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OP-ED

A place-based approach to innovation
can advance the Texas-Mexico region

By Daniel Covarrubias

A recent funding op-
portunity published by
the National Science
Foundation (NSF) on Re-
gional Innovation En-
gines got me thinking
about the importance of
people and place in pro-
moting and achieving in-
novation. This NSF initia-
tive looks to advance crit-
ical technologies, foster
partnerships between the
quadruple helix (indus-
try, government, acade-
mia, and civil society),
and promote economic
growth and innovation to
better prepare the United
States for global competi-
tion. This program is
based on the theory of Re-
gional Innovation Sys-
tems (RIS). Let's talk
about place-based inno-
vation.

In past years, an exten-
sive amount of research
literature has been writ-
ten across several aca-
demic disciplines, includ-
ing economics, business,
and geography, to empha-
size that territorial inno-
vation models play a key
rolein a region's econom-
ic development and com-
petitiveness.

Innovation has in-
creasingly become a "core
strategy" for developing
and maintaining compet-
itiveness, growth, and
prosperity. Regions play a
vital role in cultivating,
attracting, and retaining
talent. Place matters for
innovation; according to
the Organization for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), in-
novation complementari-
ties are found to be stron-
gest within a radius of 125
miles.

RIS can be defined as a
network of economic ac-

tors engaging in a range
of complementary activi-
ties. The interchanges be-
tween firms and support-
ing institutions and orga-
nizations (research and
innovation centers, in-
dustry associations, uni-
versities, vocational cen-
ters) play a crucial role in
developing and bringing
innovations to market.
Within RIS, innovation is
a living process that sup-
ports knowledge cre-
ation, diffusion, and ab-
sorption. Innovation-
driven growth is a crucial
RIS objective.

This place-based ap-
proach to regional eco-
nomic development es-
tablishes an increased fo-
cus on people, with inno-
vation acting as a conduit
to mobilize local assets,
enhancing the productiv-
ity and competitiveness of
a region. This system for
innovation, in which dif-
ferent levels of govern-
ment, universities, and
private and public actors
collaborate to identify
and develop unique as-
sets for the region and de-
fine its competitive ad-
vantage, is not new.

RIS emerged in Europe
in the late 1990s and early
2000s to develop innova-
tion policy and generate
collaborations between
firms, universities, and
governments at regional
levels to produce innova-
tions. Since then, RIS
evolved into Smart Spe-
cialization Strategies (S3)
in 201. Most of Europe
has spent the last decade
designing and applying
local Smart Specializa-
tion Strategies to promote
innovation and competi-
tiveness. S3s are localiza-
tion-specific, based on
each territory's structur-
al characteristics and ca-
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pabilities, and are devel-
oped so that regions can

make difficult deci-
sions to help them priori-
tize the investments to en-
able regional innovation
systems.

Higher Education In-
stitutions are fundamen-
tal players in territorial
innovation models. Their
education curriculum
shapes regions and their
engagement with the pri-
vate and public sectors
makes them essential in
designing territorial de-
velopment strategies,
such as RIS. Texas A&M
International University
(TAMIU) is leading an ef-
fort to work, with other
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regional actors, on an
NSF Regional Innovation
Engine where innovation
dynamics can be
achieved, integrating all
the region's resources,
and identifying needs for
continuous growth.

The Texas-México bor-
der is the focus of TA-
MIU's proposed Regional
Innovation Engine. This
Regional Innovation En-
gine stems from the views
that regionalization is en-
visioned as a new stage of
globalization, that supply
chain resiliency is a stra-
tegic area for the United
States and the world, and
that  Logistechs are
changing how businesses

operate, transforming the
sectors in which they par-
ticipate and compete.
Creating a Logistechs bi-
national RIS to empower
supply chain resilience
and capitalize on the un-
derlying shifts and dis-
ruptions that have irrevo-
cably changed how busi-
nesses will compete and
do business over the next
decade is an example of
such forward-thinking
initiatives.

The primary objectives
of this RIS will be to mod-
ernize the traditional
transportation and logis-
tics industry, transition
these industries towards
emerging markets based
on exponential technolo-
gies, and create new
(sub-) sectors based on
entrepreneurship.
Through the dissemina-
tion of and access to
knowledge and technolo-
gy, we can increase com-
petitiveness and facilitate
innovation and entrepre-
neurship for regional bi-
national businesses and
students alike, ultimately
leading to a general
strengthening of the com-
petitive and productive
capacity of the Texas-
México border.

To achieve these objec-
tives, we propose work-
ing on four parallel action
items that will allow us to
promote innovation and
entrepreneurship in a
structured way involving
academia,

the private and public
sectors, as well as civil so-
ciety.

Our four aims are:

1. To generate links be-
tween Texas-México bor-
der logistics actors and
their diverse portfolio of
projects. These links will
create synergies, comple-
mentarity, and agglomer-

ation, which are essential
determinants of innova-
tion, creativity, R&D, and
productivity.

2. To employ user-in-
spired research and de-
velopment to contribute
concrete solutions to the
U.S. strategy of building
resilient supply chains
and revitalizing Ameri-
can manufacturing.

3. To create a Logis-
techs Living Lab for per-
forming proofs of concept
and minimum viable
products based on state-
of-the-art logistics tech-
nologies to facilitate the
translation of innova-
tions to practice.

4. To accelerate the
adoption of emerging ex-
ponential logistics tech-
nologies and then create
new applications as a ba-
sis for tech startups with
the goal of workforce de-
velopment for growing
and sustaining regional
innovation.

With the U.S. facing ev-
er-growing economic
pressures, our region is a
cornerstone for supply
chains that must be re-
gionalized across México
and Latin America to con-
tinue contributing to the
U.S. economy and its
global leadership.

This proposed RIS will
work toward that by fos-
tering collaboration with
regional and internation-
al actors to contribute to
the improvement of the
socio-economic develop-
ment of the Texas-México
cross-border region.
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