
 

- 1 - 

 
Exploring the potential of a Green Freight Intermodal Transport Cluster in South East 

Europe 
 
 

Dr. Eliza Gagatsi1, Elli Papakosma2, Annie Kortsari3, Elpida Xenou4 
 

1Head of freight Transport and logistics Department 
Hellenic Institute of Transport – Centre for Research and Technology Hellas 

E-mail: lgagatsi@certh.gr 
 

2Special Advisor to the Ministry 
Ministry of Economy, Infrastructure, Maritime and Tourism 

E-mail: e.papakosma@yme.gov.gr 
 
 

3Research Associate 
Hellenic Institute of Transport – Centre for Research and Technology Hellas 

E-mail: akorts@certh.gr 
 

4Research Associate 
Hellenic Institute of Transport – Centre for Research and Technology Hellas 

E-mail: elpixenou@certh.gr 
 

 
 

Abstract 
 
To face the increased pressure for economically and environmentally sustainable solutions, the European freight 
transport sector should explore its potential focusing among others on the development of efficient collaboration 
schemes. Recently, the term cluster, introduced by M. Porter in the 80s, seems to gain ground as a promising 
‘tool’ for strengthening the competitive advantages of an industry or sector. During the last decades EU has 
shifted its political focus to innovation, knowledge economy and sustainable competitiveness; cluster-based 
strategies gained a central place in industrial policy in connection with the regional and the science policy at an 
EU level. This paper reports on the results of a national survey conducted in the framework of the GIFT- Green 
Intermodal Freight Transport project aimed to explore the potential of a green intermodal freight transport 
cluster in Greece. Main expected benefits of such a scheme concern the improved integration and efficiency 
across modes of transport and supporting logistics services, closer cooperation between the various supply chain 
actors as well as between actors and authorities to ensure the required supportive regulations as well as 
infrastructure. The potential of a transnational-cluster linking similar clustering initiatives in other South East 
European (SEE) countries is also examined. 
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Περίληψη 
 
Με στόχο την αντιμετώπιση της αυξανόμενης πίεσης από την Ευρώπη για οικονομικά και περιβαλλοντικά 
αποδοτικότερες εμπορευματικές μεταφορές, ο κλάδος θα πρέπει να εξετάσει ανάμεσα σε άλλα μέτρα και 
πρωτοβουλίες, τις δυνατότητες που παρέχονται από την ανάπτυξη συνεργατικών σχημάτων (clusters) μεταξύ 
των εμπλεκομένων στον κλάδο φορέων. Ο όρος cluster ο οποίος εισήχθη από τον M. Porter στη δεκαετία του 
'80, είναι μια από τις λέξεις κλειδιά των τελευταίων χρόνων αποτελώντας μια πολλά υποσχόμενη πρωτοβουλία 



 

- 2 - 

για την ενίσχυση των ανταγωνιστικών πλεονεκτημάτων ενός κλάδου ή τομέα. Το παρόν άρθρο παρουσιάζει τα 
αποτελέσματα μιας εθνικής έρευνας που υλοποιήθηκε στο πλαίσιο του Ευρωπαϊκού έργου GIFT- Green 
Intermodal Freight Transport (SEE project) με σκοπό να διερευνήσει τις δυνατότητες και τα πιθανά οφέλη από 
την ίδρυση ενός cluster πράσινων διατροπικών εμπορευματικών μεταφορών στην Ελλάδα. Τα κύρια 
αναμενόμενα οφέλη από μια τέτοια πρωτοβουλία αφορούν στη βελτίωση της ολοκλήρωσης και της 
αποδοτικότητας της συνέργειας των διαφόρων μέσων μεταφοράς και υποστηρικτικών υπηρεσιών logistics, 
στενότερη συνεργασία μεταξύ των διαφόρων φορέων της αλυσίδας εφοδιασμού, καθώς και μεταξύ των φορέων 
και των σχετικών φορέων λήψης αποφάσεων/αρχών με στόχο την εξασφάλιση των απαιτούμενου 
υποστηρικτικού πλαισίου και υποδομών. Το άρθρο εξετάζει τη βιωσιμότητα αλλά και τις δυνατότητες και 
προοπτικές ενός διακρατικού cluster πράσινων συνδυασμένων εμπορευματικών μεταφορών που θα συνδέει 
αντίστοιχες πρωτοβουλίες σε άλλες χώρες της Νοτιοανατολικής Ευρώπης. 
 
Λέξεις κλειδιά: πράσινες συνδυασμένες εμπορευματικές μεταφορές, cluster . 
 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

 

1.1.  Freight Transport and logistics clusters  

The first definition of clustering was proposed by Michael Porter in 1998, based on which, a 
cluster is a form of collaboration between organisations, who are not necessarily involved in 
the same field but their base is in the same geographical area and they have been committed 
to one purpose. The types of collaboration and the nature of the organisations involved in a 
cluster may vary. The necessity to create a cluster in a particular field lies in the fact that 
clusters create competitive advantage. As M.Porter highlights (Porter, 1998), the enterprises 
involved in a cluster become more productive and innovative, as they are more easily 
informed on developments and opportunities in their field. Furthermore, a cluster encourages 
the foundation of new enterprises that will result in enhancing, expanding and empowering 
the existing cluster. Clusters can be based on the systematic relationships among its 
participants. They are determined by the interactions among the participants or represent an 
effective policy for the development of competitiveness in a country. “Clusters” are different 
than traditional industry sectors in that they comprise multiple types of businesses that are 
related through transactions and networks, as well as similar economic activities. In contrast, 
a “sector” is a broad set of economic activities, and an “industry” focuses on a specific 
product or service within a sector (CMAP, 2012). 
 
During the last decades EU has shifted its political focus to innovation, knowledge economy 
and sustainable competitiveness. Cluster based strategies have gained a central place in the 
industrial policy and a strong connection with the EU regional and science policy. 
  
In the particular areas of freight transport and logistics, many different clusters can be 
identified today in Europe. As Y.Seffi explains (Sheffi, 2013), those clusters are met with 
different names such as “Logistics Villages” in Germany, “Distribution Parks” in Japan, 
“Logistics Platforms” in Spain and various other names around the world.  
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Some of the most well-known European clusters are, the logistic cluster of North Rhine-
Westphalia (GTZ, 2008) which brings together more than 160 companies and the entire 
regional value chain, the Belgian logistic cluster (logistics in Wallonia (Wallonia, n.d.)) which 
was established to boost the competitiveness of the industrial region of Wallonia, the French 
cluster Novalog (Novalog, n.d.) established among others to increase of competitiveness of 
the companies in the maritime sector and the Aragon logistics cluster (Alia, 2010) which was 
founded on 2nd of December 2010 . 
 
Taking into consideration the geographical coverage of the established logistics clusters in 
Europe, it is easily observed that South Eastern Europe lag behind the cluster development in 
the particular area, compared to the Central and North EU countries. The following figure 
presents the number of enterprises in the transport and logistics clusters of the various 
countries of the EC. 
 

 
Figure 1: Number of enterprises of transport and logistics clusters in Europe 

Source: clusterobervatory.eu (data 2011) 

The above is closely related to the overall economic situation of Southeast Europe which is 
not as good as in the developed western or northern part of Europe. A typical example of the 
differential economic situation between the Southeast and Central-North Europe is the urgent 
need of modernization of the transport infrastructure in the countries of Southeast Europe 
(Beškovnik & Jakomin, 2010).  The overview of the Logistics Performance Index for the 
South East Countries illustrated in the next figure confirms the same trend  
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Figure 2: The position of the countries of South Eastern Europe under the LPI index  

Source: World Bank (2014) Connecting to Compete 2014: Trade Logistics in the Global Economy 

 
 
On the other hand a relevant survey conducted in 2009 by the International Union of 
Railways –UIC (UIC, 2010) on the evolution of intermodal freight transport in selected 
countries of South East Europe during 2005 and 2007, revealed that the national road/rail 
transport increased by 80% (in TEUs) while the volume of international road-rail transport 
from the countries of Southeast Europe overcame the European average increase of 145%. 
Finally, according to the same report, an increase between 150 & 160 % in the goods using 
intermodal transport is expected. 
Coming to the case of Greece, which is examined in the present research, there is a variety of 
organizations related to the freight transportation sector providing different services. There 
are several directly or indirectly connected to the freight transport sector associations, that 
were established with the aim to promote and protect the interests of their members who are 
in most cases private enterprises like logistics companies, transportation companies or just 
consultancy companies in the area of transport.  
A lack of synergies among the relevant associations is one of the most important elements 
that can be noted while so far, there is no established cluster in the field of freight intermodal 
transport.  
Furthermore the increase of transportation activities are directly related with growing levels of 
environmental externalities (Rodrigue, Comtois, & Slack, 2013). Issues regarding pollution, 
fuel and energy consumption, safety, collecting of waste and utilized transport units are 
consequently not a priority for the industry sector (Beškovnik & Jakomin, 2010). The national 
governments take some actions to set up a green agenda although these actions are not as 
aggressive and obvious as they should be to stimulate the industry adequately.  
This paper aims to present and analyze firstly the opinion of stakeholders and sector 
associations, who are directly or indirectly involved in the field of green freight intermodal 
transport, on the potential of the establishment of a national green intermodal cluster. Finally, 
based on the personal opinion of the stakeholders a sustainability analysis was undertaken in 
order to identify the key activities of the potential green freight intermodal cluster.  
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The results of the analysis presented in the next chapters are based on a questionnaire survey 
and personal interviews that took place in the framework of the project by the Hellenic 
Institute of Transport on behalf of the Hellenic Ministry of Infrastructure, Transport & 
Networks. 
 
 

1.2.  Objectives and methodological approach   

 
The Green Freight Intermodal Cluster is one of the key outputs of the GIFT project, aiming at 
serving as a mechanism for integrating the 3 Pan European Corridor examined by the project 
(PEC IV, V and VII) and their stakeholders. GIFT project was launched under the South East 
Europe Transnational Cooperation Programme and brought together 30 actors of 7 SEE 
countries and 3 associated countries. Its main objective was to facilitate through a variety of 
activities, the improved environmental performance of freight transport and the economic 
growth acceleration in the region. The project invested on the improvement of Inter-regional 
collaboration as an important facilitator in realizing a new paradigm in the GIFT network area 
through efficient and green, freight transport corridors.  
 

The potential of this Green Freight Intermodal Cluster (GFIC) development was examined 
within the project through a two-level approach: 

 at a transnational level which in practice focused on the creation of a mega-cluster to 
manage interactions and cooperation among key stakeholders in the SEE region, being 
capable to promote a joint and transnational management of the green corridors (i.e. 
support Ministries of the countries involved in the GIFT project). 

 at a national level, involving the examination of a number of micro-clusters, which 
will act as local focus groups (organised by the GIFT partners and local stakeholders), 
focusing in a more detailed way on issues concerning green freight development (i.e. 
incentives, investments, etc.) and supporting the interactions with local stakeholders 
and experts.  

 
The following table presents the main phases that the clustering process includes and the key 
activities that were implemented in each phase in the framework of this research. 
 
 

Table 1: Main phases of the clustering process and key activities implemented 

Clustering process phase Activities implemented 

External and internal environment analysis. This first 
phase concerns the definition of the core industry 
where the cluster focuses (i.e. freight intermodal 
transport), the definition of the potential cluster region 
(i.e. national, SEE) (Reid, Carroll, & Smoth, 2007) and 
the identification of the critical elements and the 
collection of all necessary information on the 
examined sector 
 

System mapping: Review of documents and literature 
concerning the state of the cluster 
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Clustering process phase Activities implemented 

Identity formulation. This phase concerns the 
definition of the cluster’s scope, the creation of an 
inventory with its potential members and their role, 
key priorities and main activities. The conduction of a 
S.W.O.T. analysis was used as a tool to facilitate the 
identity formulation. 
 

Definition of the cluster goals: 
 facilitate networking between stakeholders 

and promote a multicultural, multidisciplinary 
and cross-sectoral approach in freight 
transport 

 support a transnational and fully 
interoperative development of the PECs IV, 
VI, VII 

 support the development of useful tools and 
pilot actions developing an interacting and 
transnational environment 

 support the development of micro – clusters 
(i.e. local groups of key freight transport 
stakeholders). 

 
Creation of a 3ple-helix based, stakeholders’ inventory 
with national and regional (SEE) representatives from 
relevant authorities, key actors of the supply chain, 
representatives of research and academia, existing 
clusters etc 
 

Stakeholders engagement. After shaping the cluster 
identity, its member participation should be secured. 
The stakeholders’ engagement is one of the most 
critical elements of this process. 
 

Introductory cluster meetings for explaining the 
process and validating the cluster scope and 
stakeholders list 
 
Interviews (surveys) with cluster stakeholders to gain 
qualitative insight into the dynamics and the potentials 
of the cluster  

The development of a business and sustainability plan 
(GIFT Project, 2014b) which in practice sets the 
foundations for the cluster sustainable development 
and future growth. 
 

Data collection on cluster conditions and performance 
 
State of the art analysis on existing clusters and  
successful business models 
 
S.W.O.T. analysis for the identification of key 
operational and business elements (e.g. Organisation 
and logistics, Branding & marketing, Financial 
provisions, Institutional and legal status, Networking) 
that can facilitate the sustainable development of the 
examined cluster. 
 

 

The first two steps of the clustering process are focused on the system mapping and analysis 
and facilitate the definition of the cluster identity. The next critical activity is the 
stakeholders’ engagement. To identify the stakeholders interest on this initiative an interview 
survey took place in the 7 SEE countries that took part in the project GIFT.  The analysis of 
the potential of a Greek intermodal freight transport cluster is presented in the next chapter as 
captured in the relevant national survey in Greece. Finally, chapter 4 focuses on the key 
aspects that need to be taken into consideration to ensure sustainability of the proposed 
initiative   

2. Exploring the potentials of a green intermodal freight Transport cluster 
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2.1 The GIFT project transnational survey  

 
GIFT brought together an important number of representatives of the SEE intermodal freight 
transport community; the relevant stakeholders, participated to a variety of project activities 
(e.g. Workshops, Open Days, meetings, etc.) and provided input to the development of the 
Green Freight Intermodal Cluster. The above activities included also a targeted survey that 
was implemented in the second semester of 2014. The survey was addressed to three types of 
entities: 

1. Established clusters related to the Green Intermodal Freight Transport 
2. Sector Associations  
3. Stakeholders 

More specifically, it targeted to national public administrations, combined transport operators, 
terminal operators, motorway operators, transport operators (road/rail/IWW), port operators, 
3/4PL, shippers and freight forwarders from seven South East Countries (Bulgaria, Greece, 
Hungary, Italy, Romania, Serbia and Slovenia). The survey was used as a tool to identify and 
record the stakeholders’ opinion in relation to the potential of the proposed green freight 
intermodal cluster and also collect their aspects on the operational environment, the 
monitoring and decision making mechanisms, the financial, promotional and cooperation 
activities of the proposed initiative (GIFT Project, 2014a).  

From the total number of stakeholders that took part in the survey, 53% were 
companies/organisations with an international coverage of activities, 40% have a national 
coverage and only a small number were regionally operating organisations (2% and 5% at 
NUTS2 and NUTS3 level respectively). 
 

2.2 The case of Greece  

2.2.1 Scope and Methodology of the Survey 
 
As mentioned previously, the concept of cluster development in the freight transport sector 
has not yet been embraced in Greece. For this reason, the goal of the conducted survey was to 
capture the opinions of the national representatives and stakeholders on the potential of the 
creation of a Green Freight Intermodal Transport Cluster. The survey involved key 
stakeholders that were identified as potential partners of a Green Intermodal Freight Transport 
in Greece. In the absence of an already established cluster, the survey focused on the other 
two categories identified by the project, namely sector associations and relevant 
actors/stakeholders. A dedicated questionnaire, developed in the framework of the project, 
was used by the Hellenic Institute of Transport under the coordination of the Hellenic 
Ministry of Infrastructure, Transport & Networks, Lead Partner of GIFT.  
 
Overall, five sector organizations and four key stakeholders operating on the examined 
corridor participated in the survey, which are listed below: 
 
 

Table 2: Participants on the survey on the potential of a national green freight intermodal cluster  
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 Organisation/ Company  
Sector 
Organisations 

Federation of Truck Motorists in 
Greece (O.F.A.E.) 

The official representative of truck owners in 
Greece engaged in international transport 

Association of International 
Freight Forwarders & Logistics 
Enterprises of Greece 
(I.F.F.A.G&L.) 

Member of the International Federation of Freight 
Forwarders Associations, which is the Permanent 
Council of the United Nations for Transport 

The Federation of Industries of 
Northern Greece (F.I.N.G.) 

Promotes industrial development and economical 
and social progress in Northern Greece and 
includes as members manufacturing companies and 
industrial organizations. 

Greek International Business 
Association (S.E.V.E) 

Includes as members 610 exporting companies, 
manufacturing and trading products with almost 
every country in the world. 

Greek  Logistics Association 
(E.E.L.) 

Includes as member any person or company 
interested in logistics and supply chain management 

Stakeholder TRAINOSE S.A It is the Greek National Railway Company 
implementing multimodality in freight transport for 
national and international goods transportation.  
TRAINOSE S.A is a member of the International 
Union of Railways (UIC), the Community of 
European Railway and Infrastructure Companies 
(CER), the International Rail Transport Committee 
(CIT) and the Forum Train Europe. The main aim 
of the company is to provide reliable transportation 
over a safe, fast and accurate journey in compliance 
with the hygiene rules 

Thessaloniki Port Authority 
(TH.P.A) 

The port of Thessaloniki the second largest port of 
Greece and the natural gateway for the economic 
activities of the inland markets beyond Greece. It 
serves the trade needs especially of the Balkan 
countries for the import and export of raw material, 
consumer products and capital equipment. The port 
is a vital element of the country's economy while it 
also plays a substantial role in the effort of 
Northern Greece and its centre city to be 
established as the economic centre of the Eastern 
Mediterranean. Thessaloniki's port has a total quay 
length of 6,2km and a sea depth down to 12 meters. 
It has 600,000 m2 of indoor and open storage area 
and modern mechanical equipment for the secure 
and prompt handling of all kinds of cargo, general, 
bulk and containers. 

Kuehne+Nagel Established in 1890 in Bremen, Germany,  Kuehne 
+ Nagel is one of the world's leading logistics 
providers. Today, the Kuehne + Nagel Group 
operate almost worldwide, including Greece since 
1962. The mission of the company is to provide 
integrated logistics solutions to any company. 

Best Logistics Provision of road, rail, maritime transport services, 
domestic Distribution (Greece), Warehouse center-
Logistics 

 
 
The national Green Freight Intermodal Transport Cluster survey was implemented in two 
phases: 
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Phase 1: The questionnaire was sent to the participants. The questions included, aimed to 
investigate the nature of each organization (brand, main activities, mission, etc.), the trend of 
the organizations according to clusters and the expected activities and mission a potential 
cluster should foresee in order for them to participate. 
Phase 2: This took place after the completion of the questionnaires and included a series of 
personal interviews aiming to capture additional information needed.  
 
2.2.2 Outcomes of the survey 
The majority of the participants in the survey were positive when asked for their opinion on 
the potential of a cluster establishment, mentioning that such collaboration between 
associations, enterprises and organizations may be very effective. Joining forces under an 
organized way, such as clustering, could facilitate the resolution of several issues, common 
problems and criticalities on the transport field, supporting at the same time the economic and 
competitiveness growth of the national freight intermodal sector. Moreover, clustering is 
anticipated to boost the development of smaller enterprises –which are the majority in 
Greece1- making them more competitive on both a national and an international level.  
 
Apart from the overall positive attitude towards the creation of a green freight intermodal 
transport cluster, the participants mentioned specific arguments in favor of clustering, the 
most important of which are: 

 Reinforcement of the companies and organizations competitiveness in the global 
market; 

 Strengthening of the competitiveness of the companies and the organizations that 
collaborate with members of the cluster 

 Promotion of new ideas and opportunities through the collaboration with research 
institutions as well as between the cluster members; 

 Development of new added value services; 
 Avoidance of unnecessary duplication and fragmentation of efforts between the 

enterprises and organizations related to the field of logistics in the South East Europe. 
 Achievement of interconnection and promotion of intermodality. 

When asked to express their opinion on the cluster’s mission, the respondents identified the 
following as the most important issues: 
 

1. Promotion of opportunities for companies to cooperate with each other. 
2. Enhancement of competitiveness of the business of each association; 
3. Promotion of research and technology for innovation; 
4. Promotion of opportunities to network with other organizations; 
5. Allocation of public funding to the transport sector.  

Coming to topics that should be covered by the freight intermodal cluster, the ones mentioned 
included infrastructure needs and developments, innovation, legal framework and regulation, 

                                                 
1 According to the  a recent policy document (The Development of SMEs in Greece, SETE 2014) , in 85 % of 
private employment is concentrated in SMEs and more than 50 % in micro enterprises (0-9 employees) 
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educational and training topics, potential developments and recognition of the field, 
sustainability, safety and security, energy economics and co-modality.  
 
In an attempt to identify the overall opportunities of a potential Green Freight Transport 
Cluster establishment, the participants in the survey mentioned the following strengths of 
such a cluster: 
 

 Facilitate the development and exploitation of intermodal transport corridors; 
 Support improved coordination of the sectors involved in relevant activities (trade, 

transport, logistics etc.) and provide common representation in strategy and policy 
making structures; 

 Identify and eliminate Supply Chain weaknesses and bottlenecks; 
 Contribute to the reduction of high transport costs, energy costs and environmental 

impact for the cluster member; 
 Enhance the individual cluster members’ competitiveness and quality of services; 
 Facilitate the cooperation between Greek commercial firms through the elimination of 

the gap that exists in “groupage” cargos 

 Eliminate current dependencies and support the creation of greener supply chains 
through integrated scenario planning. 

The final part of the questionnaire focused on the creation of a web based intermodal cluster, 
proposed as an alternative aiming to cope with the limited resources. When asked to mention 
their expectations from such an endeavor, the participants responded that such a mechanism 
should be able to monitor, review and update the legacies and the recent developments/ news 
of the different sectors related and brought together to the cluster, as well as be alert to 
respond to any inquiry that may occur. Another expectation from the web-based cluster was 
that it should be able to analyze organizational measures and modern transport chain and 
logistics and update statistic data for the sector, in order to promote efficiency and innovation 
in the freight transport sector, exchange best practices and propose new projects and 
collaborations. It should also enhance the communication and collaboration between freight 
businesses and exporting firms on both operational and strategic level. Finally, the proposed 
web-based mechanism should create the circumstances for the attraction of various 
stakeholders with different characteristics, experience and knowledge. 
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3. Exploitation and Sustainability analysis 

3.1 Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats  

To support the exploitation and sustainability of the proposed green freight intermodal cluster, 
an in depth analysis of the importance of certain activities at macro at micro level was 
undertaken based on interviews with the different actors and sector representatives, regional 
workshops and proposals for cooperation. This work concluded on the identification of nine 
key activities considered as the most relevant for the examined green freight intermodal 
cluster. Those include: 

 fostering entrepreneurship 

 exploring business opportunities 

 improving innovation capacities 

 human resource development 

 marketing & branding 

 improving cluster framework conditions 

 developing the cluster 

 internationalisation 

 possible future activities 
 
According to the European Cluster Alliance handbook on cluster marketing and branding 
(EC, Entreprise and Industry, 2012),  the analysis of the key assets of each cluster is the first 
step towards the development of the marketing and branding policy. Following this logic, the 
GIFT project proceeded to a SWOT analysis of the GFIC. SWOT analysis is an important 
tool facilitating such approach. In the particular case it focused on two levels: at the local and 
at the transnational level.  The SWOT analysis was realised through another survey 
undertaken by the project team, taking into account the opinions of a wide range of key 
stakeholders in the area of green freight transport from the 7 SEE countries that were 
examined. The main messages recorded are presented in the next table: 
 

Table 3: SWOT Analysis  

Strengths 



 

- 12 - 

‐ Further international recognition & promotion of green transport and intermodal transport 
clustering  

‐ Potential for innovation and promotion of Green transport at global level 
‐ Increase of collaboration for green transport development in the SEE region and globally 

(networking). 
‐ International cooperation activities of research and industrial actors. 
‐ Enhancement of the competitiveness of Green Freight Transport at European and international 

level. 
‐ Common representation of the involved sectors in strategy and policy making structures and 

common approach to green policies 
‐ Regional concentration of activities and strong natural networks for communication 
‐ Sharing the access to research and testing facilities, and developing new and better services to 

cluster members 

Weaknesses 
‐ Lack of policy coordination between intermodal transport actors and ICT providers 
‐ Lack of data transmission interoperability 
‐ Lack of incentive for relevant stakeholders’ engagement and activities 
‐ Lack of professional support of web based cluster and monitoring of data  
‐ Need for external financing 
‐ Weak publicity 
‐ Different economic and legal situation. 
‐ Unconsolidated flows due to absence of integration and coordination 
‐ Lack of cooperation and co-thinking at transnational cluster level. 
‐ Lack of recognition of GFIC as an entity and lack of comprehensive guidance. 

Opportunities 
‐ Reliability, quality, customer satisfaction and cost efficiency of the system 
‐ Bring together experts and market player across Europe 
‐ Enhanced quality awareness of green transport services 
‐ Optimal and sustainable supply chain improvements/management 
‐ Promotion of good implementation practices 
‐ Facilitation of international policy for Intermodal transport  
‐ Transport policy harmonization in the SEE region and EU 
‐ Research and development promotion 
‐ Opportunities for extending the partnership outside the SEE area 
‐ Supporting a transnational and fully inter-operative development of the 3 PECs, supporting the 

development of useful tools and pilot actions developing an interactive and transnational 
environment 

‐ Funding opportunities through EC initiatives.  
‐ Improved promotion of green transportation through the reduction of dependencies and the 

development and exploitation of intermodal transport corridors. 
‐ Reduction of global CO2 emission through the promotion of Green Freight Transport intermodal 

solutions 
‐ New, affordable (intermodal) transport services and higher service quality 
‐ Provision and exchange of information between members 
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‐ Strengthening international relations through international networking  
‐ Expertise of potentially new cluster members 
‐ Exchanging the experiences & sharing bestpractices 
‐ Create conditions for building capabilities that meet future demand from emerging markets by 

continuing GFIC initiative,drawing on joint strategies, strong networks,public recognition & 
support 

Threats 
‐ Difficulties in ensuring the cluster's economic sustainability 
‐ Deterioration of the competitiveness with respect to the emerging economies/ third countries 
‐ Bureaucracy barriers 
‐ Limited public bodies support and involvement in Intermodal cluster 
‐ Lack of recognition of the web based organized cluster as a legal entity by the users and public 

authorities 
‐ Lack of cooperation among micro-clusters 
‐ Possible conflict of interests among countries 
‐ The fragile economic situation in national economies may lead to under-investment and lost 

opportunities. 
‐ Stakeholders and sector organizations do not see the advantages of clustering. 
‐ The innovation capabilities are in many areas weaker relative to other European clusters, and it 

may be difficult to catch up and become competitive 
‐ Lack of well-defined structures and mandates for GFIC facilitation may inhibit development and 

obstruct much needed engagement from private actors 
‐ Occasionally, difficult to take common decisions due to competition between the companies in the 

transport market. 

Source: GIFT project, Exploitation & Sustainability Plan of the GFIC 
 
In order to be able to address the multiplicity of issues identified through the SWOT analysis, 
an exploitation & sustainability plan of the GFIC was prepared covering five broad areas as 
shown in Figure 3: 

1. Organisation and logistics, focusing on the characteristics of the GFIC in terms of 
type of actors, geographical coverage and the proposed management structure  

2.  Branding & marketing, identifying main focus areas according to the cluster's life 
cycle, defining the GFIC's branding platform and its marketing strategy 

3. Financial provisions, focusing on the set up and operational of the cluster costs and 
their coverage  

4. Institutional and legal status, examining the advantages and key issues of selected 
alternatives 

5. Networking, focusing on the identification of potential synergies with relevant 
clusters and initiatives. 
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Figure 3: GFIC exploitation and sustainability approach 

 
The first two areas cover the exploitation part of the cluster while the remaining three the 
sustainability one. An analysis of each of the areas of the E&S Plan was based in both the 
results of the SWOT analysis as well as a detained literature review on existing initiative and 
key best practices of similar initiatives (clusters). The results of the analysis are presented in 
the following sections.  
 

3.2 Exploitation Analysis  

 
The main aspects of the GFIC exploitation analysis focused on the organisation and 
branding/marketing issues. 
 
The organisation aspect aims to cover the cluster identity (e.g. type of actors, geographical 
coverage of activities), the partnership (focusing on the cluster establishment, evolution and 
renewal) and its management. The branding & marketing provides guidance on the key areas 
to be addressed and the overall branding and marketing strategy. 
 
Organisation 
 
Regarding the type of actors to be involved, two issues are of importance: the diversity of the 
cluster participants and their total number. Clustering, by definition incorporates the diversity 
of skills. Becattini (Becattini, 1989) described the innovation mechanism within the cluster 
with respect to the agglomeration of skills as '... the concentration of many and diverse skills 
in the cluster covering various fields of knowledge and production. Even in cases where the 
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whole cluster focuses on a single industrial sector, the multiplicity of skills comes from 
specialisation in different stages of the production processes. 
The diversity of participants is a clear priority for the GFIC and looking at the variety of 
stakeholders involved in the activities of the project it can be claimed that this requirement 
can be fulfilled. Regarding the number of the cluster members, although additional members 
were proposed in the relevant surveys, the common belief is that the number of members 
already identified, is satisfactory. Especially the second element can be considered as very 
favourable, taking into account that usually during the first phases of a cluster's evolution the 
number of participants is limited compared to the subsequent ones. 
 
Regarding the management of the cluster, the neutrality of the organization in charge is 
considered as the most critical element. Following this, most of the GIFT partners have 
proposed the lead partner (the Hellenic Ministry of Development, Competitiveness, 
Infrastructure, Transport and Networks, MITN-GR) as the most appropriate entity for leading 
the mega-cluster management, potentially supported by key project partners from the two 
additional areas of the triple helix, namely Research & Education and Business. 
 
 
Branding & marketing 
 
Becoming a successful cluster requires being able to attract both members and at the same 
time external interest and resources around a common vision and strategy. Branding and 
marketing consist therefore key issues for the exploitation of the GFIC. However, both of 
them usually face a number of difficulties due to the multiple stakeholders involved, making 
it difficult to forge a coherent brand identity and marketing strategy. To overcome those 
difficulties the most important factor is to set in place an inclusive branding and marketing 
development process.  
Being at an early stage of development, the GFIC needs to make itself known, both internally 
among stakeholders and externally among target groups and collaboration partners. Its main 
focus should be on the cluster itself, as it has to show its benefits and the benefits derived 
from the cluster organisation. In that direction it should explore opportunities for launching 
and communicating different development projects (project-oriented initiatives), thus forging 
links between cluster actors, and creating identification among them. 
 
The GFIC micro-clusters (namely the 7 national clusters) should identify opportunities to 
explicitly link their branding and marketing efforts with their surrounding location to a greater 
degree, helping them increase identification of both actors within the cluster and visibility 
externally. On the other hand, the mega cluster, due to its transnational character and virtual 
nature can gain mainly by capitalising on its link to the existing branding and marketing of a 
well-accepted policy goal, i.e. the promotion of green freight transport and the coordinated 
development of the three PanEuropean Corridors. 
 
A branding & marketing approach has been defined for the GFIC to follow, including two 
components: 

 branding platform, comprising its mission, vision, brand promise, brand positioning 
and brand promise 
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 the marketing strategy, including target groups, messages, communication channels, 
and activities 

 

3.3 Sustainability Analysis 

The sustainability analysis incorporates three main aspects, the financial provision aiming to 
estimate the overall cost for setting up and maintaining the cluster, the institutional and legal 
status of operation (e.g. organisation form, management) and the relevant networking actions. 
 
Financial provision 
Two overall cost categories are foreseen regarding the GFIC namely the setup costs and the 
operational costs 
 
Setup costs are related to the implementation of the transnational GFIC and cover an initial 
period of 3-6 months. Such costs will include: 

 the design and development of a web platform to provide the infrastructural & service 
basis for the operation of the GFIC 

 the development and design of the GFIC's graphical identity 

 external services required for the legal aspects of the GFIC's operation (i.e. contract, 
registration, etc.). 

 
It is estimated that in total the above costs would be somewhere between 3,000-4,000 euros. 
 
For the operational costs to be assessed, a business plan should be developed within the first 3 
months of the GFIC's initiation. This should cover the expected costs and revenues of the 
transnational (mega) cluster. The operational costs of the national (micro) clusters are 
expected to be low (coverage of members meetings' costs) and thus can be covered by the 
national participants. A preliminary estimation brings operational costs around 40,000 euros. 
As more than half of the operational costs are in the form of salaries, this could be avoided (in 
whole or partly) at the first year, if some of the cluster members could provide personnel on a 
rotational basis. In a similar way, if the cluster's activities increased, additional personnel 
might be required. 
 
To cover its costs, the GFIC should initially rely on membership fees. To cover a full year 
costs, with the assumption of 80 member organisations from the whole SEE region, an annual 
fee of 500 euros is needed. Later on, it is believed that additional revenue sources can be 
exploited including the cluster's participation into relevant EU research & territorial 
cooperation activities. 
 
 
Institutional & legal status 
The institutional and legal status of an entity depends on its goals and the ways it foresees 
their achievement. Translating this general statement in the case of the GFIC, results in a 
number of questions that have to be answered, namely: 

 how closely do the partners in the cluster wish to cooperate? 
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 what is the role of commercial activities in the cluster? 

 how quickly should new members be integrated – exclusivity versus inclusivity? 
 
Potential forms of the GFIC include the following (GTZ, 2008), (Maxwell Stamp, 2013): 

 Association 

 European Economic Interest Group (EEIG) 

 Private Limited Company (PLC) 

 Joint Stock Company (JSC) 

 Foundation 

 Hybrid form 
 
Clusters focusing mainly on commercial activities and a strong cooperation of a limited 
number of members will most likely take the form of a PLC or a JSC. Clusters focusing on 
not-for-profit activities (i.e. using surplus revenues to achieve its goals rather than distributing 
them as profit or dividends) will take the Association or EEIG (if interested also in enrolling a 
large number of members), or the Foundation form (in case of limited membership).  
 
Hybrid forms usually appear as a result of a cluster's evolution. For example, a cluster may 
start as an Association, develop its mission, vision and goals and easily enrol members. 
However, as the cluster matures and has the opportunity to engage in joint commercial 
activities, a hybrid form including a private for-profit company can be adopted. 
 
Although the above can be considered as a blueprint, there are real-life examples that have 
followed a different route. For example, a specific grant might impose a to-be cluster to take 
the form of a Joint Stock Company to be eligible for funding, although the cluster will focus 
on not-for-profit activities and a wide members' base. 
 
Considering the goals of the GFIC and its current stage of development, the forms of 
Association or EEIG are believed to be the most appropriate ones. The final decision on this 
matter is expected to take place during the cluster's setup, with the support of external legal 
advice (relevant cost included in the previous section), taking into account the specific 
requirements of each form (e.g. setup procedures, taxation, members liability, national law 
requirements, etc.).  
 
 
Networking 
Establishing horizontal and vertical links between the GFIC and other relevant clusters and 
initiatives can lead to the achievement of innovation, scope and volume synergies. By its very 
nature, the GFIC has strong vertical links with the national (micro) clusters. What is required 
is to extend its links to existing cluster networks at a European level such as the European 
Cluster Alliance (ECA). At the same time, horizontal networking links have also to be 
developed, between the GFIC and other related clusters or initiatives, a potential list of which 
has been drawn. 
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