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Living in a cross-border area is truly wonderful, especially if

that area is a true gem like the Ems-Dollart-Region. Covering

the Northern provinces of Germany and the Netherlands, you
can find two distinct cultures right at your doorstep. And it’s

up to you to decide which parts of it you’d like to experience.

Whether you choose language, food, traditions and customs,
or local heritage. Culture in this region is abundant: life in
a cross-border region simply has so much to offer. The

same goes for the business environment in the Ems-Dollartregion. Many entrepreneurs benefit from internationalization,
as it helps their businesses expand and grow. Imagine the
possibilities of a cross-border region like the Ems-Dollart-

Diederich
Bakker

region.

However, in 2018 we observed that the number

Despite the just emerging Covid-19 pandemic

of young entrepreneurs in the north of the

at the very beginning of our project, we were

Netherlands and North-West Germany has

quickly able to get up and running as a team

been comparatively low, despite its convenient

and start up our own activities. Soon, we

location. Seeing this triggered us to develop

were able to establish a solid foundation for

the Startup Ems-Dollart-region project. In a

a thriving ecosystem here in the North. We

nutshell, we aim to incentivize Northern Dutch-

identified over 400 stakeholders that are

German entrepreneurial behavior. Our main

involved in entrepreneurship, entrepreneurial

tool to achieve this? An ecosystem.

expertise and support, networking, finance,
and education. And with that, the journey to

But before we could launch our ecosystem,

create cross-border events and activate the

we had to form our own cross-border team.

Northern start-up ecosystem had begun.

A team that comes from all the regions that
the Ems-Dollart-region has to offer: Friesland,

In this publication we reflect on our journey

Groningen, and Drenthe on the Dutch side of

to establish the Northern Entrepreneurship

the border, and Ostfriesland, Emsland, and

ecosystem. We present you some of our

Oldenburger Land on German soil.

interesting findings, and we share our inspiring
stories.
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Inhoud
Diederich Bakker is a passionate proponent of interregional
collaboration. ‘You can’t create success, though you can certainly
facilitate it!’

Jan Cassalette Without the insights of his mentors,
he would have never been able to move his start-up forward:
We are positive that cross-border

‘You’re not an expert. That’s what you need a network for.’
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entrepreneurship has a bright future lying
ahead, but before we’re there, some things

Stephanie Birkner on the future of entrepreneurship:

remain to be done. In the years to come,

‘It’s all about co-creation. If you have one idea, then there’ll be more.’

42

further digitization is necessary, and we will
be exploring new trends such as Artificial
Intelligence and Machine Learning - which are

Lennard Drogendijk is part of the entrepreneurship

more than just buzzwords.

ecosystem in the Ems-Dollart-region: ‘We want to inspire young
people to choose entrepreneurship.’

48

We are fortunate that the Interreg program
supports initiatives like ours. It makes us proud

Eelco Bakker ‘We’ve got the companies, the student

that the Ems-Dollart-region and the provincial

population, our shared mindset... We can really work together and

and regional stakeholders believe in us. Let’s

achieve things in this area.’
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continue to shape a more borderless Europe
together and make our own region famous for

Annika Wolf on innovative entrepreneurship in education:

its great cross-border entrepreneurial climate.

‘A fixed position in the classroom reflects a fixed mindset.’

64

Mit grenzüberschreitenden Grüssen

Ulrike Mathies Within the professorship International Business
Yours

at Hanze University of Applied Sciences Groningen Ulrike Mathies

Dr. Diederich Bakker

organises the research conducted by students.

Diederich Bakker Startup Ems-Dollart-region project
expanding faster than expected: ‘The grass really is greener in this
region.’
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Forget Amsterdam and forget Berlin.
According to Diederich Bakker, the
German professor of International

Business at Hanze University of Applied
Sciences Groningen, the Ems-Dollartregion is brimming with potential.

His professorship is currently running
a variety of projects, one of which is

the Startup Ems-Dollart-region project.
Funded by INTERREG VA, this project

promotes interregional collaboration and
development for start-ups within the
Ems-Dollart-region.

Diederich
Bakker
6

is a passionate proponent of
interregional collaboration.
‘You can’t create success,
though you can certainly
facilitate it!’
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You do not see the power of international and
interregional collaboration by focusing on each
other’s differences, even if the Dutch and the
Germans have a lot to teach each other. ‘In
general, the Dutch are more creative thinkers
while the Germans have a much more struc
tured way of working. By combining these
contrasts, you can help each other to work
more effectively and create new innovations.’

An ecosystem that transcends
borders
For this reason, the project focuses on what
unites them: enterprising spirit, innovation
and the region. The goal of the collaboration
is to establish an ecosystem that transcends
borders – a network of businesses, educators,
organisations, municipalities and young
entrepreneurs (start-ups) within which
everybody receives the guidance and support
they need to grow.
The collaboration works both ways: ‘Young
businesses often have an extremely creative
view of the world as well as having the guts
to develop highly innovative solutions. This
fresh perspective can help to breathe new
life into big and established companies. On
the other hand, many start-ups face difficult

A

challenges: they need funding, they don’t have

The benefits of border regions

different languages and different education

As a cross-border commuter, Diederich has

systems. On the other hand, the European

first-hand experience of the benefits of inter

Union plays an important role by enabling the

national collaboration. ‘By working together,

free movement of goods, capital and people,

you combine the strengths of both parties.

which creates unique opportunities.’

‘By making connections between academia,
businesses, start-ups and events,
we’re creating a smart phone book.’

Even in a relatively small area like the EmsDollart-region, the effects of the border are
clearly apparent, such as cultural differences,
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Limitless opportunities

is restricted. Challenges like these are where

Groningen as a Mecca for
start-ups

the established businesses have a wealth of

When asked exactly why the Ems-Dollart-

to develop into an innovative and unique

expertise to offer.’

region is such a promising area, Diederich

area: a wealth of municipalities, educational

laughs and says ‘Forget Amsterdam and

institutions, companies and start-ups are

This specifically means that start-ups wishing

forget Berlin, come to the Ems-Dollart-region!

already established there.

to establish themselves in the region will

It’s much cheaper, there’s a whole world of

find an inspiring safety net with access to

opportunities and it’s a bustling border town

The knowledge, experience and opportunities

just a stone’s throw away from Germany.’

available in the Ems-Dollart-region create

the right networks or their capacity for growth

a ‘smart phone book’: a valuable network
and countless sources of information. The
support and guidance that they receive is

‘The Ems-Dollart-region
is a unique and innovative

made-to-measure. ‘Whether you need help

area and it’s much cheaper

writing a business plan or discussing growth

than Amsterdam and

possibilities, sometimes all that needs to be
done is to pass on the right business card.’

Berlin!’

The region has all of the necessary ingredients

extremely solid foundations for the network.
A key objective of the project is to rekindle the

‘It’s all about connection. You can’t create

region’s popularity. ‘Lots of young people prefer

success, though you can certainly facilitate

to live in the big cities and avoid the ‘boring’

it! The opportunities are limitless and there is

countryside. However, hardly anyone knows

so much going on. It is vital that we maintain

that Groningen is now home to over 450 start-

and amplify this. The region is a leading light

ups!’ Cities such as Groningen, Oldenburg,

in many areas, although we can help anyone

Assen and Emmen do everything they can

to grow. As educators, we are able to quickly

to attract talented young entrepreneurs.

identify potential in any area and then to

‘Entrepreneurship creates jobs and wealth and

facilitate these talented young prospects. That

substantially boosts the economy. It breathes

creates synergy: 1 + 1 = 3.’

life into towns and makes them more attractive
to other businesses. Our hope is that they will

‘I’m not going to start preaching’, says

continue to develop in the long term and give

Diederich, ‘but everybody can learn by working

the region a vital boost.’

together and thinking beyond conventional
borders. This means not only the DutchGerman border, but also the borders we create
for ourselves in our minds. Working with new
people broadens your mind and your horizons
and this intellectual wealth is more sustainable
than anything.’

‘The opportunities are limitless and there
is so much going on. It is vital that we
maintain and amplify this.’
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	Forget Berlin. Forget Amsterdam.
You will found your next start-up
in the Ems-Dollart-region

The Ecosystem
of the EmsDollart-region
Welcome to the Ems-Dollart-region. A region

where entrepreneurship and innovation connect

us. What we’re establishing here is a thriving and
growing ecosystem. A network of companies,

educators, organizations, municipalities, and young
entrepreneurs. A community in which all parties
collaborate and support each other to grow. It’s

your “smart” phonebook, through which education,
events, companies, and start-ups connect.

In the Ems-Dollart-region you encounter an

Do you see the people in the towns and

international ecosystem that covers various

cities of the Ems-Dollart-region jump back

regions, but without borders. We prefer to look

and forth on their trampolines? That’s

beyond the borders and allow ourselves a

what the ecosystem does. These people,

whole new perspective on reality. Borders can

your entrepreneurial family, help you as an

be unnecessary, especially when they create

entrepreneur. They support you when you need

tresholds and obstacles, even though they

to go to another part of the region, because

sometimes only exist in our minds. A border

you are part of the ecosystem. You can see it

can prevent us from seeing how much we are

as a push in the right direction. Thanks to this

actually alike. In the Ems-Dollart-region, we

ecosystem, it is easy to discover new parts of

are down-to-earth, stubborn, creative, and

the Ems-Dollart-region.

structured. We share a similar culture, have a
lot of history in common, and we work hard to

If you ever feel that there is no support to help

achieve the goals for a shared future. Here, you

you uncover your potential, you are wrong.

truly find the best of two worlds in one region.

There is always someone who can help you.
Because that is how we got here to begin with:
together. So, where are you going to start your
new business? Right, in the Ems-Dollart-region.
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Success is not the key to
happiness. Happiness is
the key to success.
If you love what you
are doing, you will be
successful.
- Albert Schweitzer

Inventory
ecosystem

Partners

Inqubator Leeuwarden
For those start-ups that are ready to take

University of Oldenburg

their business to the next level, there is the

Are you ready to take control of your own future?

Inqubator Leeuwarden. This programme has

The University of Oldenburg supports you

assisted many start-ups within the Ems-Dollart-

throughout the founding stages of your start-

region ecosystem, finding relations across

up. Find connections and establish the basis of

borders and expanding internationally. From

your idea until it is ready to become a business.

the Netherlands to Germany and vice versa.

Over 450

Category ‘Capital’ can be

Within the extensive start-up ecosystem you

organisations

improved in the region

find experts in various academic and economic

Zero to One

fields. They are here to help you develop your

Zero to One is an accelerator that helps start-ups

business ideas. Which programme will you

with business development and their commercial

choose to use for your business? Incubators,

activities. Whether you need support setting up

accelerators, or co-working spaces? There is

your business, getting the right people on board,

plenty of room to start building your foundations.

or developing instruments and tools to cross the

identified

Cap
ital

Su
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t
or

a
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n
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border. Through their valuable network you will

IT.emsland

connect with investors, mentors, potential clients

In need of a tech savvy expert? IT.emsland

and suppliers. And don’t forget to reach out to

supports regional companies and start-ups with

get yourself a tailor-made programme based on

solutions for IT problems. They also organise

the needs of your start-up.

events, workshops, seminars, and information
Expertise

Startup Ecosystem
Ems Dollart region
Eems Dollard regio

sessions. They are your go-to for any topic

Hanze University of Applied Sciences

related to digitalization, cloud computing, IT

Hanze UAS is the lead partner of the Startup

security, IT law, digital communication, and

Ems-Dollart-region project. At the Hanze

business and start-ups. At IT.emsland, you

students are encouraged to develop their

will find the “navigators” and “caretakers”

intrapreneurial as well as their enterpreneurial

who guide, recommend and support young

behaviour and activities. Support comes from

entrepreneurs in various specialized areas.

the Centre of Expertise Entrepreneurship at
Start-up City. Start-up City offers different

Category ‘Network’
represents over
40% of the ecosystem
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Ne t
work

Mede mogelijk gemaakt door / Unterstützt durch:

Wirtschaftsförderung//

educational programmes for student starters

Stadtmarketing Emden

and every year they organize with different

Do you need advice on how to set up a

partners a startup competition.

business? At Stadmarketing Emden you will
Ranking categories

find the expertise and support you’ve been

ZUKUNFT.unternehmen

(organisations identified):

looking for. On top of that, they rent out office

It must be the most inspiring place for

1. Network

spaces and laboratories for you to work at.

(future) entrepreneurs to work: ZUKUNFT.

2. Support

In return, they investigate how to develop

unternehmen. This start-up space in Oldenburg

3. Education

the open mindset that it takes to thrive as an

is made out of sea containers that can be

4. Expertise

entrepreneur and share their findings with

rented to develop your business model, host

5. Capital

students and future entrepreneurs.

events, or use as a co-working space.
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Jan Cassalette, originally from Germany,
is working hard to optimise the

capacity of lorries. His start-up aims
to make transport more sustainable

and efficient and bring about change
in a rigid, inflexible logistics system –

first in Germany and, hopefully, on an

international scale further down the line.
Thanks to the help of his mentors from
the Startup Ems-Dollart-region project

network, Jan has been able to navigate
his way through the complexity of the

logistics sector – and that of start-ups.

Without the insights of his mentors,

Jan Cassalette
	would have never been able to move his
start-up forward: ‘You’re not an expert.
That’s what you need a network for.’
18

19

J

An international network of
experts
Jan started ParceIP less than a year ago.
Like many other start-ups, he was looking for
guidance. According to Jan, ‘The universities
of Utrecht and Delft weren’t an option, as

Paul: ‘By engaging with start-ups, I keep
up to date on the latest developments
in the logistics sector. I’m right in the
middle of all of it.’

my project is not technical enough. Coming
across the Startup Ems-Dollart-region project
was the perfect outcome. I ended up in a

Mentoring primarily manifests itself in

valuable network of mentors and contacts.

conversations with experts. Jan, whose start-

The guidance I received was crucial when

up is based in Bremen, was put in touch with

I was setting up my business.’

two Dutchmen: Paul Buijs, assistant professor
of Sustainable Logistics at the University of

Jan: ‘Sometimes, all you need is
to hear that you have a good idea.’

Groningen, and Bob Voorneveld, who worked
for a start-up in the logistics sector himself.
Jan: ‘I’m not an expert myself. I’m not
a logistics expert. I’m not a financial
expert. That’s what I need a network for.
I gained different insights as a result of the
conversations I had with Paul and Bob.’
Perhaps more critical than Jan gaining
substantive knowledge during these meetings
is validating that his idea can work. Bob
explains, ‘Start-ups – young entrepreneurs
– are creative. And optimistic. They find a
solution to any problem and see opportunities
everywhere. But not all theories can be put
into practice. In fact, many start-ups are
unsuccessful, which is why you need people to
ask you the right questions and validate your
ideas.’ Jan adds, ‘As a start-up, you need that
validation. The fact that someone is interested
and says that you have a good idea is often
enough. It gives you the confidence to move
forward.’
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Mutual benefits
The benefits of the Startup Ems-Dollartregion project ecosystem go beyond merely
exchanging advice. For Paul, as a logistics
expert, working with start-ups and hearing
about the most recent developments in the
industry is very beneficial. ‘I keep up to date
with the latest developments in the logistics
sector. Thanks to my role as a mentor, I’m in
the thick of it. I’m aware of what developments
are happening and am involved from an early
stage.’

For Bob, similarly, the mentoring role is a

Surely that can be changed,’ Jan expects.

positive experience: ‘I am in a unique position.

Also, thanks to the international network, Jan

It doesn’t demand a lot of my time, and it’s nice

can easily get in touch with other players on the

to be able to help. It’s a great feeling to be able

market.

to contribute to realising the dreams of these

Bob: ‘As a mentor, I can
contribute to realising
the dreams of young
professionals.’

young professionals – even if I’m not actually

‘I’ve been in touch with other start-ups in the

doing that much.’

logistics sector. In both cases, we were unable
to collaborate; however, I’m sure that will

Future scalability

change in future. Otherwise, I’d like to share my

Thanks to the international character of the

knowledge and experience with other start-ups.

Startup Ems-Dollart-region project, Jan sees

Because the most important thing I’ve learned

many opportunities to scale up his project in

is that you always need advice and feedback.’

the future. ‘Sending a parcel from Groningen to
Bremen is more expensive than from Bremen
to Munich, despite the distance between
Bremen and Munich being four times greater.
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Oldenburg

T

The entrepreneurial hotspots of Oldenburg are

beyond inspiring. A two-day trip to this bubbling
city included a visit to several accelerators and

co-working spaces. Our visit brought us to CORE
Oldenburg and ZUKUNFT.unternehmen. And to

put our motivation to good use, we participated in

a workshop to visualize the strengths and benefits
of the Ems-Dollart-region ecosystem.
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Oldenburg
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Oldenburg
28
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Leeuwarden
and
Groningen

A

An inspirational roadtrip through the region is

incomplete without a visit to Leeuwarden and
Groningen. At the hearts of these lively cities

we stopped by Founded in Friesland, Founded
in Groningen, De Noorderlingen, VentureLab

North, the Centre of Expertise Entrepreneurship

Hanze University, Het KWADRAAT, Yobbers and
Voys. To continue our journey, Daan Weddepohl

shared his entrepreneurial experience with in his

motivational pitch. And he knew just perfectly how
to open the window of opportunities for start-ups.
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Leeuwarden
and
Groningen
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Leeuwarden
and
Groningen
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Events
During the very first days of the existance of the

Startup Ems-Dollart-region ecosystem, the project

was thrown for a loop: the global pandemic brought
all scheduled live events to an abrupt end. But the

Startup Ems-Dollart-region project turned out to be

persistant: live projects were now brought out to the
world digitally. And you know what? We couldn’t
have hoped for a better outcome. The growth of

our community, the number of participants and the
amount of online events we organised was bigger
than we could have hoped for.
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Events
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A person who never
made a mistake never
tried anything new
- Albert Einstein

Professor Stephanie Birkner is part
of the project Startup Ems-Dollart-

region. Based in Oldenburg, she is

currently setting up an entrepreneurship
village. A place that’s all about

Zukunftunternehmen, the German term
for future-oriented business. ‘This is

the arena of our future. Entrepreneurs

design the future, and here we’re trying
to redefine that design.’

Stephanie
on the future of entrepreneurship:

42

‘It’s all about co-creation.
If you have one idea, then
there’ll be more.’

43
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Stephanie has a mission. By means of collaboration she aims to break through barriers,
identify limiting ideas and redefine the concept
of ‘entrepreneurship’. ‘Our society is a product
of entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurs define the
future, the narratives and the definitions of our
society. This means that entrepreneurs can
change the future, too, by adapting our definition of entrepreneurship to the current societal
context. And to the society of the future.’

The arena of the future
According to Stephanie, entrepreneurship
has become stuck in old ideas, in outdated
concepts that are no longer applicable to
our modern society. ‘If we open ourselves to
redefining our idea of entrepreneurship, then
we can break through social constructs.

‘If we open ourselves to redefining our
idea of entrepreneurship, then we can
break through social constructs.’
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And this is necessary in order to move beyond

One idea isn’t enough

the limitations of our economy and to overcome

In Oldenburg entrepreneurs are beginning to

stereotypes. If we are to achieve this, we have

apply this new idea. In a former factory hall,

to shift the focus within entrepreneurship: not

old containers have been transformed into

only offering new products or services, but

small office spaces. Now this is a place where

bringing about changes to society.’

everyone can come together to co-create.
A place for being together physically or online
and for meeting like-minded people.
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‘The Ems-Dollart-region is a
great example of co-creation.
It’s a community in which
people with various backgrounds, ideas and cultures
come together.’

Stephanie continues: ‘With our unique

Change is coming

approach we’re not focussing on just one idea,

Nowadays it’s no longer a question of

but on the people. We’re faced by so many

wanting to change: no, we have to change.

societal challenges that one idea isn’t enough

Luckily Stephanie is hopeful that this will

to solve them. We need lots of ideas. In the

start happening in the near future: ‘There’s

entrepreneurship village we make people

a growing tendency that entrepreneurs

aware of these challenges, we help them grow

are bringing about ever more changes.

stronger and we teach them the methods for

Entrepreneurs are increasingly setting a

tackling these challenges together. We build

Unconscious prejudices

good example themselves, from mindful

the bridge, they come together with good

In the entrepreneurship village, all the

entrepreneurship to simply no longer working

plans.’

participants are part of the solution. ‘And that’s

24/7. They are the change they want to see in

crucial,’ says Stephanie. ‘People don’t realise

the world. And then politics naturally follows.’

Co-creation is the key

how little is actually needed for change. Our

The great thing about the entrepreneurship

prejudices are unconscious, we don’t know

village in Oldenburg is that it’s not only for

that we think this way. When people become

The power of the Ems-Dollartregion

young entrepreneurs. In fact they facilitate

aware of these prejudices then it’s shocking,

According to Stephanie the Ems-Dollart-

entrepreneurship for all. ‘We bring together

especially for large businesses. And only then

region is a great example of co-creation.

all kinds of different parties here. This is an

do they realise what they need to change.’

‘It’s a community in which people with

important element for breaking through old

various backgrounds, ideas and cultures

concepts: we lower the threshold for thinking

However, this isn’t just a question of ‘right or

come together. What’s more, ideas know no

about new ideas and we break through the

wrong’. ‘We don’t condemn people for having

boundaries. We’ve made the boundaries,

hierarchy. Every field, every person has

prejudices, that’s simply the way our society

so we can remove them as well. The project

is. But that’s why it’s so important to support

Startup Ems-Dollart-region isn’t cross-border,

‘Co-creation is a question of give and take.

entrepreneurs in a positive manner in order to

it’s without boundaries!’

At the moment, entrepreneurship is often a

break through these patterns. Only then does

struggle to find and sell the best idea. But as

the true potential of entrepreneurship reveal

a result the goals are all about money and

itself. And the best way of doing that is through

success, and not a question of doing good.

collaboration. By co-creating with new people

And this too is another limiting stereotype in

you promote diversity in entrepreneurship.’

something to contribute.’

our society. But ultimately the intention is the
most important thing. Collaboration is more
important than competition.’
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Lennard Drogendijk is the Director and
Founder of Inqubator Leeuwarden.
As an expert in the start-up world
he is faced with a dilemma: there

aren’t really that many start-ups in the
Friesland region and so in his view

the level of ambition could do with a
boost. The network is in place, help
is on offer from many quarters, and

funds are available too. But how do you
inspire more people to get involved in
entrepreneurship?

Lennard

is part of the entrepreneurship
ecosystem in the Ems-Dollart-region:
‘We want to inspire young people to
choose entrepreneurship.’
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‘Young ambitious business starters
need to move across the border, take a
good look around and get to know other
people. This always results in something
useful.’

And things are much more professional.
There’s more data, more methodology, more
applied knowledge. There’s a huge amount of
knowledge available about starting a business
and the network to support you here is getting

T

better all the time. That makes the whole thing
a lot less challenging.’

The project Start-up Ems-Dollart-region,

This is despite the fact that Frisian people are

based in the region of the same name, is busy

quite business-minded. According to Lennard

Brain drain and entrepreneurship
lessons

expanding the entrepreneurship ecosystem.

the trick is to get started early: ‘While you’re

Lennard says it’s especially important in this

Lennard explains: ‘The best network is still

still young you don’t have so much to lose. And

region to give potential entrepreneurs a boost

the face-to-face one: the more parties we can

so then you can take more risks. And even if

while they are still young. ‘It can have a big

include in the ecosystem and the better the

your start-up isn’t successful, then you’ve still

impact on this region. Currently there’s little

information facilities become, the more people

gained the experience to try again later. And

potential for young graduates finding good

will choose to get involved in entrepreneurship.

then probably with more success.’

jobs here, and so you see many of them

We’re improving the playing field with good
branding and awareness.’
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leaving for the Randstad, the conurbation in
But the idea of choosing entrepreneurship is

the western Netherlands. This brain drain can

still relatively new, as Lennard acknowledges:

be counteracted by encouraging young people

Entrepreneurship is a choice

‘Even the word “start-up” hasn’t been in used

to start their own businesses. Then you retain

There are many entrepreneurs in Groningen

in the Netherlands for long: we’ve adopted it

the knowledge in the region and this will in turn

and Oldenburg, but significantly fewer

from English. Earlier you were simply called a

attract new knowledge and entrepreneurship.’

in Drenthe, Friesland and some parts of

“starter”. But nowadays there’s a much larger

Germany.

body of knowledge regarding entrepreneurship.
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‘Education in the region is one of the most important
initial steps for getting people out of the standard
system.’

Developing new creative minds
But knowledge alone is no good if you can’t
put your ideas into practice. ‘What could be
finer than coming into contact with people who
are just as ambitious as you? Digital meetings
are a good temporary solution for getting to
know each other, but in the long term they
aren’t so great. If you really want to develop

‘Education in the region is one of the most

their entrepreneurial skills into practice. At

new creative minds and build teams, then you

Across the border

important initial steps for getting people out

HBO (professional education) level there are

need to see each other in person. Then you

There are plenty of initiatives in the region

of the standard system,’ believes Lennard.

programmes such as an Entrepreneurship

can concentrate more enthusiasm in one place,

aimed at doing just this. ‘In Friesland we

‘There are countless courses and programmes

Top Minor which is aimed at helping start-ups

and give each other a boost.’

have co-working locations where they offer

where entrepreneurship forms part of the

to become “scalable”. And the University of

entrepreneurship programmes, such as

curriculum. At MBO (vocational education)

Groningen is also contributing with all kinds

Inqubator Leeuwarden and BeStart. Or simply

level you can see more and more initiatives

of programmes for encouraging sustainable

places where you can work as a business

that aim to encourage young people to put

entrepreneurship, such as Venture Lab.’

starter. And here, as a business starter, you’ll
find like-minded people. So you can take part
in peer-to-peer coaching programmes and give
each other feedback. A lot of people improve
their abilities in this way. And you can get
together for a coffee or a beer, too.’
But a start-up needs to be creative and so
you soon need to look further than the Dutch
border. ‘These young ambitious business
starters need to move across the border, take
a good look around and get to know other
people. This always results in something
useful. In terms of market and size the German
market is of course more interesting for us
than the Dutch one, and in turn German
business starters can learn from our pragmatic
approach.’
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project has proven to be very resilient. Despite the
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I don’t sell beer,
I sell conviviality.
- Freddy Heineken

The Green Business Challenge is an

initiative by BBENG: over the space of
a week, 20 young professionals come
together to create viable solutions for
companies. The emphasis here is

on realistic implementation, because

plans alone won’t get you very far. The

Green Business Challenge is a practical
initiative that aims to raise awareness

of sustainability, because it’s high time
to present workable initiatives that are

genuinely able to address sustainability
initiatives.

Eelco Bakker
	‘We’ve got the companies, the
student population, our shared
mindset... We can really work
together and achieve things in this
area.’
58
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E

Eelco Bakker, one of the owners of BBENG,
sees the Green Business Challenge as one of
many initiatives that help to promote innovation.

‘At the end of the week, we presented a project that
really benefits the client: a moss-covered facade

‘As a consultancy firm for entrepreneurship and

that captures rainwater, luminescent floors that

innovation, we see all kinds of great projects

generate energy, and systems for the reduse of

that focus on a green economy, sustainability,
climate adaptation and circularity. Through the

water.’

Green Business Challenge, we support these
issues even more by bringing together students
and companies.’

Sustainable materials for
Campus Emmen
Businesses in the Netherlands and Germany
submit their sustainability-related issue, after
which small groups of international students
tackle these cases for one week. Ilja Huitema
was one of this year’s participants; together
with Adam from the Republic of Ireland and
Joris from Leeuwarden, she investigated which
sustainable materials Campus Emmen can
use for its new innovation centre. ‘At the end
of the week, we presented a project that really
benefits the client: a moss-covered facade
that captures rainwater, luminescent floors that
generate energy, and systems for the reuse of
water.’

Impact at the end of the day
The idea is that Campus Emmen, just like the
other participants, will actually put the plans
into practice. According to Eelco, this is the
most important thing: ‘Companies are now
in the early stages of developing the ideas.
So far, however, all the clients are positive
and are working on their projects. Follow-up
meetings have been planned immediately, with
new teams put together and strategies being
implemented, and they’ll be developing the
projects step by step in the coming years.’
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Ilja Huitema took part in the Green Business
Challenge: ‘I didn’t expect that I’d learn so much.’

Eelco continues: ‘By bringing everyone into

Eelco: ‘At a later stage, perhaps, the Green

contact with each other, you work towards

Business Challenge could be extended to

several goals. We’re right in the middle of a

the whole of the Netherlands – but for the

transition as an economy, as a country and as

time being, we’ve achieved an interesting

the world at large. This presents businesses

partnership between Dutch and German

with many challenges. At the same time,

companies and international students in the

we want younger people who haven’t yet

Ems-Dollart-region. You get to take a look

entered the professional field to know what’s

across the border and realise that the Germans

going on. The idea is to bring these various

are facing the same challenges, but respond to

worlds together: by letting the parties work on

them differently. Crossing this boundary might

the same issues together, you create more

seem a long journey, but at the same time

This is something that Ilja herself has

northern Netherlands and how other students

awareness. At the end of the day, the clients

we’re all so close together.’

recognised during the Green Business

are responding to this.’

Challenge: ‘The best thing was that we really

make an impact with their projects.’

Highlighting the sustainability
issue

got to the heart of the issue, thanks to the

International insights

Eelco: ‘There’s a lot of great stuff going on the

supervisors, workshops and clients. We held

region. We’ve got the companies, the student

This transition is visible in the Ems-Dollart-region

According to Eelco, the value of the Green

several discussions to find out what the client

population, our shared mindset… We can

as well. Ilja is increasingly coming across

Business Challenge is its practical application:

needed. We then had to think as far “outside

really work together and achieve things in this

these same themes in her International Facility

‘Students work on real issues, supplied by

the box” as possible and develop that idea.’

area. We all need to utilise the potential of

Management degree programme at Hanze

real companies. Their work is supervised

University of Applied Sciences: ‘Each project

by experienced specialists and business

takes sustainability as its starting point. In

developers from the professional field. This

A road trip through the
Ems-Dollart-region

my degree programme, I learn to approach

is really valuable for students, because it

During the Green Business Challenge, Ilja

in a way that’s too limited or act on too small

sustainability from a different angle than

increases the real-life factor. That’s a big

and the other participants took a road trip

a scale. We have to move beyond just policy

someone from another background. That’s

shift especially for students from a research

through the Ems-Dollart-region. She found it

and fine words, we have to really make things

what makes the Green Business Challenge

university background: university of applied

an inspiring journey: ‘Each day we drove to a

happen. Because the potential is there.’

so valuable. I knew I was interested in

sciences programmes are more practical.

different destination – Leeuwarden, Emmen,

sustainability and international cooperation, but

The partnership also yields new insights. It

Papenburg, Oldenburg and Groningen – all of

I didn’t expect that I’d learn as much as I did.’

might be the case that a company itself doesn’t

which were hosting lots of different workshops

really know what it wants. It is then up to the

and presentations. It wasn’t only lots of fun to

business developer to identify a new approach.’

meet some great people, it also had a huge

this region, but it’s not enough to work at the
city level or province level. To manage this,
we have to look beyond the borders, not think

motivational effect. This road trip was a nice
opportunity to see what’s happening in the
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Annika Wolf works for the University
of Oldenburg on the innovation of
entrepreneurship and education.

‘I look at the various regional education

formats in the area of entrepreneurship.

That means on both sides of the border:
an area in which nine different research
universities and universities of applied

sciences are based. I examine what the
various institutions are doing to nurture

the entrepreneurial spirit of the students.
Which types of education are provided
to form the mindset of the students,

and how are students and start-ups
supported and guided?’

Annika
Wolf
64

on innovative entrepreneurship
in education:
‘A fixed position in the
classroom reflects a fixed
mindset.’
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Interactive education
As an expert in this area, Annika can see an

Pioneers through collaboration

Therefore, collaboration between the various

‘The more people

Being creative is easier said than done, how

educational institutions in the Ems-Dollart-

ever. ‘The students in this region are newbies

region is so important. ‘If you work together,

are personally

when it comes to entrepreneurship. They

you get synergy: 1+1=3. Each research

are the pioneers who are learning to think

university or university of applied sciences has

creatively at school. If you work with an idea

its own speciality, its own niche. So why not

from the outset, you will also incorporate it into

give students from one university access to

your work later on, even if you don’t launch

workshops and seminars from another? These

your own start-up but end up working for an

kinds of collaborations foster the exchange of

institutionalised company instead.’

knowledge. And educational institutions can

interesting parallel between the implementation

also reduce costs by working together. It’s hard

of the education and the educational

to put a price on that kind of added value.’

institutions themselves. ‘If you want to facilitate

involved, the
more innovative
entrepreneurship
can become.’

innovative education, you also have to be an

Making an impact

innovative educational institution yourself.

And it’s fun too, says Annika with passion.

Projects and interactive seminars allow you

‘Working together is enjoyable. It’s fun

to convey this new mindset to students as an

to develop and to innovate. The world is

Sustainable innovation

educational institution. So instead of one-sided

changing, and it’s time for higher education to

This kind of regional innovation therefore

lectures, you need to roll up your sleeves and

change as well. Our region is the ideal place

also constitutes a sustainable strategy for

work on projects. The starting point is moving

for this and is characterised by cross-border

making the region more popular again.

the tables and chairs around. Because a

cultures. Students also benefit from this

Annika: ‘Entrepreneurship is a way of bringing

fixed position in the classroom reflects a fixed

exchange of different perspectives.’

knowledge and creativity back to the region.

mindset.’

Because once the network is established, the
The region also has an additional advantage,

ecosystem automatically ensures innovation

These kinds of workshops show how the

namely that you can make a big impact with

and development – at least, within a network in

education system is now lagging behind the

small innovations. ‘Although there are no major

which people and organisations work together

needs of society. ‘During the first few days,

industries in the Ems-Dollart-region, what you

for a greater good. A network makes it easier

students have no idea what to do. After all,

can do is apply entrepreneurship to regional

to get started and share ideas with others. By

you first need to explain to them how creative

innovation. In other words, you can apply

working together, you can do fantastic things

thinking works. They’ve always learned to just

creativity to make changes that will benefit the

and turn dreams into reality. The more people

study for tests, and suddenly they have to do

entire region over the next 20 – 30 years. In

are personally involved, the more innovative

things. But once they step out of their comfort

doing so, you will also respond well to the local

entrepreneurship can become.’

zone, you’ll be amazed at the possibilities.’

needs of the area. You don’t need to develop a
new Tesla to make an impact. And the impact
here is many times greater than in Berlin or the

‘Collaboration is invaluable

Randstad conurbation.’

to educational institutions:
it is synergy.’
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Join the Startup
Ems-Dollart-regi on Map
Are you a start-up support organization?
Or do you run a start-up yourself?
Do you want to become part of
the Startup Ems-Dollart-region
Map?

Scan the QR-code,

register your organization
and become an integral
part of the cross-

border ecosystem.
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Do not be
embarrassed by your
failures learn from
them and start again.
- Richard Branson

Anyone who takes the time to look at

the Ems-Dollart-region will quickly see
this area’s potential. In addition to the

beautiful landscape, the vibrant city life

and affordable living, the border region

offers an excellent basis for intercultural
collaboration and international trade.

Nevertheless, the northern provinces
are not particularly known for their

opportunities on the job market. In

fact, research shows that the area is
actually lagging behind the rest of

the Netherlands, especially when it

comes to international trade by small

and medium-sized businesses. This is

despite the fact that the other provinces
in the Netherlands perform above
average in Europe.

Ulrike
Mathies
72

Within the professorship International
Business at Hanze University of Applied
Sciences Groningen Ulrike Mathies
organises the research conducted by
students: ‘Students make a real impact.’

73

‘Students at the International Business
School of Hanze University of Applied
Sciences are investigating why young
graduates leave the region. And even
more importantly, what can be done to
prevent the brain-drain.’

Research
One piece of that puzzle is research. As a
Senior Lecturer at the Hanze International
Business School (IBS), Ulrike Mathies is jointly
responsible for organising the research done

T

by the bachelor’s students at the International
Business Professorship. Ulrike: ‘The research
that is conducted in this region offers a unique

The departure of young graduates has a

This is also one of the reasons the Startup

perspective. It’s an international region in

major impact on the provinces of Groningen,

Ems-Dollart-region project was launched:

which students are specifically investigating

Friesland and Drenthe. Our eastern

to create a network to promote collaboration

the reasons why graduates leave and, more

neighbours across the border experience

between different stakeholders in the northern

importantly, what would make the region and its

similar “brain drains” in North-West Germany

provinces of the Netherlands and Germany

businesses more attractive in order to prevent

(Landkreizes Oldenburger Land, Ostfriesland

for more cross-border entrepreneurship,

brain drain. Different students are studying

and Emsland). And the border separating the

hence also more job opportunities for young

different regions, from city to province level.

two countries creates additional obstacles in

graduates. It is an ecosystem in which

They are looking at different market sectors

international trade relations and cross-border

education, entrepreneurship and society come

as well: from industrial services to agriculture,

entrepreneurship behaviour. If entrepreneurs

together, transcending borders and making

sustainability, ICT, medicine, wind energy,

were willing to look beyond that border, maybe

a real impact. A big puzzle, in other words, in

digital readiness, and the impact of COVID-19.’

this region could work together as one?

which a wide range of social and economic
interests of the region are taken into account.

‘The biggest impact for young people happens
within the social dimensions of work.’
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‘The job market is crying out for workers.

‘Thanks to the

Now is the time to make changes.’

students’ research,
the region is
receiving valuable
information.’

‘The first cohort of our students carried out
quantitative research and gathered information
through large-scale surveys. The second and
third cohorts are focusing more on qualitative
research and obtaining more detailed answers
to the questions through interviews. Although
the results have yet to be fully processed, one
aspect is already is clear: the biggest impact
for the younger generations happens within

This impact is tangible for the students,

the social dimensions of work. Young people

the research universities and universities

mainly choose which company to work for

of applied sciences, businesses, and the

based on the level of social interaction within

region. Ulrike: ‘The Startup Ems-Dollart-

the company.’

region ecosystem provides the various parties

Impact

with valuable information. This information is
then used to improve the businesses in the

The new generations entering the labour market

region in general, but it can also be tailored

want more than a good salary, competitive

to the different niches. Students additionally

fringe benefits and career opportunities.

benefit from the unique opportunity to build

They are also requesting meaningful social

a valuable network in the region. They don’t

interactions. That is good news: the job market

just work on one problem for one company,

is crying out for workers right now, and it is time

sometimes talking to up to ten different

to implement changes. And that brings us back

companies. By examining the problems from

to the research that is currently being done in

such an overarching perspective, they also

the Ems-Dollart-region. Ulrike: ‘All the research

learn to understand complex circumstances,

at the IBS is applied research. Students work

which in turn helps them come up with creative

with real problems and develop plans to solve

solutions. And as a research institute, the IBS

them. In addition, students not only come up

and Hanze UAS benefit from bringing together

with recommendations but must also take an

science and entrepreneurship. Students play

innovative approach to make them effective

an important role in this regard.’

and applicable. The businesses then start
implementing the recommendations right away.
The impact is really quite significant.’
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It is Diederich Bakker’s dream for the
Ems-Dollart Region to become the

leading connection hub for start-ups.

Diederich: ‘I hope that the Ems-Dollartregion will become a well-known name
for start-ups and companies alike.

A place where students want to stay
after they graduate. The place that

makes them realise that the grass is

not always greener on the other side.

Because I can tell you: the grass here is
very green indeed.’

Diederich
Bakker
78

Startup Ems-Dollart-region
project expanding faster than
expected:
‘The grass really is greener
in this region.’
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‘The coronavirus has
accelerated the project.’

Diederich gets particularly fired up about
the area’s entrepreneurial spirit. To promote
the region, he is working on setting up an
ecosystem within the Startup Ems-Dollartregion project. Diederich: ‘A network in which
entrepreneurs, start-ups, companies, investors,

Understated and cosmopolitan

at how cosmopolitan cities such as Groningen,

grant providers and coaches are brought

As a professor of International Business,

Leeuwarden and Oldenburg are. The regional

together to promote Dutch-German cross-

the Startup Ems-Dollart-region
project

Diederich has seen enough of the world to

economy also has a lot to offer: large ports,

border entrepreneurship. For everyone from

Since the launch of Start-up EDR, the

know what he is talking about. ‘I’ve been

hidden talents and a vibrant start-up world.

Ems to Dollart: Groningen, Friesland, Drenthe,

coronavirus has had a major impact on the

to Australia, have lived in the United States

It’s a great place to live and work – you get

East Frisia, Oldenburg Land and Emsland.’

course of the project. ‘The project was still

and have studied in France… And yet I keep

to know your way around quickly. It’s not

new, and we had hardly carried out any

returning to the Ems-Dollart-region. The region

very expensive to live here either, especially

physical activities before the coronavirus

is rather like me: sensible, with both feet on the

compared to the Randstad and large German

came along and messed everything up. So

ground. Nature here is beautiful and always

cities such as Berlin.”

the entire project has pretty much been online

close at hand. At the same time, I am surprised

from the outset. We don’t even know how the
project would work out in an analogue, offline
setting. This development may actually have
accelerated the project.’
According to Diederich, this indicates the
resilience of the Startup Ems-Dollart-region
project. ‘To be honest, I was quite uncertain
about the future of the project myself. With
these types of international projects, you are
naturally already faced with obstacles such
as language, different systems, insurance
and physical borders. This is already quite a
challenge in itself, and then we also had the
coronavirus to deal with. But the opposite
turned out to be true; in fact, it made it much
easier to switch to a digital landscape. We
organised webinars for many more people
than we otherwise would have been able to
reach. That’s the great thing about young
entrepreneurship.’

‘I was rather uncertain about
the future of the project.’
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A hybrid future
And so it was that the ecosystem came to life,
fast forward. ‘In retrospect, I can say that the
adaptability of our team – from permanent
employees to trainees – really helped. In fact,
we are now performing beyond the KPIs we
initially specified. Like a start-up, we ourselves
are in the phase in which we have planted the
seed. This seed is now beginning to germinate
into a small plant – it’s not a tree yet. Next, we
need to focus on our growth, so that the project
can put down deep roots in this region.’
How will the Startup Ems-Dollart-region
project achieve this? ‘We embrace two worlds:
analogue and digital. We will keep up this
hybrid way of working. The project is starting
to gain more and more recognition in the major
cities in the region. Now it’s time to expand this
effect to the smaller cities. This will also allow
entrepreneurs in the town of Oude Pekela, for
example, to benefit from the ecosystem and
thus have access to the knowledge, support
and network of the region.’

Learning support and AI

Our partners also contribute a great deal of

Although the project is developing well, there

digital know-how, which we want to share

is still a lot of work to be done. ‘It could be

with entrepreneurs. We want to increase

organised more effectively. There are plenty

interregional involvement by means of

of stand-alone initiatives in this region that we

digital technology, such as a platform for

would like to link to the ecosystem. This will not

learning support and AI. In doing so, we are

only increase international connections, but

also involving current entrepreneurs in the

also those at the interregional level.

digitalisation and optimisation of their activities.
And in turn, the network will benefit from this
as well.’

‘The future of entrepreneurship is
hybrid, using both analogue and digital
methods.’
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