialogue with regulators before market deployment. However, the session also confirmed that there 
is no single collaboration model across Europe: arrangements differ significantly between Member States, 
depending on national ecosystems, regulatory readiness and available infrastructures. The main challenge is 
therefore to move from ad hoc cooperation to clearer operational pathways that help companies understand 
when to use each instrument, how they connect, and what support is available at each stage. 

2. The innovation journey is non-linear and requires continuous support from idea to real-world 
deployment 

Several examples illustrated that companies rarely move in a straight line from idea to product. Their journey 
often starts with an unclear need or an early concept, and then moves through clarification, feasibility 
assessment, training, technical validation, prototype development, testing, regulatory checks, funding 
discussions and eventually deployment. The railway and animal monitoring examples showed that even when a 
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prototype is developed, this does not mean the solution is ready for market: companies may still need access to 
real operational environments, testing methodologies, validation protocols, field conditions and follow-up 
support. This underlines the importance of EDIHs and TEFs working together across the full innovation cycle, 
rather than treating support as a one-off intervention. It also shows why customer journeys need to be designed 
around the practical reality of innovation, including repeated engagement, evolving needs and multiple rounds 
of technical and business assessment. 

3. Real-world testing is critical to de-risk AI adoption and support investment decisions 

A strong message from the panel was that testing in laboratory conditions is not enough, especially for AI 
solutions intended for industrial, agrifood, mobility or other operational environments. Companies need to 
understand whether their technologies work under real conditions, whether they are technically mature, 
whether users can integrate them into existing processes, and whether the expected return justifies further 
investment. TEFs were repeatedly described as mechanisms for de-risking industrial AI adoption by reducing 
uncertainty, assessing technical performance, validating operational readiness and helping companies avoid 
premature or poorly informed investment decisions. This is particularly important for SMEs, which often lack in-
house testing infrastructure, technical expertise or access to field environments such as farms, factories, rail 
systems or production sites. 

4. AI regulatory sandboxes can turn AI Act implementation into a practical learning process 

The session highlighted that AI regulatory sandboxes are still an evolving instrument, with Member States 
progressing at different speeds in their implementation and operationalisation. Their value lies in creating 
controlled environments where companies, regulators and support organisations can jointly test AI systems, 
clarify risk classifications, examine compliance requirements and understand how regulation applies to concrete 
use cases. This is particularly important because regulation alone cannot anticipate every AI deployment 
scenario. Examples discussed during the session showed that companies may need to revisit compliance 
strategies as classifications or regulatory interpretations evolve. EDIHs and TEFs can therefore play a practical 
support role by translating regulatory complexity into understandable processes, helping companies prepare 
documentation, assess risks, and connect technical validation with regulatory readiness. 

5. Europe has strong infrastructures and expertise, but funding and scaling pathways remain weak 
points 

The panel confirmed that Europe already has a dense ecosystem of support infrastructures, including EDIHs, 
TEFs, AI factories, AI regulatory sandboxes, universities, competence centres and sectoral networks. Examples 
from AgrifoodTEF, AI-MATTERS and national EDIH networks showed that these actors can mobilise advanced 
expertise, testing facilities, cross-border collaboration and specialised support for industrial AI adoption. 
However, access to finance remains a recurring bottleneck. Companies often lack direct funding, flexible 
innovation financing, cascade-funding-opportunities or resources to move from successful testing to wider 
deployment. This creates a risk that technically promising solutions remain stuck after feasibility or prototype 
stages. Stronger links between EDIHs, TEFs and EU funding instruments would therefore be essential to translate 
Europe’s testing and experimentation capacity into market uptake, scaling and industrial competitiveness. 
 

Workshop #5: Common tools for the EDIHs (Part 2): DMAT2 
updates 

Speakers: 

Daniel Nepelski, Team Leader, JRC, European Commission 

Alexandru Bobe, Coordinator, CiTyInnoHub (Romania) 

Lali Costa Estrada, DIH4CAT (Spain) 

Yiannis Kotsis-Giannarakis, GR DigiGOV EDIH (Greece) 
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Mihaela Lafont, Programme Officer, DG CNECT, European Commission 

Presentation: Link  

1. DMAT 2.0 is an evolution: it is simpler, shorter, and sector-agnostic 

The revised DMAT uses simpler language and has moved from six to five dimensions. DMAT2 can be used across 
all sectors and company types. Yes/no answers have been replaced with a graded scale (from 'not at all' to 'to a 
large extent') to capture progress, and a free-text comment field has been added. The look and feel of the 
platform will remain the same to ensure a smooth transition, with a tentative release date of July 2026.  

2. The score is a health check, not a performance ranking, and what matters is the change over time 

Presenters repeatedly highlighted that the assessment is not a means of ranking hubs or judging companies. 
They used the analogy of a gym or fitness centre: first, you assess; then, you agree with a plan; finally, you re-
measure. The value lies in the difference between the initial assessment and subsequent ones, which indicates 
whether a company’s digital maturity is improving, as it does in approximately 90% of cases. Accordingly, KPIs 
will count the number of assessments performed, not the scores themselves. 

3. DMAT is the network’s only unique source of digital maturity data, and hubs are urged to make 
far more use of it 

Around 30,000 assessments have been carried out to date with the European Commission interested in 
increasing these numbers further. Aggregated at the EU level, the data provides a coherent, evidence-based 
overview of the current situation of European SMEs and their needs, informing policy design, as well as the JRC’s 
state-of-play report. As it is a key source of data on the digital profile of EDIH customers, using the tool 
consistently benefits hubs, their clients, and the wider ecosystem. 

4. The AI dimension is now aligned with Eurostat and the Apply AI strategy 

DMAT 2.0 is aligned with the AI questions from the European ICT survey, enabling customer results to be viewed 
in context with those of companies across Europe. It is also interoperable with the Apply AI strategy, which 
monitors AI uptake across thirteen strategic sectors (ten industrial sectors and the public sector). This connects 
the network’s data to a broader AI monitoring system. Hubs highlighted that the AI result is particularly valuable 
in regions such as Catalonia and Romania that have binding AI adoption targets.  

5. DMAT is most effective when used as an entry point to trigger dialogue and link to other tools 

DMAT is deliberately sector- and company-size agnostic and not customisable. Its role is to initiate a conversation 
between the hub and the client, after which it connects to complementary assessments, such as those relating 
to technology, business and investment readiness, the innovation radar, cyber security, data management and 
sustainability. Open DMAT, the open self-service version, where many companies assess themselves without a 
hub serving as an intermediary, is also popular further underlining the usefulness of this tool. Meanwhile, more 
tailored sector-specific tools can be developed collaboratively within thematic working groups. The Commission 
invited hubs to share their frameworks and data for analysis. EDIHs were invited to share feedback on their 
readiness for DMAT2 implementation and support needed for its launch, including dedicated training sessions, 
results visualisations and more. 

Workshop #6: Access to finance/investments 

Speakers: 

Stefania Ascione, Head of R&I Advisory and Access to EU Funding, Intesa Sanpaolo Bank 
(Italy) 

Artur Bobovnícky, Project Manager, EXPANDI 4.0 – SIEA (Slovakia) 
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Reinhard Willfort, Mastermind EDIH Crowd in Motion AI & CEO isn, EDIH Crowd in Motion AI 
& isn (Austria) 

Alvaro Hernando Hernando, Policy Officer, DG CNECT, European Commission 

Presentation: Link  

1. The core bottleneck is more the investment readiness than the availability of technology or 
finance 

The panel underlined that SMEs often struggle less with access to technology than with understanding how to 
finance digitalisation and structure investable projects. Financing opportunities exist across EU funds, national 
programmes, banks, venture capital and private investors, but the landscape is fragmented, eligibility rules differ, 
and smaller firms often lack the time and capacity to identify the right pathway. The recurring message was that 
technology validation alone is not enough: companies also need to understand return on investment, mitigate 
risk, and translate a promising digital or AI solution into a bankable proposal that can attract debt, equity, grants 
or blended finance. 

2. EDIHs can act as neutral pre-investment advisors and ecosystem orchestrators 

EDIHs are well placed to support companies before they approach a bank, investor or public funding body. Their 
value lies in combining technical expertise with neutral financial guidance, helping SMEs clarify needs, assess 
investment maturity, structure proposals and connect with the right financing actors. The Slovak example 
showed how EDIHs can move beyond individual company support and influence the design of national financing 
instruments, working with ministries and banks to define eligible activities, prepare bank-ready documentation 
and promote schemes to SMEs. This points to a broader role for EDIHs as neutral orchestrators linking companies, 
public authorities, banks and innovation programmes into a more coherent financing ecosystem. 

3. Access to finance should be treated as a sequenced journey 

The discussion showed that effective access-to-finance support depends on sequencing different services and 
instruments around the company’s maturity and needs. Crowdfunding can provide an early market test, initial 
capital and customer validation; public grants or match funding can reduce risk; banks can provide loans once 
demand and feasibility are better evidenced; and investors can support later growth. The Austrian crowdfunding 
examples illustrated how early customer commitment can strengthen credibility with banks and investors, while 
the Italian banking perspective showed the importance of building a roadmap that combines grants, equity and 
debt. The strongest outcomes emerged where technology validation, networking and finance were coordinated 
as part of a single journey rather than delivered as separate services. 

4. Blended and leveraged financing models can increase speed, scale and impact 

The Slovak financial instrument highlighted the potential of blended finance to make digitalisation investment 
faster and more attractive for SMEs. By combining a bank loan with a non-repayable grant component of 15 to 
25%, the scheme reduced cost and risk for companies while shortening decision times from traditional grant 
timelines of 12 to 18 months to as little as 4 to 6 weeks. This type of instrument also creates leverage: public 
money can mobilise several times its value in private investment. The reported mobilisation of €48 million across 
the two Slovak EDIHs demonstrates how EDIHs can help shift from fragmented grant dependency towards faster, 
more scalable financial instruments that support competitiveness. 

5. Link between access to finance and future financial sustainability  
The panel also linked access to finance for companies with the future financial sustainability of EDIHs themselves. 
As public funding decreases, EDIHs will need to test cost-sharing models, develop services that companies are 
willing to pay for, and deepen partnerships with banks, crowdfunding platforms, financial advisors and investors. 
The longer-term vision is for EDIHs to evolve from digital innovation hubs into “Digital Innovation and Capital 
Hubs”, where technology validation, investment readiness, financial advisory and capital mobilisation are part of 
the same ecosystem. This shift would also change how success is measured: not only by digital maturity or 
number of services delivered, but by whether companies become more investment-ready and able to scale. 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/reinhard-willfort
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Workshop #7: From pilot to scale: how EDIHs turn European AI 
into real SME deployment 

Speakers: 

Robin Burghard, Coordinator, EDIH BOOST (the Netherlands) 

Lynn Moonen, Community Manager, Smart Connected Supplier Network (the Netherlands) 

Reinoud Plantinga, Program manager EDIH Digital Hub Noordwest NL, ROM Utrecht Region 
(the Netherlands) 

Carlo Ongini, Head of Innovation, MADE Competence Center (Italy) 

Vera Leonhart, Coordinator, OOST NL (the Netherlands) 

Presentation: Link  

1. AI adoption starts with business relevance, not technology awareness 

The panel confirmed that SMEs engage with AI when it is framed around concrete business needs, operational 
pain points and visible benefits, rather than as a technology in itself. Several examples showed that AI becomes 
meaningful when it helps companies improve maintenance, reduce manual work, increase productivity, support 
quality control, strengthen customer value or make work safer. This also means that EDIHs need to start from 
the company’s own challenges, maturity and sector context, helping SMEs connect their domain knowledge with 
what AI can realistically offer. Awareness-raising remains useful, but it only becomes effective when it is 
translated into practical use cases that SMEs recognise as relevant to their own operations. 

2. Moving from curiosity to deployment requires a structured adoption pathway 

The discussion highlighted that many SMEs are curious about AI but are overwhelmed by the number of tools, 
options and possible entry points. To move from interest to implementation, they need a guided journey that 
combines inspiration, hands-on workshops, peer learning, expert coaching, test-before-invest services and 
follow-up support. The learning-circle model and the DRIVE methodology both illustrate how EDIHs can structure 
this journey: starting with needs and maturity assessment, then identifying quick wins, preparing an AI roadmap, 
testing solutions in safe environments and supporting gradual implementation. This confirms that EDIHs add 
most value when they bridge the gap between general interest and concrete deployment. 

3. Data readiness is the critical foundation for AI deployment 

A recurring message was that many SMEs are interested in AI but do not yet have the structured, clean or usable 
data needed to deploy it effectively. Before companies can benefit from AI tools such as chatbots, predictive 
systems, or supply-chain automation, they often need support to organise their data, digitise their knowledge 
base, determine which data to capture, and assess whether their current digital maturity is sufficient. This is 
particularly important for less digitally mature SMEs, which risk being left behind if support focuses only on 
advanced companies or technology providers. EDIHs therefore have a key role in helping the broader SME base 
build the data foundations needed for future AI adoption. 

4. Trust, confidentiality and safe experimentation are essential to overcome hesitation 

The panel stressed that AI adoption depends not only on technical feasibility, but also on trust. SMEs need 
confidence that their data will be handled securely, that confidentiality will be respected, and that they retain 
control over how data is used, especially in sensitive sectors such as automotive, aerospace and defence. Trusted 
service providers, contractual safeguards, data sovereignty, safe testing environments and clear compliance 
processes can reduce hesitation and make experimentation less risky. Test-before-invest services are particularly 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/lynn-moonen
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valuable because they allow companies to explore AI in a supported setting before committing significant 
resources or changing core business processes. 

5. Scaling requires reusable models, peer examples and stronger network effects across Europe 

Scaling AI deployment across Europe will depend on making successful approaches easier to share, adapt and 
replicate across regions, sectors and maturity levels. Peer learning, company visits, success stories and practical 
demonstrations were repeatedly identified as powerful drivers of uptake because SMEs are more likely to trust 
AI when they see similar companies using it successfully. Larger companies can also help bring SMEs into digital 
networks by demonstrating value and encouraging suppliers to join. For EDIHs, the implication is clear: the 
network should be used more systematically to exchange methods, reuse proven models, adapt sector-specific 
pathways and avoid reinventing the wheel in each region. 
 

Workshop #8: New EDIH frontiers: from capabilities to 
collaboration in associated countries 

Speakers: 

Niclas Rüeffer, Project Director “DT4SME”, GIZ  

Fani Tsirantonaki, Project Adviser, Health and Digital Executive Agency (HaDEA)  

Oksana Zakharkevych, Coordinator, CLOTEX (Ukraine) 

Ivett Angyal, Operations Lead, 28DIGITAL (Hungary) 

Oscar Valle, Innovation Ecosystems Manager, InnDIH, Valencia Region EDIH (Spain) 

Uroš Đoković, International Business Development, CIPS (Serbia) 

Lejla Gurbeta Pokvić, Director, Verlab Institute (Bosnia and Herzegovina) 

Iuliana Munteanu, Leading consultant, Ministry of Economic Development and Digitalisation 
(Moldova) 

Mircea Petic, Process Manager, EDIH DIH of Moldova  

Graciela Garrido, Head of Sales, FundingBox 

Lidia Mocanu, Strategy Director, Digital Innovation Zone 

Presentation: Link  

1. Cross-border collaboration is essential but still under-supported 

Cross-border collaboration between EDIHs is essential to help SMEs access expertise, markets, infrastructure and 
partners beyond their national ecosystems, but the discussion showed that this cooperation remains difficult to 
operationalise. National funding incentives remain limited, regulatory differences across countries complicate 
cross-border service provision, and many hubs lack sufficient awareness of what other hubs can offer. This 
creates a gap between the ambition of a European innovation network and the practical ability of hubs to work 
together on shared SME needs. Addressing these barriers will require stronger policy engagement, clearer 
incentives for cross-border collaboration, and better visibility of hub capabilities and services across the network. 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/niclas-dr-rueffer
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2. SMEs show strong demand for internationalisation, AI adoption and practical support, but uptake 
remains uneven 

The discussion highlighted strong SME interest in expanding into new markets, developing international business 
opportunities, learning from peers, and adopting AI and other advanced technologies. However, there is still a 
clear gap between technological potential and real-world business use. Barriers include insufficient skills, limited 
access to testing environments and computing infrastructure, financial constraints, and resistance to digital 
transformation among more traditional businesses. The Moldova example illustrated this challenge well: the 
strategic ambition is to move from being an AI user to becoming an AI creator, but this requires coordinated 
support for SMEs, skills development, access to high-performance computing, regulatory sandboxes and 
responsible AI practices aligned with European standards. 

3. Matchmaking, joint events and shared tools can turn networking into concrete collaboration 

Matchmaking and structured networking were presented as practical ways to make cross-border collaboration 
more tangible. The B2B “speed dating” initiative across hubs, which included around eight EDIHs in its first 
edition, showed that companies can start engaging and collaborating when given a clear format and a shared 
platform. The B2Match platform was highlighted as useful shared infrastructure because it remains open for one 
year and can be used independently by EDIHs to sustain contacts beyond a single event. Sector-based showcasing 
events in areas such as health, mobility and agri-food also demonstrated the value of regular cross-border 
engagement, with more than 100 participants from 24 countries and active networking during and after the 
events. 

4. Successful ecosystems connect services end-to-end, from training to testing, funding and 
implementation 

A recurring message was that effective support should not be delivered as isolated services, but as an integrated 
journey that helps SMEs move from awareness and skills development to networking, testing, access to finance 
and implementation. Examples from cross-border training programmes showed that support for data spaces and 
AI applications can also help companies access funding opportunities when it is linked to broader business 
development pathways. The discussion also stressed the value of combining EDIHs with the Enterprise Europe 
Network, academia, industry and policymakers, so that companies can access complementary services across 
the full innovation cycle. This end-to-end approach is particularly important in associated countries, where 
stronger links between ideas, training, funding and implementation can help turn innovation potential into 
tangible business and ecosystem results. 
 

Thematic Working Group #4: Construction 

Speakers: 

Stéphanie Roosa, EU Project Manager, GreenWin (Belgium)  

Gaspard Demur, Deputy Head of Unit, DG CNECT, European Commission 

Maria Nakova, Head of EDIH in Construction Sector, EDICS (Bulgaria) 

Presentation: Link  

1. The Construction TWG has evolved from informal exchange to practical collaboration 

The group has developed gradually from sharing experiences and best practices into a more structured and active 
collaboration space. Its value lies in helping EDIHs learn from each other, adapt services to the specific needs of 
the construction sector, and capitalise on existing networks rather than starting from zero. A concrete example 
is the adaptation of the Digital Maturity Assessment tool, which companies often found too generic or difficult 
to understand. Several hubs, therefore, moved towards a more conversational, interview-based approach and 
adjusted questions to better reflect construction companies’ real digital maturity and needs. 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/node/83525
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2. Cross-border service delivery is needed but constrained by funding and state aid rules 

The central barrier identified was the difficulty of delivering services across borders under current funding 
arrangements. Participants stressed that companies may need expertise, infrastructure or support available in 
another country, but national funding rules often prevent resources from being used to support foreign 
companies. This creates a mismatch between the European logic of the EDIH network and the practical 
constraints of nationally allocated budgets. The group discussed possible workarounds, including separating 
activities into different work packages, redefining networking and referrals, exploring paid services, and 
gathering stronger evidence to clarify what is legally and operationally possible. 

3. A stronger evidence base is needed to justify solutions for cross-border collaboration 

The discussion with the Commission representative highlighted the need to move from general concerns to 
documented evidence. The group was encouraged to collect concrete use cases showing both positive demand 
for cross-border services and negative examples where collaboration was blocked by funding or administrative 
rules. Such evidence should include figures, examples of company demand, and cases where the lack of flexibility 
prevented a useful service from being delivered. This would help build a stronger narrative for discussions with 
relevant Commission services and national authorities, and demonstrate that the issue affects not only the 
construction TWG but potentially the wider EDIH network. 

4. The TWG’s next phase should focus on sustainability, visibility and stronger links with wider EU 
initiatives 

The group agreed that future work should build on existing activities, events and collaborations rather than 
launching disconnected new initiatives. Sustainability was a recurring concern, including whether some services 
or events could eventually be partly funded by companies and how collaboration could continue beyond current 
funding arrangements. Participants also discussed the need to connect more strongly with AI factories, TEFs, AI 
helpdesks and other EU initiatives, particularly because expertise and infrastructure are unevenly distributed 
across countries. The next steps include collecting case studies, organising further discussions or a webinar after 
the summer, increasing visibility, and attracting more active members to the working group. 
 

Thematic Working Group #5: Tourism 

Speakers: 

Alessio Pisa, Professor, IULM University 

Roberto Carraro, CEO, Carraro Lab 

Maiju Viiki, Account Manager at Visit Tampere - 2026 European Capital of Smart Tourism 

Michail Vamvakouris, Tourism Unit member, Directorate-General for Mobility and Transport 
(DG MOVE), European Commission 

Nicola Bianchi, Project manager, AI-Catalyst (Italy) 

Edoardo Colombo, Member, AI-Catalyst (Italy) 

Alessandro Ciccone, Senior Innovation Consultant, EDI (Italy) 

Olivia Zechner, Project Coordinator, Crowd In motion EDIH (Austria)  

Anca Albu, Member, CITY INNOHUB (Romania)  

Catalina Nicolescu, Member, CITY INNOHUB (Romania)  

Mike Conroy, Director and Program Coordinator, Data2Sustain EDIH (Ireland)  

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/michail-vamvakouris


 

Laura Plunkett, Programme Manager, CeADAR (EDIH for AI) (Ireland)  

Antonio Collado, Coordinator, CIDIHUB (Spain)  

Stig Michelsen, Managing Director, Oceanopolis (Norway)  

Petri Salo, Coordinator, Robocoast EDIH (Finland) 

Presentation: Link  

1. AI is reshaping tourism discovery and customer behaviour 

AI is already changing how travellers search for destinations, experiences and travel information, with tools such 
as ChatGPT increasingly influencing discovery and decision-making. This creates pressure on tourism businesses 
to rethink their digital presence, as traditional SEO is no longer sufficient. The discussion highlighted the 
emerging importance of Generative Engine Optimisation, where websites and tourism content need to be 
understandable not only to human users, but also to AI systems that may increasingly mediate customer choices. 

2. The main challenge is organisational readiness 

The session showed that many practical AI solutions already exist in tourism, including automated booking 
systems, virtual assistants, AI-powered customer service, personalised itinerary generation, visitor-flow 
prediction and destination management tools. These examples can reduce staff workload, improve response 
times and support better use of tourism data. However, the main barrier is often not the technology itself, but 
whether organisations have the culture, processes, skills and willingness to experiment needed to turn AI into 
real operational value. 

3. AI literacy and human-centred adoption are critical for impact 

A recurring message was that tourism organisations need to invest seriously in AI literacy, continuous learning 
and internal capacity-building. Employees need support in understanding how AI tools work, using them 
responsibly, and integrating them into daily operations. The discussion stressed that AI should be framed as a 
way to augment human capabilities rather than replace people. Training programmes, AI literacy platforms, 
simulated AI-enabled workplaces, and internal AI champions can help make adoption more practical and less 
intimidating for tourism professionals. 

4. Data, collaboration and sustainability will shape the next phase of tourism innovation 

High-quality, accessible and interoperable data was identified as a core condition for successful AI adoption in 
tourism. Speakers highlighted the need for open platforms, shared data ecosystems and stronger collaboration 
between public authorities, businesses, universities and innovation hubs. This links closely with the upcoming EU 
Sustainable Tourism Strategy, which is expected to support a shift from volume-based to value-based tourism, 
with emphasis on sustainability, resilience, skills, innovation, accessibility and data-driven decision-making. The 
European Tourism Data Space was presented as an important mechanism to improve access to reliable data and 
support innovation across the sector. 
 

Thematic Working Group #6: Mobility 

Speakers: Alexandra Hunger, Coordinator, EDIH MID (Germany) 

Presentation: Link  
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1. Mobility is becoming a cross-sector enabler beyond transport systems 

Participants consistently highlighted that mobility increasingly interacts with broader societal systems such as 
healthcare, housing, and economic activity. It is no longer viewed as a standalone infrastructure challenge but 
as an enabler of social mobility, regional development, and sustainability transitions. This shift implies that future 
mobility solutions must be designed in an integrated way, considering multiple sectors and policy domains 
simultaneously. 

2. Data access and management are the main bottlenecks to innovation in the field of mobility 

Across discussions, the lack of high-quality, accessible, and shareable data emerged as a critical barrier. Public 
sector organisations, in particular, face heavy administrative burdens in data collection and management, 
limiting their ability to focus on innovation. At the same time, companies and service providers struggle to access 
relevant datasets held by governments or other actors, slowing down the development and scaling of AI-driven 
mobility solutions. 

3. There is strong optimism about technology, but systemic and behavioural challenges remain 

While participants expressed confidence in emerging technologies such as AI, autonomous vehicles, and data-
driven systems, they also acknowledged significant uncertainties. These include high infrastructure costs, 
regulatory constraints, and the difficulty of changing human behaviour and institutional practices. As a result, 
the future of mobility is expected to be shaped not only by technological advancements but also by policy 
decisions, societal acceptance, and cross-sector coordination. 
 

Thematic Working Group #7: The Smart connectivity asset 
marketplace: mapping our network’s “Test Before Invest” 
capabilities 

Speakers: Pau Pamplona Negre, Project and ecosystem manager, Fundació i2CAT (Spain) 

Presentation: Link  

1. Need for stronger EU-level collaboration and market orientation 
The discussion highlighted that across the EDIH network, there is a clear and consistent need to strengthen 
collaboration at the European level. While many hubs have strong individual capabilities, translating these into 
cross-border projects remains limited. In addition, there is a growing recognition that focusing solely on 
technological offerings is insufficient. EDIHs need to improve how they identify, reach, and engage customers to 
ensure that innovation activities are driven by real market demand. Strengthening collaboration frameworks 
while aligning with business needs will be key to increasing the number and impact of joint European projects. 

2. Opportunities through shared infrastructure and complementary strengths 
Opportunities in leveraging the collective infrastructure and expertise across EDIHs were discussed. Facilities 
such as field labs, satellites, and supercomputers provide a strong foundation for collaboration and 
experimentation at scale. At the same time, many EDIHs share overlapping strengths in domains such as logistics, 
mobility, energy efficiency, and cybersecurity. This alignment creates favourable conditions for cross-border 
projects, where complementary expertise can be combined to address complex industry challenges. Better 
coordination of these shared assets could significantly enhance innovation capacity across Europe 

3. Barriers from fragmentation and misalignment across ecosystems 
Another point of discussion was the existing barriers to collaboration and the constraints imposed by structural 
challenges. Fragmentation across national ecosystems makes it difficult to build seamless cooperation, as each 
country operates within different regulatory, funding, and organisational frameworks. These differences create 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/pau-pamplona
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barriers to aligning services, pricing, and project structures. Additionally, there remains a gap between the 
technological capabilities offered by EDIHs and companies' actual needs. Without bridging this gap, there is a 
risk that available infrastructure and services remain underutilised. 

4. Practical steps to enable more effective collaboration 
It was stressed that, to overcome these challenges, EDIHs can focus on implementing practical, coordinated 
solutions. Developing shared tools, such as a common customer database, would improve visibility of demand 
and help connect companies with relevant expertise across borders. Enhancing matchmaking mechanisms will 
also ensure that technologies are better aligned with concrete industry needs. Furthermore, there is strong 
potential in promoting smaller, faster cross-border pilot projects, which lower the barrier to collaboration and 
can deliver quick, tangible results. These efforts can be supported by existing mechanisms such as open calls, 
cascade funding, and joint events, helping to move from discussion to implementation. 
 

Panel discussion: EDIHs and the AI-ready workforce: AI skills in 
SMEs and next steps 

Speakers: 

Juha-Pekka Alanen, Project manager, EDIH Robocoast (Finland) 

Nicola Bianchi, Head of Services, EDIH Tuscany X.0 (Italy) 

Caterina Bortolaso, Senior Project Manager, European DIGITAL SME Alliance 

Giulia Carsaniga, Policy Officer, DG CNECT, European Commission 

Gianluca Misuraca, Coordinator of AISHA, AI Skills Academy 

Presentation: Link  

Video: Link 

1. An AI-ready workforce requires both adopters and developers, with stronger hybrid skills inside 
SMEs 

The panel stressed that AI skills should not be understood only as advanced technical expertise. An AI-ready 
workforce needs to include both those developing AI solutions and those adopting them in business processes. 
For SMEs, this means building hybrid profiles capable of combining technical understanding with business 
strategy, procurement judgement, data awareness and the ability to assess, manage and deploy AI solutions 
responsibly. This is also linked to Europe’s wider technology sovereignty agenda: AI, cloud and semiconductors 
were framed as strategic assets, not just commodities, requiring companies to think more carefully about 
technology choices, data control and medium-term resilience. 

2. SMEs do not start from “skills needs”, but from concrete business problems 

A recurring message was that SMEs rarely approach EDIHs asking for AI upskilling in abstract terms. They come 
with operational challenges, such as improving quotation processes, marketing, finance, customer service or 
internal workflows. Skills development, therefore, works best when it is problem-driven and connected to 
immediate business value. The Finnish example showed how work on a single process can trigger a broader 
strategic shift, with the company moving from exploring one AI use case to considering internal AI expertise. This 
suggests that AI skills interventions should begin with business diagnosis and use-case identification, rather than 
generic training offers. 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2026-06/Day_2_Panel%20EDIHs%20and%20the%20AI-ready%20workforce%20AI%20skills%20in%20SMEs%20and%20next%20steps.pdf
https://youtu.be/v2bFk-CwF8M


 

3. Micro and traditional SMEs need practical, tailored and low-friction learning pathways 

The discussion highlighted the specific constraints faced by micro and traditional SMEs, especially those with 
limited digital maturity, little time and few internal resources. For many, digitalisation still means a website, a 
booking system, or a CRM, making AI feel distant from daily operations. Training that is too theoretical, too tool-
specific or too disconnected from business goals is unlikely to engage them. Effective models, such as the AI 
Power programme in Tuscany, combine skills assessment, tailored modules, coaching, project work, and 
prototype development, allowing companies to understand how to introduce AI into their own processes 
without expecting them to become AI developers. 

4. Trust and ecosystem navigation are central to SME uptake 

SMEs face a crowded, fragmented support landscape, making it difficult to understand where to start, who to 
trust, and which partner is appropriate. The panel repeatedly underlined the role of EDIHs as trusted entry points 
and intermediaries that can help companies navigate funding, training, regulation, technical support and 
technology providers. The idea of a “chain of trust” was particularly important: SMEs are often more likely to 
engage through actors they already know, such as municipalities, business associations, or local advisors, before 
connecting with EDIHs, AI factories, or more specialised services. AI-based helpdesk tools can support this 
process, but trust still depends on credible human intermediaries and clear service pathways. 

5. Scaling AI skills requires coordination, shared resources and impact-focused governance 

At the European level, the issue is not a lack of initiatives, but the need to better coordinate them and avoid 
duplicating efforts. The AI Skills Academy was presented as a mechanism to aggregate existing actors, map 
training offers, develop sector-specific and on-the-job learning, support experiential labs and link skills 
development with governance and policy needs. Scaling will require stronger mapping of EDIH training activities, 
better visibility of funding and learning opportunities, reusable training resources, community-level awareness 
work, and more systematic measurement of whether training changes careers, organisations and business 
performance. Skills and governance, therefore, need to advance together, with EDIHs acting both as delivery 
channels and feedback loops into policy. 
 

Workshop #9: Bridging the gap: collaborations between EDIHs, 
SMEs, and EU AI solution providers 

Speakers: 

Laure Quintin, Director for European projects and affair, MINASMART (France)  

Karin Jancykova, Project Coordinator of FactoryXChange 2.0, Irish Manufacturing Research 
(Ireland) 

Giulia Zampedri, Senior Business Development Manager, European Digital SME Alliance 

Pierre Colon, Reporting adviser & Sustainability Director at I-Care Group 

Niklas Rakowski, Legal and Policy Officer, DG CNECT, European Commission 

1. EDIHs’ distinctive value lies in trust, neutrality and need-first engagement 

The discussion showed that EDIHs are well-positioned to bridge the gap between European AI providers and 
SMEs, as they are seen as neutral intermediaries rather than product sellers. This neutrality allows them to help 
companies define their real operational needs, assess whether AI is appropriate, and identify suitable providers 
without creating a conflict of interest. Several examples stressed that AI deployment should not start with the 
tool, sensor, or model, but with the business problem, the data already available, and the expected return on 
investment. This human-centric approach, through digital strategists, cluster partners, roadshows, on-site visits 
and structured needs assessments, is central to moving SMEs from curiosity to adoption. 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/karin-jancykova


 

2. AI adoption fails less because solutions are unavailable than because deployment pathways are 
weak 

The panel highlighted that Europe already has strong AI providers and technical capabilities, but SMEs often 
struggle to convert these into usable business value. Common barriers include limited internal AI expertise, 
unclear business strategy, difficulty identifying pain points, lack of interoperability with existing systems, 
insufficient deployment support, and uncertainty about funding or compliance. The Minasmart example showed 
that an EDIH offer built mainly around research and frontier innovation did not fully meet the needs of most 
SMEs, which required faster, more applied AI solutions. This led to a redesigned “AI journey” that included vetted 
private providers, use-case qualification, and practical deployment support. 

3. Effective AI matchmaking needs structured journeys, not just static catalogues 

A recurring message was that AI solution catalogues are useful only when embedded in a broader support 
process. The Commission’s forthcoming mechanism should avoid becoming another unused list of tools and 
instead support structured, ongoing supply-demand matchmaking at scale. FactoryXChange’s “exchange.ie” 
platform illustrated how this can work in practice: SMEs enter through a single access point, receive a 
consultation with a trained digital strategist, complete a Digital Maturity Assessment, and are then guided 
towards relevant services, skills support and experimentation opportunities. Future catalogues should also 
evolve towards integrated solution packages, helping SMEs avoid the burden of solving interoperability and 
compatibility issues themselves. 

4. European AI sovereignty must be practical, criteria-based and linked to proximity 

The discussion made clear that European origin and sovereignty matter, but only if they are meaningful and 
operationally useful for SMEs. Sovereignty should not be reduced to a marketing label; it requires clear criteria 
for European jurisdiction, data hosting, infrastructure, R&D, technological maturity, and control. At the same 
time, SMEs often experience sovereignty through proximity, trust and responsiveness: local offices, local support 
staff, clear communication and cultural understanding can make the difference between adoption and failure. 
European AI providers can therefore compete not only on compliance or identity, but also on their ability to 
deliver fast, trustworthy, locally supported deployment. 

5. Scale will require a balanced local and cross-border model 
The session underlined that most SMEs are best served by local or national EDIH ecosystems, especially when 
they are at an early stage of AI adoption and need practical support that aligns with their business realities. 
However, cross-border collaboration becomes valuable when companies have advanced or highly specialised 
needs that cannot be met locally, for example, access to specific AI factories, sector expertise or specialised 
providers. The goal should therefore not be cross-border referral for its own sake, but a need-driven model 
where EDIHs first understand the company’s problem and then connect it to the best available support, local or 
European. Any Commission mechanism should be designed for scale from the outset, building on the EDIH 
network as a trusted distributed infrastructure rather than relying on isolated matchmaking events. 
 

Workshop #10: AI in the public sector 

Speakers: 

Paula Rodriguez Muller, Research and Scientific Officer, JRC, European Commission 

Jakub Šenovský, Project Manager, EDIH CTU (Czechia) 

Bo Fristed, CIO, City of Aarhus (Denmark) 

Jonas Gillett, Chief Consultant, Digital Taskforce for AI (Denmark) 

Antoine-Alexandre André, Policy and legal officer, DG CNECT, European Commission 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/paula-rodriguez-muller
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/jakub-senovsky
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Presentation: Link  

1. AI adoption in public administrations should start from public value, not from technology 

The panel stressed that the “AI first” approach does not mean applying AI everywhere, but assessing where AI 
can solve concrete problems, improve services, and support the public mandate of administrations. Readiness, 
governance, skills, data, procurement and organisational culture are as important as the technology itself. 

2. Moving from pilots to scale requires strong institutional anchoring 

The Czech ADAM use case showed that an AI assistant can deliver immediate value by helping auditors navigate 
large volumes of rules and documentation. Its scaling across ministries was possible because it was transferred 
to, and securely operated by, the State Treasury, giving other public bodies confidence to adopt it. 

3. Funding matters, but it is not sufficient on its own 

Fully funded pilots can help public administrations test and adopt AI, especially where procurement rules are 
complex. However, the Danish experience showed that scaling also depends on political sponsorship, clear 
prioritisation, co-investment by the actors involved, and a “coalition of the willing” rather than top-down 
imposition. 

4. Denmark’s experience points to the importance of coordinated implementation 

The Danish Digital Taskforce for AI focuses on a limited number of high-impact projects, such as automated 
documentation, digital assistants for citizens and businesses, and AI support for public employees. This approach 
allows solutions to be tested, funded and scaled rapidly across state, regional and local government. 

5. Open source and interoperability were presented as central to trustworthy public AI 
The OS2 AI example from Aarhus showed how publicly funded AI solutions can be shared across municipalities, 
adapted by different administrations, and potentially reused at European level. The panel underlined that when 
public money funds AI, the resulting code, components or standards should, where possible, remain reusable 
and avoid vendor lock-in. 

6. EDIHs can play a stronger role as translators, connectors and scale-up partners 

The discussion highlighted opportunities for EDIHs to support public administrations through readiness checks, 
skills development, procurement guidance, matchmaking with SMEs, and the dissemination of reusable 
solutions. Their added value is not only technical support, but also helping administrations navigate governance, 
GDPR, AI Act requirements and organisational change. 
 

Workshop #11: Common tools for the EDIHs: AI-on-Demand 
Platform (AIoD) and the EDIH social platform (EDIHub) 

Speakers: 

Gian Mario Maggio, Chief Strategy Officer for European Affairs, FBK (Italy) 

Francesco Matteucci, Senior Advisor on Innovation, FBK (Italy) 

Françoise Soulié, Scientific Advisor, Hub France IA (France) 

Periklis Terlixidis, CEO, Attica Hub (Greece)  

Maria Almeida, DeployAI Coordinator, Fraunhofer (Germany) 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2026-06/Day_2_AI%20in%20the%20Public%20Sector.pdf
https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/gian-mario-maggio
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Robert Fischbach, Operations Manager, European Digital Innovation Hub Südwestfalen and 
Research associate, University of Siegen (Germany)  

Markus Ermert, Scientific Advisor, DLR Project Management Agency (Germany) 

Sergio Mellinas, Solution Architect, Convotis 

Mihaela Lafont, Programme Officer, DG CNECT, European Commission 

Alvaro Carabrejas Egea, Policy Officer, DG CNECT, European Commission 

Presentation: Link  

1. Key insight 

The session introduced the AI on Demand Platform (AODP) and its role in supporting the European AI ecosystem. 
Speakers explained how the platform helps organisations build, train and deploy AI solutions through a 
combination of development tools, computing resources and a marketplace for AI services. 
A live demonstration showed how organisations can register in the Business Navigator, increase their visibility, 
connect with potential partners and publish AI products or services in the marketplace. Examples from France 
and Greece highlighted how EDIHs and SMEs can use the platform to access expertise, collaborate across borders 
and accelerate AI adoption.  
The discussion covered intellectual property ownership, platform sustainability, and current open calls for AI 
providers interested in integrating their services into the platform. Participants were encouraged to engage with 
the platform and provide feedback on future developments.  
The second part of the session presented the EDIH Hub, a collaboration platform designed for EDIHs. The tool 
supports communication, document sharing, event management and networking between hubs across Europe. 
Future plans include AI-powered search and improved matchmaking capabilities. 
 

Workshop #12: Are we really ready? Mapping AI ethics and 
readiness risks in EDIH-led technology transfer 

Speakers: 

Cristina Baghiu, Hub Coordinator, Digital Innovation Zone 

Adelina Marinescu, Senior Innovation Manager, Digital Innovation Zone 

Irina Robulet, Public Funding Expert, Digital Innovation Zone  

Presentation: Link 

1. EDIHs are being asked to become trusted AI intermediaries, but their readiness is uneven 

The discussion highlighted a widening gap between the role expected of EDIHs and their current internal 
capabilities. EDIHs are increasingly expected to support both AI adopters and developers, helping with proof-of-
concept development, test-before-invest activities, market uptake, AI literacy, and trusted guidance. However, 
participants questioned whether EDIHs are sufficiently equipped to provide reliable advice on complex 
regulatory, technical and ethical issues. The session highlighted the need for stronger internal expertise, clearer 
processes, continuous staff upskilling, and greater specialisation across the network, so that individual EDIHs do 
not all try to cover every aspect of AI readiness on their own. 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/robert-fischbach-0
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2. AI use is already widespread, but governance, data protection and risk controls lag behind 

A key concern was the mismatch between frequent AI use and weak organisational control. Poll results and 
discussion showed that many participants already use AI regularly, often for drafting, analysis or advising 
organisations, but internal AI policies remain unclear or absent in many organisations. This creates risks around 
sensitive data, confidentiality, decision transparency and compliance, particularly when staff use unofficial tools 
or personal accounts. The discussion also raised concerns about “shadow AI”, over-reliance on AI outputs, 
declining critical thinking and limited confidence in data protection practices. The main message was that AI 
readiness is not just about adoption, but about having the governance, rules and safeguards needed to use AI 
responsibly. 

3. A simplified AI Helpdesk could help translate complexity into practical guidance for SMEs 

The proposed AI Helpdesk was presented as a practical response to fragmentation and complexity in the AI 
ecosystem. Rather than duplicating EU-level services, it would act as a local adaptation layer, helping SMEs 
understand the EU AI Act and other AI frameworks in plain language, access FAQs, webinars, self-assessment 
tools and AI literacy resources, and find the right follow-up support. This role would also help EDIHs connect 
regional companies with European AI structures such as AI sandboxes, AI factories, the AI Service Desk and other 
infrastructures. For less-informed SMEs in particular, the value of such a helpdesk would be to provide a clear 
first point of entry into a complex landscape and guide them towards appropriate, trusted services. 
 

Thematic Working Group #8: Sustainability 

Speakers: 

Livio Rubino, Legal and Policy Officer, DG CNECT, European Commission  

Andrea Halmos, Deputy Head of Unit, Directorate-General for Environment (DG ENV), 
European Commission 

Presentation: Link  

1. The Sustainability TWG needs to become a practical bridge between EU green-digital priorities 
and regional EDIH delivery 

The session framed the relaunch of the Sustainability Thematic Working Group as an opportunity to align EDIH 
activities with EU priorities in the green transition, AI, data, decarbonisation, and the circular economy, while 
avoiding a top-down agenda. The discussion showed that sustainability is not a single technical field, but a cross-
cutting agenda spanning agriculture, construction, manufacturing, tourism, energy efficiency, public 
administration and SME support. This makes the TWG potentially valuable as a coordination space where EDIHs 
can translate broad EU policy priorities into practical activities, sector-specific guidance, and evidence from 
regional implementation. 

2. Digital-green deployment is held back by fragmented rules, weak capacity and persistent data 
barriers 

Participants identified a recurring set of barriers that limit the uptake of digital solutions for sustainability: 
fragmented regulations and certification schemes across Member States, limited skills and technical capacity, 
funding constraints, and difficulties faced by SMEs and local administrations in moving from interest to 
implementation. Data emerged as a particularly important bottleneck. Although open data is available, it is often 
difficult to access, integrate and use in practice, while non-open or confidential datasets raise further challenges. 
These barriers suggest that the TWG should focus less on showcasing generic tools and more on helping EDIHs 
and their clients understand what data is available, how it can be used, and what support is needed to deploy 
digital-green solutions in real settings. 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/andrea-halmos
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3. Data spaces, geospatial data and digital twins are priority areas, but need concrete use cases to 
become meaningful 
There was strong interest in data-related topics, especially the Green Deal Data Space, geospatial data, digital 
twins, LiDAR, Earth observation and the possible use of large language models to accelerate sustainability 
solutions. However, participants also stressed that these concepts remain difficult to understand without 
concrete applications. The proposed way forward is to engage directly with relevant data space initiatives and 
identify practical use cases, for example, in forestry, agriculture, construction or access to confidential datasets. 
This would allow the TWG to test how European data infrastructures can support real sustainability challenges, 
rather than remaining at the level of policy concepts or technical infrastructure. 

4. The group should prioritise lightweight, reusable outputs and peer learning over formal 
deliverables 

The discussion pointed towards a pragmatic operating model for the relaunched TWG. Participants expressed 
interest in shared data guidance for SMEs, sector-specific frameworks for digital maturity and carbon 
measurement, repositories of reusable use cases, matchmaking between EDIHs and partners, training sessions, 
and collaborative pilots. The preferred approach was practical and lightweight, with quarterly webinars, peer 
learning and exchange of best practices, rather than heavy formal outputs. The next step should be to use the 
summary of the session to define a first set of priority topics for the September webinar, revisit the chair 
appointment, and progressively build a structured work plan based on participant needs and concrete regional 
evidence. 
 

Thematic Working Group #9: Women in AI 

Speakers: Kolfinna Tómasdóttir, Coordinator, Kveikja (Iceland) 

Presentation: Link  

The kick-off session for the Women in AI Thematic Working Group brought together participants from across the 
EDIH network to discuss the barriers women face in AI, where the Working Group could add the most value, and 
its priorities for the first year. While perspectives varied across countries and ecosystems, the discussion showed 
strong alignment around the following key insights. 

1. The barriers are structural 
One of the clearest messages from the session was that women’s underrepresentation in AI cannot be explained 
by a single issue, such as skills or confidence. Participants pointed instead to a combination of structural barriers: 
lack of visibility, limited access to leadership and decision-making roles, difficulties in accessing finance, weak 
support networks, and the challenge of balancing entrepreneurship or career progression with care 
responsibilities. Several groups also stressed that these barriers start early, through gendered expectations, 
lower confidence, and unequal encouragement in education. In other words, the problem is not simply about 
“getting more women into AI”, but about the conditions that shape who feels welcome, credible, supported and 
able to lead. 

2. Visibility, trust and confidence remain central to women’s participation in AI 
A second strong theme was the importance of visibility and confidence-building. Participants repeatedly referred 
to women not being taken seriously, having to work harder to build trust, and lacking visible role models in AI-
related leadership, entrepreneurship and technical fields. This came through not only as an issue of 
representation, but also as a practical barrier to participation: if women do not see themselves reflected in the 
ecosystem, or do not feel recognised within it, it becomes harder to enter, stay and grow. The discussion, 
therefore, highlighted the need for stronger role models, mentorship, and communities where women can 
exchange experiences, build confidence and access peer support. 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2026-06/Day_2_TWG_WomenInAI.pdf


 

3. The Working Group should focus on connections 

There was broad agreement that the Women in AI Working Group should be a practical mechanism for 
connection and action, rather than simply another discussion space. Participants saw real value in using the 
group to connect regional and national initiatives, link women across the EDIH network and create a stronger 
European platform for exchange. This includes sharing good practices, mapping relevant initiatives and expertise, 
highlighting success stories, and creating more visible pathways into collaboration. A recurring point at the TWG 
Women in AI kick-off meeting was that the group should help turn scattered efforts into a more connected, 
strategic approach at the European level. 

4. Entrepreneurship needs to be part of the conversation from the start 

The discussion also made clear that women’s entrepreneurship in AI should be treated as a core part of the 
agenda, not a side topic. Access to finance, risk-taking, trust, and the challenges of early-stage entrepreneurship 
came up repeatedly, as did the need for better support structures for women building AI-driven businesses. 
Participants highlighted the importance of targeted measures, including mentorship, access to networks, greater 
visibility for women-led ventures, and stronger alignment between policy ambitions and practical support. There 
was also recognition that if the Working Group wants to have impact, it needs to address not only participation 
in AI generally, but also women’s ability to shape and lead AI innovation through companies, products and new 
ventures. 

5. The first-year priorities should be community, visibility and concrete outputs 

When participants discussed priorities for the first year, three areas stood out. First, building a strong and trusted 
community across the network: a space where people can connect, exchange knowledge and find relevant peers. 
Second, increasing visibility for women in AI through role models, success stories and better use of the EDIH 
platform. Third, ensuring that the Working Group produces concrete outputs rather than remaining at the level 
of general discussion. Suggestions included mentorship activities, thematic events, lessons-learned sharing, 
mapping capabilities across the network, and communicating key needs and recommendations back to the 
European Commission. There was also a strong sense that the group should remain open and inclusive, including 
by involving men in the discussion and by linking the women in the AI agenda to wider AI and deep tech 
developments. 
 

Thematic Working Group #10: Data in Manufacturing  

Speakers: 
Alvaro Hernando Hernando, Policy Officer, DG CNECT, European Commission  

Sergio Mayo, Coordinator, Aragon EDIH (Spain) 

Presentation: Link  

1. A bottom-up, EDIH-driven initiative 
The speakers stressed that the Manufacturing TWG is fundamentally designed as a bottom-up initiative, meaning 
that its direction, outputs, and impact are shaped by the active participation of EDIHs themselves rather than 
predefined top-down mandates. As highlighted in the session, the TWG operates without rigid objectives and 
instead evolves based on its members' contributions, needs, and collaboration. This places a strong responsibility 
on EDIHs to actively engage, share experiences, and co-create outcomes. The success of the TWG, therefore, 
depends on continuous input from the network, ensuring that it remains relevant, practical, and aligned with 
real challenges faced by SMEs and innovation actors. 

2. Value lies in concrete use cases and structured knowledge sharing 
They also outlined the TWG’s main added value: capturing and sharing practical use cases and best practices 
from across the EDIH network. The planned report supports this by using a structured format that goes beyond 
general presentations, covering the full project lifecycle from problem definition and technical challenges to 
implementation, results, and impact. The success stories presented during the session (e.g. hyperspectral 
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imaging, data-driven production optimisation, and generative AI for knowledge management) demonstrated 
that practical examples provided the most meaningful insights. This approach helps turn individual experiences 
into reusable knowledge, enabling other EDIHs and stakeholders to replicate successful models and build 
common frameworks for AI adoption in manufacturing. 

3. Strengthening collaboration across EDIHs, AI Factories, and TEFs 
Participating EDIHs identified the need to strengthen collaboration and coordination across the different pillars 
of the European digital innovation ecosystem, particularly EDIHs, AI Factories, and TEFs. The discussions 
highlighted that each of these actors plays a complementary role: EDIHs support early-stage digitalisation and 
SME engagement, AI Factories provide advanced computing capabilities, and TEFs enable real-world testing and 
validation. However, there is still a lack of clarity and coordination in how these components interact. Improving 
these connections will be essential to creating a seamless support pathway for companies and ensuring that 
resources are used efficiently and at the right stage of maturity. 

4. Supporting SMEs through practical solutions, skills, and trust 
Another central discussion point was that supporting SMEs requires a strong focus on practical, scalable 
solutions, combined with skills development and trust-building measures. The use cases presented consistently 
demonstrated that impactful results often come from applied, incremental innovation rather than complex or 
experimental technologies alone. At the same time, successful adoption depends heavily on equipping 
companies with the necessary skills and ensuring confidence in areas such as data governance, security, and 
regulatory compliance. Building trust was highlighted as a critical factor, alongside early involvement of end users 
in the process. This reinforces the role of EDIHs as intermediaries that not only provide technical solutions but 
also guide companies through the broader transformation journey. 
 

Panel: From subsidy to sustainability: how EDIHs can attract 
paying clients 

Speakers: 

Gosia Nikowska, Head of Unit, European Commission  

Hedi Karray, Programme Manager for Artificial Intelligence, European Innovation Council and 
Small and Medium-sized Enterprises Executive Agency 

Ger van den Kerkhof, Coordinator, DIGITALIS (Belgium) 

Katja Mohar Bastar, Coordinador, EDIH DIGI-SI (Slovenia) 

Jennifer Baker, Moderator and presenter 

Video: Link 

1. Financial sustainability should be pursued as partial diversification, not as a replacement for public 
funding 

The panel made clear that EDIHs should move towards stronger financial sustainability, but not on the 
assumption that public funding can or should disappear in the short term. Co-funding, contracting and state aid 
rules have created real administrative complexity for hubs, and the Commission is exploring ways to simplify 
future funding arrangements. At the same time, the low level of AI adoption among companies means that public 
intervention remains necessary, particularly for awareness-raising, initial diagnostics and support to less digitally 
mature SMEs. The realistic direction is therefore partial sustainability: EDIHs should develop additional revenue 
sources and pay-for-service models, while continuing to use public funding to lower barriers to uptake and reach 
companies that would not yet invest on their own. 
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2. Companies will pay when EDIHs reduce uncertainty and demonstrate clear business value 

The strongest case for paid EDIH services is not the service label itself, but the value created for the company. 
SMEs know that technologies exist, but often struggle to understand where to start, which solutions are relevant, 
how to apply them and how to avoid costly mistakes. Services such as feasibility studies, proofs of concept, 
demonstrations, AI deployment support and tailored technology selection are more likely to attract payment 
because they answer a concrete business need and reduce investment risk. The discussion also showed that 
EDIHs can increase willingness to pay by helping companies save time, improve competitiveness, navigate 
compliance and make better technology choices, especially when services are framed around return on 
investment rather than subsidy. 

3. Sustainable revenue models require a shift from isolated services to long-term client journeys 

The panel highlighted that EDIHs need to rethink service design if they want to attract paying clients. One-off 
awareness activities may remain largely publicly supported, but revenue potential increases when support is 
structured as a longer client journey: digital maturity assessment, tailored guidance, training, test-before-invest, 
technology adoption, compliance support, access to finance and follow-up services. Examples from DIGITALIS 
and DIGI-SI showed the importance of front-office ambassadors or agents who understand company needs and 
build relationships over time. Differentiated pricing by company size, reduced rates using EU funding, 
subscription or membership models, and more comprehensive support packages can help EDIHs move from 
project-based delivery towards more predictable revenue streams. 

4. EDIHs need a stronger business mindset, clearer positioning and measurable targets 

A recurring message was that financial sustainability requires EDIHs to operate with a stronger business mindset 
while preserving their public-interest mission. This means designing services around market demand, proving 
value, setting business targets, defining KPIs and adapting the offer as market needs evolve. It also means acting 
as a recognisable brand rather than a loose consortium, so that companies understand what the EDIH offers and 
why it is worth paying for. Targets, such as increasing private revenue over a three-year period, can be useful if 
they are linked to realistic milestones and business objectives. The overall message was that EDIHs should not 
present paid services as charity or cost recovery, but as value generation: they help companies become more 
competitive, resilient and ready for unavoidable digital and AI transformation. 
 

Key takeaways and next steps for the EDIH Network 

Speakers: Gaspard Demur, Deputy Head of Unit, DG CNECT, European Commission 

Video: Link 

1. The network has matured. 

The EDIH Network is now a strong, well-established European network delivering consistently for its clients, with 
close to 100,000 services provided, nearly 50,000 SMEs and 5,600 public sector organisations supported. It is no 
longer just another EU initiative, but a recognised actor and experience centre in the European AI ecosystem. 
 

2. Cooperation is becoming real. 
Over these two days, cooperation moved from ambition to concrete pathways, with AI Factories, Testing and 
Experimentation Facilities, regulatory sandboxes, the AI-on-demand platform and the Enterprise Europe 
Network all helping to build a clearer single front door for SMEs and public administrations. 
 

https://european-digital-innovation-hubs.ec.europa.eu/node/83525
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3. Needs must guide us. 
The network’s success will depend on staying focused on what companies and public administrations actually 
need. The feedback gathered during the Summit will help steer EDIH 2.0 towards a more practical, connected 
and demand-driven phase, focused on embedding AI where it creates real value. 


