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Abstract: 

This paper gives an overview of the Argentinean business incubation landscape in 2003. Argentina has historically been one of the most “developed” countries in Latin America, but has been surprisingly slow in building up a functioning incubation system. The paper briefly touches upon the history of the Argentinean science and technology system and the changing economic and political context in this country. It then describes the set of actors and policies in the field of incubation, before turning to certain key findings regarding the functioning of the incubators in Argentina today. We show that while a small and clearly defined field of business incubation has grown in Argentina, a take-off, similar to the one in Brazil, has not yet occurred. Several factors have impeded further growth, including a lack of funding, cultural factors, the setting up of incubators without a genuine demand for their services in an unfriendly institutional environment, a lack of embedding in a sufficiently structured institutional network, etc. We argue that Brazil has seen the emergence of a much more successful incubation system, based on local private sector initiatives, and coordinated government support in later stages. This paper is based on a range of interviews conducted with actors within incubators, in local and national government, entrepreneurs and others. 
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“The recipe is simple: you take a new idea, a budget and people willing to work. Cooking time depends on the product and the result is, always, an opportunity for entrepreneurs. Those are the principal ideas of the university business incubation program…” (La Nación newspaper, March 9, 1997)

1. Introduction 

Business Incubation is a theme that is relatively new in Latin America. In 1959, when the first U.S. incubator was being set up in New York, most Latin American countries were still struggling with stimulating industrial growth through import substitution and other industrial policy measures. The concept of incubation was not imported until the late eighties and early nineties in Latin America, where today most countries have started some form of incubation activity. The phenomenon has reached its strongest expansion in Brazil, where today more than 200 incubators are operational. Mexico, Costa Rica, Argentina, Columbia, Chile and Venezuela also have programs of some size. In almost all of these cases, incubators are either run by universities, municipalities, or a mix of the two. Very rare are the cases of for-profit private-sector incubators.

In the present study we will analyze the business incubation phenomenon in Argentina where slightly more than a dozen incubators are operational today and about an equivalent number ready to be launched. Argentina is an interesting case because while it has historically been considered one of the most “developed” countries in Latin America, the incubation phenomenon here has not reached a point of “take-off” – in stark contrast to its northern neighbor Brazil, which is today considered as one of the show-cases for successful business incubation and of economic and technological modernization in general. 

In a first part of this paper we will briefly touch upon the history of the Argentinean science and technology system and the changing economic and political context in this country. We will then describe the set of actors and policies in the field of incubation, before turning to certain key findings regarding the functioning of the incubators in Argentina today. The papers ends with an attempt to explore possible explanations for the observed phenomena and in particular the lag with regard to Brazil.

This paper is based on ongoing research on incubators in Argentina and represents first findings out of this research. Research is based on original documents and interviews with key actors in the local business incubation scene: incubator managers, public officials, NGO representatives and “incubated” entrepreneurs. The excellent studies and reports by Versino (1999, 2000, 2002) have provided additional valuable information.

2. The link between science, technology and business in Argentina

All of the incubators operational today in Argentina share the objective of producing “technology-based”, “innovative” or “knowledge-based” enterprises. While we will see that the definition of “technology-based” is all but precise, in many cases in Argentina it reflects the belief that incubators are the ideal link between science and technology institutions (ST, this includes universities) and the productive sector. Almost all of the earlier Argentinean experiences are based on this belief and so most of these incubators are ST institution based, or at least include them in the project. The link between ST institutions and the productive sector is referred to as “vinculación” in Spanish and the respective public policy of promoting such links as “vinculacionismo”. Let us look back in history to see how this concept was born.

The science and technology system of Argentina, like that of many other Latin American countries, was set up in the 1950’s. The OAS and the UNESCO had an important counseling role and the experiences of post-war reconstruction of the ST system in some European countries served as a model (Thomas, Davyt and Dagnino 1997). The Argentinean fundamental research center CONICET, for instance, closely resembles its French counterpart, the CNRS (Chudnovsky et al 1999). Argentina’s ST system remained largely unchanged until the early 1980’s and consisted in two distinct institutional structures. On the one hand academic science was generated by public universities and on the other hand technological activities were performed by state-sponsored institutes of technology such as the National Atomic Energy Commission (CNEA), the National Institute of Industrial Technology (INTI) or the National Institute of Agricultural Technology (INTA), all founded in the 1950’s. Both structures enjoyed relative autonomy in their activities, depended on multiple administrative units and cooperated little among themselves (Thomas, Davyt and Dagnino 1997). University researchers obtained legitimacy through their international academic network, while technologists in their Institutes gained legitimacy through their participation in a national planning apparatus created to solve practical problems and transfer technology to the productive and defense sectors (Vaccarezza 1997). 

Building a strong science and technology system was seen as a way of boosting economic growth in the medium and long-run. Pioneering works by the economists Abramovitz and Solow had established technology as a key factor of economic growth in the first part of the century in the U.S. Subsequently, public policy makers elsewhere supposed that investing heavily in basic research in any country would generate a sufficient stock of scientific knowledge which applied research would eventually transform into new products and services to be offered by the productive sector. This is also referred to as the “linear” model of  innovation, as it supposes a linear sequence of events from inventions to end-products. 

In their study of Latin American ST policies, Thomas, Davyt and Dagnino (1997) insist that such a model is strongly supply-side oriented since it generates knowledge based on the internally defined priorities of the ST organizations, without taking into account the needs of the productive sector. The lack of demand for the knowledge produced eventually leads to policies of reinforcing the link between the ST apparatus and the productive sector (“vinculación”), of the type seen in Argentina. Argentina’s ST policies of the time were only partly successful. They did lead to the creation of university extension services and fruitful cooperation between the main technology institutes and state-run large-scale enterprises. However, the mere scale of the technology institutes and their centralization prevented further cooperation with the rest (the majority) of the productive sector. In other cases, their role was reduced to offering routine technical services and analyses. According to Chudnovsky et al (1999), only INTA seems to have succeeded in diffusing advanced knowledge to private firms. The CNEA had only one client, the public sector, and INTI’s internal debates are a reflection of its success. INTI’s role in technology import substitution between 1971 and 1975 was stopped by the military coup of 1976. Meanwhile, university extension services never made their breakthrough in universities that had their own priorities and also became increasingly ideologically opposed to cooperation with the productive sector.

Military rule in the 1960’s and 1970’s had hundreds of professors emigrate Argentina and saw a strong decline in research activities. The late 1970’s, the 1980’s and in particular the early 1990’s brought drastic policy changes in Argentina, with a less important role for the state, the international opening up of the economy and later on the privatization of key state-run enterprises. Part of the technological capacity residing in the R&D centers of former state-run enterprises was given up by their new multinational owners who had their own centers. Other state-sponsored technology institutes suffered cuts in their budgets under a Menem administration interested in reducing the role of the state. Technology was increasingly imported from abroad and considered an exogenous variable in the functioning of Argentina’s economic system. Universities continued doing basic research, but their output in many fields had become increasingly uncompetitive in a world where major advances had become the privilege of “big science” in “developed” countries (Vaccarezza 1997). Large-scale state sponsored vinculación efforts came to a halt, or were outsourced to the universities or local government in the name of downsizing state intervention and relying on the regulatory force of the market. 

At about the same time that the state was scaling down its traditional vinculación efforts, a new type of vinculación through business incubators was being promoted by the Columbus Project of the Conference of Rectors of European Universities, founded in 1987 and sponsored mainly by the UNESCO. This project sought to foster cooperation between European and Latin-American universities (from eight countries), promoting “institutional development and multilateral co-operation in order to help universities to better respond to the challenges posed by scarce resources, demands for diversification, internationalization…”. De facto it was a means to diffuse some European experiences and policies that were considered success stories at the time. One module of the Columbus project was on the “development and creation of technology-based business incubators” (Columbus 2003). 

A workshop in 1991 in Florianopolis (Brazil) defined the objectives and was followed by two more workshops in 1993 in Rio de Janeiro and in 1994 in Santa Fé de Bogotá (Colombia). Two training modules for future Latin American incubator managers were held in 1992 and 1995 in Cuernava (Mexico)/ Twente/ Belfast, Rio de Janeiro and Florianopolis/ Dublin/ Twente, respectively. In the first phase two Argentinean universities were represented in the Columbus incubation meetings, but lateron the National University in Buenos Aires, UBA, dropped out and only the University of La Plata remained (later on others joined, for example University of Lujan). After the 1992 workshop in Cuernava, the future incubator managers elaborated the business plans for their incubators. The visits to Europe apparently left an important stamp on the Latin Americans involved, as they saw successfully operating incubators, some of which were to become role-models.

William Bolton was one of the professionals involved in the Columbus project and published heavily on university incubators, for example his very pragmatic “University Handbook on Enterprise Development” (Bolton 1997) in the Columbus Handbooks series. This book takes the linear perspective on innovation described above, and tries to promote the link between universities and companies. As part of the Columbus initiative, William Bolton came to study the possibilities of implanting six incubators, all in different Latin American countries. He spent six months checking the technicalities of the incubation projects and trying to convince government officials and other sponsors in the respective countries to help in facilitating local incubation projects. One of the projects studied was at the University of La Plata.

3. The Argentinean incubation landscape today

Even though some of the incubator projects were being considered as early as 1992 (University of La Plata), none of them was operational before 1995, when a joint incubator was formed in the province of Córdoba by the National Space Agency CONAE and Fundación Empretec, the local subsidiary of Geneva-based Empretec/ UNCTAD. This joint-venture was followed by the incubators of the University of La Plata, the University of Lujan and a joint university-municipality project in Córdoba, all in 1997.

One of the first experiences in promoting ST-based companies, the Technology Park in San Carlos de Bariloche, never did result in an incubator. This pioneering science park, founded in 1986, was promoted by the National Science Ministry, the province of Rio Negro, the National Atomic Energy Center in Bariloche and the INVAP company (Versino and Willis 2001). The first ideas involving setting up Science and Technology parks in Argentina go back to the 1970’s (Araoz et al 1987).

Today in Argentina, about a good dozen incubators are operational. The exact figure is hard to determine, because some initiatives are in the launch phase. All of the operational incubators fall into one of the following categories: run by universities, run by technology institutions, run by municipalities or run by an association of various actors. Most of the initiatives are university based. We are not aware of any private-sector for-profit initiatives operational today. Some internet incubators emerged briefly during the internet boom, but have now disappeared. Others, such as Bioceres S.A., which calls itself a “biotech incubator”, resemble more a venture capital fund than an incubator. 

Based upon a recent survey by Versino and Willis (2001), most of the incubators in Argentina employ between 1 and 3 staff, with varying degrees of time dedication to the projects. An exception, the university-municipality project in Cordoba employs more than 10 staff. Most of the incubators offer physical space, and only the UBATEC incubator of the University of Buenos Aires is virtual. Other infrastructure offerings, such as cleaning, security, heating, communication are generally offered. In some cases, also administrative services and lab equipment are being extended to the incubates. Almost all incubators offer specialized assistence in business plan development, accounting and legal services, patent protection, help in finding financing, etc. Drawing on the mentioned survey, and extrapolating it, it is reasonable to assume that today no more than 70 to 80 companies are being incubated in business incubators in Argentina, employing no more than 500 people. According to the study’s data, slightly more than 60% of the incubatees are industrial start-ups, the rest are service start-ups. About 30% of the incubates have a direct link (vinculación) with an ST institution and only 10% result from joint research projects.
The first public policy on incubation worth mentioning started in the province of Buenos Aires, where the Program for Production and Technology Based Incubators was founded in 1995 by the Provincial Employment Institute (IPE), which was part of the Production Ministry. All 7 National Universities in the province of Buenos Aires benefited from this program aimed at creating employment, and received 50’000 USD each for building incubator infrastructure. This program underwent changes when the provincial government structure changed. When the IPE was transferred to the Employment ministry, the program was abandoned (Galante and Cassin 2001). 

On the national level, an incubation support framework was created in 1997, when incubators and science parks were first mentioned in the National Science and Technology plan for 1998-2000 and considered an important device for promoting innovation. More recently, in 2001, the Science and Technology Secretariat of the Science Ministry, through its National Technological Fund FONTAR, subsidized 7 incubators for a total amount of 1’000’000 USD. In this call, 38 projects were presented. In 2002/3, a new call for projects was launched, which has not yet been finalized. It aims at institution building and foresees up to 1’000’000 USD per project, requiring counterfunds. These funds stem from a bilateral project with Brazil as this was the only way for Argentina (in default) to access Inter-American Development Bank funds.

4. Findings

While incubation is still relatively new in Argentina, and impact measures are still very difficult, we can describe some key general findings on this phenomenon:

a. The structuring of an organizational field of incubation

Despite important differences in size, motivation, ownership structure and theoretical backing of the various incubation projects in Argentina, a rather well defined organizational field of incubation has emerged over the past ten years. This field is described by a relatively well defined group of actors, a beginning of public policy directed at the field, increasing communication and association among incubation professionals, and the beginning of research on incubators in Argentina.

The group of local actors includes incubator and science park managers and staff, university researchers in sociology, economics, history of science, engineering and management working on incubation- and entrepreneurship-related themes, public policy makers in the fields of innovation, SMEs and entrepreneurship, students and other future entrepreneurs involved in business plan or similar competitions, start-up companies, and international governmental and non-governmental organizations involved in the field. A core of these actors, perhaps some 50-100 professionals, all know each other very well. The incubation scene still is very small.

Over the years, the various incubator initiators have increasingly communicated among each other. In 1998, various meetings between all interested parties and the National Science and Technology Ministry took place and by 1999 the national Science and Technology plan (GACTEC 1999, chapter 3.1.7) included the recommendation to all parties to found a National Incubator and Science Park Association (AIPyPT, Asociación Nacional de Incubadoras de Empresas y Parques Tecnológicos). It was created that same year, includes most actors in the field and has taken up the missions defined by the national Science and Technology plan: building a knowledge base on incubation in Argentina, communication among members, organization of events and mutual counseling. In interviews, members acknowledge that its main role is psychological in that it offers a space for dialogue on critical subjects among members. It also fulfills a lobbying role with the provincial and national governments, representing its members’ interests. Last but not least it has organized several seminars and conferences for its members and conducted a survey on incubators in Argentina. AIPyPT is member of the International Association of Science Parks, IASP.

Research on incubation activities is starting to grow. Researchers from the sociology of science and technology programmes of the University of Quilmes and from the Institute of Industry at the University General Sarmiento are studying the subject. Mariana Versino, University of La Plata, did the first empirical studies in the field of incubation in 1999/2000 on behalf of AIPyPT. The literature on Argentinean experiences of University – enterprise cooperation in general is extensive.

b. Uncoordinated and changing public policies in the field of incubation

Despite some efforts on the local and national level to coordinate public policy in the field of incubation, the reality is less enchanting. The City of Buenos Aires is a good case in point. At least four public incubation structures exist in central Buenos Aires: UBATEC, BAITEC, INCUBA, FADU and to a certain extent the science faculty of the University of Buenos Aires. 
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UBATEC is a virtual incubator owned by the City’s government, the University of Buenos Aires, the Argentinean Industrial Union and the Confederation of Industry. FADU is an incubator owned and run by the Architecture, Design und Urbanism faculty of the University of Buenos Aires. BAITEC is a recently started incubator for knowledge-intensive projects aimed at students, graduates and teachers. It is owned and run by the Economic Development Secretariat of the City. INCUBA is a recently launched incubator in the field of design, tourism and cultural industries, run by the Economic Development Secretariat and the Culture Secretariat of the City. 

None of these incubators cooperates with any other of the four. This is surprising in itself, but particularly so in the case of FADU and INCUBA, which are both specialized in the field of design. Actors in the incubation scene claim that the lack of cooperation is due mainly to conflict among different political fractions. Both, the city and the university of Buenos Aires are highly politicised environments.

“A lot depends on political questions and in Buenos Aires nothing is articulated…for example, I do not understand, how on earth is it possible that the fish market [where INCUBA is located] has no relation with FADU, that they can’t work together, because there the Radical and Frepaso fractions confront each other. That is the problem, what I mean is that politics dominate the field, at least in this case.” (Incubator manager)

The same phenomenon of politics has prevented the University of Buenos Aires from launching a physical incubator, a project under consideration for some time. According to one incubator manager, the different faculties and political currents could not agree on a common project.

INCUBA and BAITEC are another example. Both belong, at least partially, to the Secretariat of Economic Development of the city of Buenos Aires. Both have launched similar public calls for projects to be incubated. Both have a strong selection process, with separate juries and both have there own physical space in different parts of the city. However, cooperation among the two is nil, according to one observer. 

“The other project is very different. A different market, a different public. We have nothing to do with them” (Incubator manager) 

Another characteristic of the public incubation policy is its lack of continuity over time. This appears to be a phenomenon linked to the functioning of public administration in general in Argentina. With almost every change in government, prior public policies are discarded and public administration officials far down the hierarchy replaced with “loyal” staff. This creates a strong feeling of instability with officials and implies a serious of started, but not properly terminated (and controlled) public policy programmes. The afore-mentioned IPE program is an example.

“The only programme we have here in the province is what is called the IPE…I should say ‘had’ because it has stopped to exist. This country is crazy. How can it be that the IPE gives subsidies of 1’000’000 USD and then never checks on what it is spent for ?!” (incubator manager)

“There is absolutely no guarantee that our [incubation] programme will continue after the elections…meanwhile we do everything to ensure that it shows good results. If the new government does not continue it, we will hopefully find some way of doing it on our own.” (Municipal incubator employee)

“Q: When will you get the answer to whether your project gets subsidies? A: The truth is that I do not know. They keep changing the forms to fill in, the evaluation mechanisms, the amounts, the mechanisms…that may have to do with the upcoming elections” (Incubator manager)

c. A strong external role-model 

Many, if not most of the incubators built in Argentina have been strongly influenced by foreign role-models. This is most obvious in the case of those experiences launched as a consequence of the Columbus plan where the role-model was even furnished written on paper, in the form of Bolton’s book, and also taught through onsite visits in European incubators. The incubators of the Universities of La Plata and Lujan openly acknowledge this initial influence. Another obvious foreign influence is in the case of EMPRETEC’s incubator. Here, EMPRETEC is applying its internationally acquired know-how and methodology in Argentina.

In other cases the influence has been less direct and goes back to personal experiences, relations or studies of programs abroad. One incubator manager did postgraduate research on a particular European Science Park setting and upon his return was asked to run the local incubator. In one municipal experience the initiator of the program had spent time doing research on incubation in a European country and put this experience to practice when he was asked to run the economic development efforts of the newly elected municipal government. 

Setting themselves apart from the Bolton-influenced incubators, a number of incubators refer explicitly to the Italian heritage in their models of incubation, more based on the local development traditions (Versino 2002). One incubator manager mentions visits to Trento and Roma (Versino 2001). Another relates the influence of an Italian consulting firm specialized in industrial districts, the setting up of technology parks and SME assistance. This consultancy, in cooperation with a renowned expert, also from Italy, did part of the design of the Argentinean incubator mentioned here. 

d. A limited success of the incubation phenomenon

The general perception by our interviewees of the incubation phenomenon in Argentina is that of a failure, and in particular in comparison to its neighbour Brazil (for example: Cardozo 2001). The relatively small number of operational incubators and incubates, as well as the extremely low number of enterprises that have successfully promoted out of incubation, shows that the “take-off” has not yet taken place. The shutdown of many new-economy incubators has added to the general perception. 

Going beyond this impressionistic view of things, one finds that the low quantity of potential incubatees has often also led to lax quality standards. Indeed, many incubators tend to keep their missions vague on purpose, in order not to exclude any possible incubatee. “Technology-based incubatees”, “innovative firms” and “knowledge-based firms” are the most commonly described target population. Most incubator managers acknowledge that this definition includes much about any kind of serious start-up (Versino 2001). In some cases, the incubatees have remained in incubation longer than projected because enough space remained available. In others, well-established small companies have found low-cost office space in incubator facilities, rendering the idea of incubation obsolete. This is the case of two petroleum-related companies, spin-offs of YPF Repsol, that found refuge in the University of La Plata’s incubator.

One of the most-discussed cases of incubation in Argentina is the Ceride incubator in Santa Fé, which has received support from the state, from the National Research Centre, and the National Technological University. An amount close to 20’000’000 USD was invested in the facilities, but the incubator has relatively few incubatees. Some interviewees have argued that Santa Fé is a typical case of a white elephant, where funds were spent on hard infrastructure and not on institution-building. 

In other cases, like the University of Quilmes or the municipal incubator of Cordoba, comparatively fewer funds were spent on hard infrastructure and the programmes are comparatively more successful, at least in terms of quantitative output. 

Cordoba, Lujan and 9 de Julio are considered to be three examples of successful incubation programmes. In all three cases both the municipality and university play an important role. 

5. Possible explanations for the observed phenomena and the gap with Brazil

So far, we have stated that the incubation phenomenon in Argentina included a well defined field of organizations frequently modelled on international experiences, that a public policy on incubation does exist, although often uncoordinated and frequently changing, and that by and large this is not a successful experience. Argentina’s neighbour, Brazil, is often cited as one of the most successful experiences in incubation worldwide. Some key quantitative indicators tend to support the stark differences in results between both countries:

Approximations for key indicators

	
	Argentina
	Brazil

	Population Year 2000
	37 million
	166 million

	GNP Year 1998*

	U$ 298 bn
	U$ 787 bn

	Number of operational incubators 2003
	15
	200

	Number of companies in incubation 2003
	< 75*

	> 1200

	Number of companies graduated by 2003
	<10
	> 400

	Overall number of jobs in companies in incubation in 2003
	< 500
	?

	Overall number of jobs created in graduated companies
	Very few
	> 6000


Sources: Versino (2001), Anprotec (2001), RICYT (2002), interviews, extrapolations

So what can these differences be linked to ? Both countries share some similar basic historic traits: both saw the rise of science and technology institutions at about the same time, used the same science policy instruments, both went through periods of military rule in the 1970’s and 1980’s, both have heavily relied on importing foreign models of development, both have seen liberalisation in the late 1970’s and 1980’s and privatisation in the early 1990’s, both participated in early studies by the OAS on science parks and incubators in 1987. Even more surprising, Brazil has traditionally been less “developed” in the field of institutions of science, while Argentina earned three Nobel prizes.

a) Timing

Arguably, one of the factors is timing. Brazil’s experiences with incubation go back to the mid 1980’s, to some extent even before that. Like Argentina, Brazil has had its share of “vinculacionismo” in the form of university extension services, so-called “nucleus of technological innovation” in universities and other initiatives. But the 1984 initiative by the National Research Council (CNPq) to implement science and technology parks in Brazil has no equivalent in Argentina. By 1986, four months before the end of the military government, the CNP had created five technology parks in regions with special sectorial expertise, such as engineering, agriculture etc. 1986 also saw the creation of two incubators in Brazil, one by the government of the state of Sao Paolo and one by the Federal University in Santa Catarina. Both states, Sao Paolo and Santa Catarina had been run by the opposition parties under military rule, and had both developed their own science and technology policies, independent from the national government (interview data).

The presentation of the results of the 1987 OAS study on ST parks and incubators in Latin America was an important catalyst in the constitution of the Brazilian incubation field. It was a meeting point for professionals working related themes and sharing the same concerns. It led to the creation of the Brazilian ST park and incubation association, ANPROTEC in the same year. The directors of the distinct parks and incubators hereby wanted to form a support structure to advance their aims, to represent their interests and to plead for financial support. Like its Argentinean counterpart, AIPyPT, founded more than a decade later, ANPROTEC today offers training courses for incubator personnel, lobbies for public support, organizes meetings etc. Unlike its Argentinean counterpart, it was founded very early and has been able to shape the evolution of the sector. 

At the first Columbus workshop meeting in 1991 in Florianopolis, Brazil has an up-and-running incubation program. The Argentinean representative at that meeting remembers that 

“…Brazil at the time [in 1991] already had an important program, a dominant position. They had strong science policies and made important investment [in the field of incubation] … I remember that they were already an important panellist at the Columbus conference” (incubator manager)
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However, the real take-off of the Brazilian incubation experience was in 1993 (Anprotec 2001, interview data). The number of incubators has increased more than tenfold since then.

Source: Anprotec 2001, interview data, 2002 estimates


It was in 1993 that the International Association of Science Parks’ conference was held in Rio de Janeiro, with its new member ANPROTEC. Also in 1993, an important course on managing incubators was organized in Florianopolis by the non-profit Certi Foundation. By 1995, the growing economy provided additional impetus. This is the year that Argentina’s first incubator became operational.
While timing certainly is part of the explanation of why Brazil is more advanced in incubation than Argentina, we believe that other factors are at least as important. Indeed, with a well-defined and public policy, ideal conditions for entrepreneurs and a demand for incubation services, Argentina should have been able to build a performing incubation system in less than 10 years. Less us consider some other factors:

b) The public policy approach

One can definitely argue that the public policy with regard to incubation in Argentina has failed to bring the results wanted. We have shown that these policies have been constantly changing, have offered little help in building a well-funded incubation system and, above all, are badly coordinated. National, provincial and municipal policies are not harmonized and, even within these levels policies, are not harmonic.

The first intent to harmonize some of the policies aimed at fostering interactions between the ST system and businesses (e.g. through incubation) came in 1997 in the form of a “National Innovation System” (NSI) program, a surprise in a political environment a priori very hostile to any new role for the state. It occurred after changes in the organization of the ST secretariat under the Ministry for Education and the creation of the ST Cabinet of the national government including a whole range of ministries. At the same time, also, a National Agency for the Promotion of Science and Technology (ANCPT) was born to evaluate proposals, coordinate and allocate funding to research and development projects. 

The introduction of the NSI concept was an attempt to harmonize the interactions between all institutions and organizations
 related to innovation, which was seen as a key factor promoting economic growth. However, in the Argentinean case, the NSI discourse has remained discourse. As stated before, no coordination and no stability resulted from incorporating NSI discourse in government policy. In the case of incubation, once the initial one-off financing of the IPE program and of the newer FONTAR funds had run out, no additional support was given to the incubators. While in a US and European context the private sector may take up a financing role, this did not happen in crisis-ridden Argentina.

Brazil has taken a rather different approach in this matter. While Brazil also subscribes to the NSI paradigm, this has come about differently and the results are slightly more encouraging, although far from best-practice. Brazil has built up a whole range of institutions that have contributed to a favorable economic development over the past decade. These include both governmental and non-governmental formal institutions, as well as a modes of cooperation between the different actors in the field. 

On a general level, most observers agree that the Ministry of Science and Technology (MST) has played an important role in coordinating ST policy in Brazil since 1985. It not only provides strategic guidelines, but also coordinates national funding mechanisms under the MST, such as the Technology Studies Funding Body (FINEP) for companies and research bodies with an annual budget of USD 350 million . Similar funding mechanisms exist in the different states of Brazil, too. 

Non-governmental bodies include the widely acclaimed SEBRAE, a non-profit private institution that supports the development of small business activity and is the result of a union of the public sector, the private sector, the main development organizations and research entities. 350 institutions are represented in its deliberative council. It is funded by a 0.3% contribution from companies’ payroll, which results in a USD 450 million budget (SEBRAE 2003). While it started as knowledge building, counseling and qualifying institution, it now also offers risk finance.

What makes the relative success of these institutions’ initiatives is the coordination among them and other actors of the NSI. New common instruments have been created and new actors have become involved. The central government, as well as some state have been able to successfully raise the number of programs in ST and the number and diversity of social actors engaged in the innovative efforts throughout the country. A recent example is the INOVAR project launched by FINEP in May 2000 with the aim of promoting the development of small and medium-size businesses based on technology by designing instruments for their financing, especially venture capital (a USD 2 billion fund). This project was launched in cooperation with the National Research Council (CNPq), SEBRAE, private pension market organization PETRO, the incubator association ANPROTEC, the organization for promotion of excellence in software SOFTEX and the Institute Euvaldo Lodi whose aim is to foster relations between research institutions and industry.

While the beginning of business incubation in Brazil was not the result of public policy stimulus, a coordinated government response to the movement, involving many non-governmental actors and a strong commitment by corporate actors, has emerged. In the very beginning, incubation hardly received public support in Brazil. That is why ANPROTEC was created and served as a vehicle for an independent incubation movement (interview data). Some isolated funding by the CNPq and Finep took place before 1995. In 1995, SEBRAE launched an important incubation program, with enormous impact on the number of new incubators created. Only in 1999 did government coordination and support really set in, in the form of the National Incubation Program (PNI). The PNI structured existing and new incubation support and coordinated actions by various actors including the CNPq, the Finep, the Science Ministry, the Institutes Euvaldo Lodi and of SEBRAE. 

When we compare the situation in Brazil and Argentina, a number of differences become obvious. While the Brazilian incubation field has grown over time, with little government support until 1999, the first Argentinean incubators of the IPE program were all launched with provincial government funds and initiative. While the Brazilian incubation experience shows a slow transition to an increasingly dense network of institutions and cooperation, the Argentinean case is full of stopped programs, an association AIPyPT initiated by the government, very few support institutions and very little funding. It seems as though Argentina has tried to build a Greenfield incubation project, whereas in Brazil it grew more naturally, and slowly created a now dense institutional support network.

c) the role of incubators within the NSI

As mentioned before, most of the Argentinean incubators were not born out of a need for incubation services, or because of local initiatives, but because a province-financed program offered grants and incubators had proven to be helpful elsewhere, for example Europe, albeit in a different setting. In such a context it is difficult for any new organization to “find its niche” in a network of existing institutions. 

With regard to the scientific community, the source of some of the technology to be turned into marketable products and services, the problem was the fundamentally different conception both sides had of the role of research. Researchers in Argentina, as in many other contexts, tend to believe that their research is not produced for industry, and do not want to be seen engaging in strong links with the market and certainly do not want another measure of success apart from their publications. Incubator managers and incubatees tend to see things differently: in their conception, researchers should orient at least some of their research towards the demands of the market. 

“They get evaluated on their publications and do not see the reason to produce applicable knowledge for the market” (incubator manager)

Another example of incubators’ difficulties in establishing their presence is linked to already established relations between research labs and industry, where an incubator is seen as just an additional rent seeker.

In general, however, the real problem is the lack of integration of the incubators with the local industry and other parts of the local innovation system. In contrast to Brazil, where incubators are just another link between the various actors related to innovative activities and where the density of networks is extremely high, many of the Argentinean incubators have not been able to forge the ties that would create a demand for their services. Only in a few cases such as the University of Lujan with its incubator INCUEI, and the incubator in Cordoba, are incubators embedded in similar networks. 

d) Conditions for building “knowledge-based” or “technological” enterprises

Two factors that may have slowed down the development of a strong incubation sector in Argentina are its comparatively weak ST system and the conditions for starting a company in Argentina today.

The first argument runs along the line that if the ST system does not produce sufficient “output”, then there is no reason that companies should emerge to turn ST output into marketable products. Indeed, Argentina, despite relative historic success, today does not stand high both in the list of spending on Research and Development (part of the input) and on output of the ST system. In comparison to Brazil, Argentina’s R&D spending as a percentage of GDP is only half as high.
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Taking into account some basic output parameters, such as number of doctorates produced per year, patents accepted and publication in refereed international journals, the picture stays similarly bleak. While Brazil produces more than 6000 doctorates a year, with a 15% growth rate per year, Argentina last published its figures in 1996 at 408 doctorates. Of the 1241 patents accepted in Argentina in 1999, only 155 were by nationals. The corresponding number for Brazil was 3219 and 424 and for the US 153’000 and 83’000 respectively (SECYT 2003). Science Citation Index figures show the following picture:

Source: RICYT (2002)


While these factors may lead to a weak “offering” of technology to be turned into businesses in Argentina, the general conditions for starting a business in this country seem to outweigh the ST factors by far. However, saying that a difficult business environment hinders the growth of incubator is a double-edged sword. Indeed, while it may lay lead to a lower number of new companies and higher mortality rates, the very reason for the incubators’ existence is to help entrepreneurs get started in difficult contexts.

Let us mention some factors often cited for the Argentinean case, without going into detail: a lack of venture capital, the absence of a legal framework for risk capital (World Bank 2002), a lack of credit lines for SMEs (World Bank 2002a), a lack of social capital (IADB 2002, World Bank 2002b), difficulties with red tape in starting a company (World Bank 2002a, GEM 2002), uncoordinated public SME policies, cultural aversion to entrepreneurs (GEM 2002), individualism and the absence of an association culture (GEM 2002), etc.

6. Conclusion

The presence of business incubators in Argentina, today, is the result of a historical development of local vinculación efforts, combined with external role models and impulses. Public policy with regard to incubation has been erratic and punctual at best. While a small and clearly defined field of incubation has grown in Argentina, a take-off, similar to the one in Brazil, has not yet occurred. Several factors have impeded further growth, from a lack of funding to cultural factors. However, we believe the most important one is linked to the setting up of incubators without a genuine demand for their services, in an institutional environment a priori not friendly to the arrival of a new actors on the scene, and without embedding them in a sufficiently structured institutional network.
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� 1998 is the last year where comparable data is available. Subsequent data is heavily influenced by the different exchange rate policies in each country.


� This number will increase by 15-20 when the two municipal incubators in Buenos Aires become operational this year.


� E.g. public administrations, businesses, associations, universities, research centres, etc.
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