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Business Technology Incubator of 
Technical Faculties Belgrade has 
completed the implementation of a 
three-tear project “Export Promotion for 
Innovative Products” supported by the 
Swiss Government (Swiss Secretariat 
for Economic Affairs) with the goal to 
increase exports of high-tech products 
and services from Serbia, especially in 
the fields of IT, MedTech and BioTech. 
The project was implemented under the 
framework of the Memorandum 
of Understanding between 
the Government of the 
Republic Serbia and the 
Government of Switzerland 
Confederation. The authority 
responsible for implementation on 
behalf of Serbia was the Ministry of 
Education, Science and Technological 
Development.
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More than 25 start-
up companies have 
been established and 
more than 100 new 
jobs created within 
the support we are 
currently providing 
for BITF. We are very 
pleased and proud 
to have some of 
these firms received 
prestigious prizes 
and awards for their 
services and products 
in Serbia and abroad.

W
ith its donations 
Switzerland is 
helping the devel-
opment of Serbia 
for many years 
now. Those famil-
iar with the situ-

ation say that your donations are 
better adapted to local needs than 
donations of other donors – is it 

the role of the Swiss Cooperation 
Office in Belgrade?  

Gabriela Schafroth: Switzerland 
attempts to be a reliable and en-
gaged partner by its active involve-
ment in all type of support, pro-
vided by our country. On the oth-
er hand, we are also accountable 
to the Swiss taxpayer to whom we 
have to demonstrate, that money 
is spent efficiently and effectively, 
meaning towards tangible results. 
The best guarantor for results is 
to tailor our support around actu-
al needs, relaying on partnerships 
with strong local actors and build-
ing on existing structures. The role 
of the local office therefore during 
project definition is to help identi-
fy such needs but also strong local 
reform champions. During project 
implementation, the local presence 
is crucial for monitoring and coor-
dination. True partnership requires 
frequent contact which only a local 
presence can offer. In addition, the 
local office also cultivates the dia-

logue with other donors. Through 
a regular exchange among donors, 
synergy potentials of support can 
be leveraged and overlap risks re-
duced. 

 z In which areas are the Swiss 
donations are mostly present in 
Serbia?

Gabriela Schafroth: For its 
support in Serbia, Switzerland in 
its new country strategy cover-
ing the period 2014-17 has de-
fined three broad areas; Economic 
Development, Governance and 
Energy Efficiency and Renewable 
Energy. Within the Economic 
Development Domain, we have 
a trade cooperation program en-
compassing the promotion of 
high-tech exports.

 z Supporting the development 
of high-tech products and innova-
tions is not your usual area of in-
terest. How do you recognize the 
export potential of BITF and what 
are your experiences of coopera-
tion with this organization?

Gabriela Schafroth, 
Deputy Director, 
Swiss Cooperation 
Office Serbia

We have 
achieved 
visible 
results



4

EXPORT PROMOTION FOR INNOVATIVE PRODUCTS

Gabriela Schafroth: Innovation 
is one of the key drivers of com-
petitiveness in the global market. 
However, Serbia’s economy as a 
whole is characterized by very low 
levels of competitiveness, negative-
ly impacting its export performance. 
In addition, it relies predominantly 
on raw materials and semi-finished 
products for its exports whilst leav-
ing huge potentials in education, sci-
ence and research untapped. On the 
one hand, due to the occurrences of 
the late 90s of the previous centu-
ry in former Yugoslavia and the sub-
sequent unfinished transition pro-
cess of its economy, sufficient and 
adequate mechanisms and institu-
tions that can satisfactorily stimu-
late entrepreneurship and business 
failed to produce so far. On the oth-
er hand, the large Serbian Diaspora 
of technically well-educated young 
people who had left the country 
in large numbers because of the 
war and who are now very well po-
sitioned within international com-
panies constitute an additional un-
exploited potential. Switzerland has 
identified BITF as a partner address-
ing these shortcomings, tapping suc-
cessfully on the idle potentials and 
fruitful match making between var-
ious actors.

 zWhat are your impressions of 
small start-up companies created 
in the Incubator at the technical 
college campus? 

Gabriela Schafroth: Under our 
current support to the BITF, more 
than 25 new start-ups were creat-
ed resulting in over 100 new jobs. 
We are very pleased and proud, 
that some of these companies have 
won reputable awards and recogni-
tion for their services and products 
well beyond Serbia.  

 z Switzerland has successful ex-
perience in the development of ex-
port platforms for IT, bio and med-
ical technologies. How much of 
that experience can be applicable 
in Serbia? 

Gabriela Schafroth: Switzerland 
definitely has some valuable experi-

ence to offer in the field of bio and 
medical technologies, which are the 
forefront of the innovation system. 
One interesting concept in order 
to integrate the various compo-
nents and actors of this innovation 
system is the creation of “techno-
logical parks”, which promote ex-
changes of experience and joint 
initiatives among SMEs, uniting 
forces to bring breakthrough con-
cepts to commercial success. In 
this respect, the development of 
the science and technology park 
in Belgrade provides for an excel-
lent opportunity to transfer this 
experience to Serbia focusing on 
the export potential of innova-
tive products and services. The 
Serbian environment is obvious-
ly different, but the nature of the 
process is quite similar: it is all 
about creating synergetic models 
bringing together the different in-
novation stakeholders from the 
private sector, the public sector 
and the research sector.

 zWhat would be your recommen-
dations for innovative tech compa-
nies in Serbia - which have export 
potential but modest material re-
sources - regarding the protection 
of intellectual property? 

Gabriela Schafroth: The pro-
tection of innovation is crucial to 
foster future research and devel-
opment and create a virtuous cir-
cle. It is therefore important for in-
novative Serbian companies to ful-
ly understand what the protection 
of intellectual property means in 
practice and to invest in a strate-
gic way accordingly. The number 
one recommendation should be to 
get access to the relevant informa-
tion and make use of the intellec-
tual property services available in 
Serbia. This may sound trivial, but 
there still appears to be a lack of in-
formation among SMEs about the 
IP regime.

 z Considering that Switzerland is 
a remarkably organized state, what 
do you think are the most impor-
tant steps in establishing a sustain-

able system for promotion of ex-
ports through developing innova-
tion? 

Gabriela Schafroth: It is very 
difficult to answer this question as 
there is no “one size fits all” mod-
el. Switzerland has developed cer-
tain export promotion structures 
which also correspond to the fed-
eral nature of the country and to 
the traditional interactions exist-
ing between the Government and 
the private sector, but every coun-
try should try to develop the mod-
el which best fits its institutional 
context. 

This being said, what should def-
initely come first is to define a 
clear export promotion strategy 
with all relevant stakeholders and 
develop a clear vision of the dif-
ferent “support systems” for the 
implementation of such a strate-
gy. Very often, one witnesses the 
launching of various initiatives or 
elements of export promotion, 
but which do not appear to be 
properly articulated. This is even 
more obvious for “innovation”, 
which depends on the existence 
of a synergetic system and prop-
er framework conditions. You can-
not innovate by decree or create a 
special law! The development of 
this strategy should also clarify the 
roles of the different stakeholders, 
looking how they can best con-
tribute to the final objective in 
a complementary and synergetic 
fashion. This is a precondition for 
making sure that all stakeholders 
are part of the same story and ful-
ly committed to the implementa-
tion of the same strategy. The next 
step is obviously to make sure that 
the framework conditions are con-
ducive for the implementation of 
the strategy, which could involve 
some specific reforms of the busi-
ness environment for instance. 
Finally, the successful implemen-
tation of the strategy will highly 
depend on the leadership of key 
institutions such as export promo-
tion agencies. 
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According to the deans 
of technical faculties 
of the University of 
Belgrade which train 
experts from different 
fields, all four technical 
faculties have the same 
common goal: jointly 
develop a business 
incubator to help their 
students and young 
teachers convert 
knowledge and ideas 
into new products 
and services and 
launch them into the 
most lucrative market 
segments, and thus 
create conditions for 
them to do business 
and create jobs in their 
country, where they 
gained education. 

S
ix years ago, four techni-
cal faculties of the Uni-
versity of Belgrade – Ci-
vil Engineering, Mecha-
nical, Electrical and 
Technological/Metallur-
gical Faculty, gathered 

around the common goal of esta-
blishing the Business Technologi-
cal Incubator of Technical Faculti-
es Belgrade (BITF), in partnership 

with the Palilula Municipality and 
DTI. Over 6 years of BITF opera-
tion, 44 new high-tech compani-
es have been established. Our in-
terviewees remind us that transfer 
of knowledge from the university 
to the market through technologi-
cal incubators is one of the most 
effective models applied in de-
veloped countries. BITF founders 
opted for the Israeli model of tech-
nological incubators. The deve-
lopment of BITF is based on long-
standing experiences of develo-
ped economies about the systems 
of support to innovative high-tech 
start-ups, proving that „with a lot 
of good will, efforts and excellent 
organization, even with little mo-
ney, it is possible to create condi-
tions which enable talented young 
people in Serbia develop high-qu-
ality products and services for the 
world’s most famous markets,“ says 
Professor Branko Kovačević, De-
an of the Faculty of Electrical En-
gineering. Support to young entre-
preneurs in the early stages of bu-
siness development is provided by 
offering various services, such as: 
space at a subsidized price, busi-
ness consulting about financing, 
accounting, legislation - especially 
in the domain of protection of in-
tellectual property rights, marke-
ting support in identifying poten-
tial markets, different ways of pre-
senting their products, business 
matchmaking with companies in 
other countries, international da-
tabase of business consultants and 
involvement in international pro-
jects.

All listed services are availa-
ble to start-up companies under 
conditions that are more favora-
ble than those in the market, „be-
cause our goal is to help young 
entrepreneurs,  in a very vulnera-
ble early stage of business devel-
opment, direct talents and energy 
to development of products and 
services,“ said Kovačević. Even 
though, the companies are so in-
terested in students of these fac-
ulties that they offer them em-
ployment in the second year, un-
fortunately, a large number of 
qualified young people leave the 
country as soon as they grad-
uate. This is why, according to 
Kovačević, stronger support 
should be provided to BITF in or-
der to prevent brain-drain and in-
crease the number of returnees 
from abroad.

The deans of technical faculties speak about the importance of 
innovation for the national economy  

Our goal is to keep talented 
people in the country

Branko Kovačević, dekan 
Elektrotehničkog fakulteta
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The importance of innovation 
activities for the domestic 
industry

Modern technologies create new 
niche businesses and new labor mar-
kets, but the road to realizing prod-
uct idea and the amount of required 
investment vary from one field to an-
other. „In the field of IT, the most im-
portant resources are knowledge and 
good idea that can be implemented 
with little infrastructural support. The 
fields of modern biotech and engi-
neering materials require high invest-
ment at the very beginning. Since the 
new product development in these 
industries requires complex and time 
consuming research and very expen-
sive equipment, start-up companies 
rely on our university and the net-
work of other universities and insti-
tutes we cooperate with,“ explains 
Professor Đorđe Janaćković, Dean 
of the Technological/Metallurgical 
Faculty. This is the reason why start-
ups in these fields are less represent-
ed in BITF than the IT companies, 
„but the fact that our teachers and stu-
dents have established several start-
up companies in BITF is encouraging 
for others. Biotech and engineering 
materials are among the most attrac-
tive fields for investors, and therefore 
we plan to make additional efforts to 
increase technology transfer in this 

segment and encourage companies 
to invest,“ announces Janaćković.

Professor Milorad Milovančević, 
Dean of the Faculty of Mechanical 
Engineering, has the same categori-
cal attitude which implies changes in 
the structure of economy, in which 
trade largely dominates the produc-
tion industry. „Technical Faculties of 
the University of Belgrade are high-
ly valued by the most relevant inter-
national accreditation agencies for 
excellence in teaching and learning.  
However, to ensure positive effects 
of resources invested in education 
of experts, on the society, we need 
to make joint efforts into creating 
proper conditions and encourage 
them to stay in Serbia, where they 
will recognize opportunities and fu-
ture prospects for their professional 
development“.

Incentives for domestic 
investment

Milovančević gives numerous ex-
amples of young and capable me-
chanical engineers who have de-
veloped new innovative products 
for aviation industry (production 
of agricultural aircrafts), rockets for 
protection against hail, manufac-
turing of modern tractors and ag-
ricultural machinery and sophisti-
cated heating systems…., without 
state assistance and support of for-

eign creditors.“ Our young experts 
are able to enhance the produc-
tion in all industrial sectors - en-
ergy, agriculture, food production 
and processing, housing construc-
tion and all modes of transporta-
tion. Therefore, our main goal is to 
support the best people with en-
trepreneurial spirit to start their 
own small business in the Business 
Incubator of Technical Faculties, 
which can rapidly develop and en-
hance international competitive-
ness of domestic industry „.

Some of our technical experts 
have built successful careers abroad, 
„which confirms that we educate 
prospective people“, says Professor 
Branko S. Božić, Acting Dean, 
Faculty of Engineering. By reform-
ing their curricula and establishing 
a very rich international coopera-
tion, technical faculties enable stu-
dents and their teachers to keep 
abreast of emerging trends in re-
spective fields. Therefore, we need 
to create enabling environment that 
will considerably increase the ex-
tent to which this knowledge is ap-
plied in the domestic market, and 
enhance domestic investment in 
production and development of in-
novative activities, and thus reduce 
the brain-drain and increase eco-
nomic growth-said Božić. 

Fo
to

: M
ed

ija
ce

nt
ar

Branko S. Božić,  
Civil Engineering 
Faculty, Acting Dean

Đorđe Janaćković, 
Technological/

Metallurgical 
Faculty, Dean

Milorad 
Milovančević, 
Mechanical 
Faculty, Dean
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T
his is how Gordana Danilo-
vić Grković, Director of Bu-
siness Technology Incuba-
tor of Technical Faculties  
Belgrade (BITF) briefly des-
cribes the motivation for la-
unching the business incu-

bator for high-tech start-up companies, six 
years ago, in partnership with technical fa-
culties of the University of Belgrade, with 
the ultimate goal to enhance entrepreneu-
rial spirit and facilitate commercialization 
of scientific research. 

She emphasized that since the incu-
bator was established, 550 young peo-
ple have undergone free entrepreneur-
ship training program. Apart from techni-
cal skills and knowledge required to start 
own business, they learn about challeng-
es and problems they can expect. They al-
so learn that in this process every problem 
has a solution and that teamwork is most 
important. Besides knowledge they need 
to put much energy into conquering for-
eign markets and be persistent. They also 
learn that every entrepreneur takes a risk 
but at the same time earns reward. The re-
sults achieved until now are: 44 newly es-
tablished companies in various fields of a 
high-tech industry, employing 280 young 
professionals. There are also 25 compa-
nies established by returnees from abroad 
in the incubator. They could export their 

products from the very beginning "be-
cause they were well acquainted with 
the global markets and they knew exactly 
what to develop and who could purchase 
their products, "said Danilović.

She recalls that two companies from 
Serbia - Bitgear and HTEC, which started 
their operation in BITF, ranked high at the 
Deloitt’s list of 50 fastest growing techno-
logical companies in the Central Europe. 

The Swiss Government’s support 
to export activities

Most of high-tech SMEs are export-ori-
ented by nature of the business, but this 
can not be easily achieved in a small coun-
try with underdeveloped economy and in-
sufficient reputation in the world of econ-

omy. Therefore, the support of the Swiss 
Government, through the implementa-
tion of a three-year project "Export pro-
motion for innovative products" was in 
many ways crucial for the development of 
BITF. "When we launched the project with 
the Swiss Cooperation Office, there literal-
ly was no financial assistance for support-
ing the development of innovative activ-
ities in Serbia. The only way for start-up 
companies to obtain development funds 
for reinvesting into innovative products 
was by outsourcing their services. This was 
both painstaking and time consuming pro-
cess which made it very difficult to be suc-
cessful in highly competitive fields where 
speed is a crucial factor. Only now, after the 
completion of the project and having com-

Gordana Danilović Grković, BITF Director

We must support our best people; 
otherwise we cannot make it without them
„At the time when we started a business incubator, I was aware that technical 
faculties of Belgrade had a huge potential. Now, I know that it is immeasurable 
and that these young and smart people do not ask for much support to raise 
the potential that already exists. Among them, there are some who believe 
that those who are the best do not need any support. Our experience with the 
business incubator shows that even the best among them need support, in order 
to become better in the shortest period of time. We enhance them in directing 
their energy and talents toward the development of innovative products, revenue, 
growth, new jobs, exports, etc, rather than waste the energy queuing at the 
counters.  We must support our best people, because this country needs them.“
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panies in the incubator capable to generate 
75% of their revenue from exports, we can 
see the potential in this sector, recognized 
by Swiss Government, and the effects of 
support from a developed country such as 
Switzerland, which has gone through this 
experience and has a very well organized 
system for innovation support", Danilović 
said, adding that "this project made us re-
alize that we need to shift our focus on ex-
ports. In order to achieve this goal, apart 
from the traditional administrative and lo-
gistics services, we had to use all capacities 
of the business incubator. This was not easy 
at all, given that we raised funds through 
short-term projects, while the increase of 
export capacity implies a long-term ef-
fort of developing infrastructure, which re-
quires stable sources of funding.  This sta-
bility of funding was secured through the 
Swiss Government support. It gave us time 
to consolidate our capacities, develop in 
the right direction and achieve results."

The project implementation was based 
on three main components. The first was 
aimed at identifying markets for exports 
of innovative products and services from 
Serbia, and instruments for export pro-
motion developed by relevant institutions. 
The second component was focused on 
strengthening specific structures, organi-
zations and innovation support networks 
in Serbia for long-term support for exports 
of innovative products, such as ICT Cluster 
and Business Angels and the third compo-
nent was aimed at intensifying the coop-
eration with our experts in the Diaspora 
in the high-tech industry and develop-
ment of specific instruments, such as web 
technology platforms for export promo-
tion. “Technology platforms are part of 
the Swiss experience and when this pro-
ject started we were not aware of such in-
struments. The purpose of business plat-
form is to increase the visibility of high-
tech companies and facilitate contacts and 
business matchmaking. The platform has 
a database containing information about 
Serbian companies and their products/
services through which foreign compa-
nies can identify potential investors and 
business partners. In parallel, the platform 
has a database of international consultants 
where domestic export-oriented compa-
nies can identify consultants who are spe-

cialized in export activities.  At this point, 
we have completed the platform for ex-
port promotion in IT sector (www. boostit.
rs), identified as the sector with highest ex-
port potential in the domestic market. We 
can continue to apply these types of in-
struments by developing platforms for ex-
port promotion in BioTech and BioMed 
that have been recognized by the project 
as very promising areas in the longer run."

There is no such thing as an 
overnight success

Danilović points out a great support 
provided by our experts in the Diaspora, 
who have been in various ways involved 
in this project. She mentions as an exam-
ple, the Serbian City Club, a London-based 
association, which has more than 1,600 
members. It was established a decade ago 
and during that time many of our experts 
have returned to Serbia. Cooperation of 
the Serbian City Club with BITF com-
panies is based on mentoring program. 
"Imagine how valuable it is for young en-
trepreneurs starting their own business 
in Serbia and trying to identify trends 
and potential investors in the world, to re-
ceive support from Serbian experts from 
London who occupy respectable posi-
tions and do business around the world."

However, our interviewee warns about 
the new trend that has led to concerns 
that the outflow of professionals from 
Serbia will continue, because we still have 
not sufficiently developed instruments for 
enhancing the entrepreneurship among 
young people, especially in the field of in-
novation. "Innovation is the basic precon-
dition for competitiveness of economy 
in every country, but their development 
is extremely difficult and risky. When in-
novation succeeds, benefit is created for 
entire society, but if it fails, all losses or 
damages are assumed by individuals. This 
is very discouraging and prevents young 
people from putting their ideas into prac-
tice. Therefore, the most developed coun-
tries have figured out that they need to 
put far more effort into developing instru-
ments for innovation support. Over the 
past years, we have witnessed the creation 
of large innovation development funds. 
This trend was continued in Serbia by es-
tablishing the Innovation Fund - the first fi-

nancial instrument which provides fund-
ing for innovation development. Apart 
from the Innovation Fund, much more 
additional funding needs to be provid-
ed. At the same time, many accelerators 
have been developed in the countries out-
side Serbia, which are trying to attract our 
young experts to establish their compa-
nies there. We must be aware that it may 
become a major problem for the whole 
country."

Therefore, it is of utmost importance for 
us to start developing our innovation po-
tential in a more organized way. First of 
all, we need to start by changing our atti-
tude – science should be viewed as an in-
vestment, rather than a cost. "We are still 
unaware how big is the potential of our re-
searchers and their work, and what they 
are able to crate. This market potential re-
mains untapped due to insufficient sup-
port. Researchers are not per se market-ori-
ented people and this problem is implicit-
ly present everywhere. That is why coun-
tries develop instruments for transferring 
knowledge and technologies to the mar-
ket, such as business incubators, innova-
tion centers, technology parks, and cent-
ers for technology transfer. Each of these 
instruments has a role and specific focus. 
BITF and the future Science Technology 
Park Zvezdara are seen as practical instru-
ments whose role is not only to commer-
cialize innovation, but also to demonstrate 
the importance of science for economic 
development based on knowledge."

Furthermore, we need to have a good 
understanding of all requirements for en-
trepreneurship development, Danilović 
points out. "We are witnessing that vari-
ous organizations which declare them-
selves as entrepreneur support organiza-
tions are popping up all the time prom-
ising young people overnight success. 
There is nothing of the stories about "in-
stant" investors and easy money that we 
hear around. Entrepreneurship is a long 
process. If you want to gain confidence 
of young people and our experts abroad, 
and if you seek support from premier in-
stitutions in the field of entrepreneurship 
and innovation development, then you 
must do it properly, honestly and persis-
tently. It is the only way. There is no other 
formula for success."... 
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Dejan Dramićanin 
and Aleksandar 
Čabrilo quit their 
international careers 
at the international 
corporations when 
they decided to set up 
their own companies. 
After only few years 
of operation, their 
companies armed with 
young teams of people, 
went a long way from 
the business incubator 
to the top of the list of 
fastest growing high-tech 
companies in Central 
Europe. 

S
ervices, founded by Dejan 
Dramićanin made a prece-
dent last year on the list of 
50 fast-growing technology 
companies in Central Eu-
rope published by consul-
ting and auditing company 

Deloitte: it ranked second-fastest com-
pany, growing at a rate of 1872% over 
the last five years. This was the best 
performance achieved by a national 
company since the beginning of im-
plementation of the Deloitte Techno-
logy Fast 50 program in Serbia. 

At this year’s list, Bitgear ranked 
18, while the engineering company, 
High Tech Engineering Center (HTEC), 
founded by Aleksandar Čabrilo, with 
a growing rate of 1777% over the last 
five years ranked third fastest growing 
company.

Both companies started their rise 
as start-up companies in Business 
Incubator of Technical Faculties in 
Belgrade (BITF), immediately after its 
establishment in 2008. Čabrilo and 

Dramićanin say that BITF has helped 
their companies in very vulnerable 
stages of business development, dur-
ing the three-year period of incuba-
tion. They are happy to recommend 
BITF to everyone who wants to set-
up a High-Tech company. Thanks to 
the crucial logistic and administra-
tive support provided to their com-
panies at the beginning of operation, 
they could focus only on innovation 
development and placement of their 
products on the market. Unfortunately, 
such examples are still rare in Serbia. 
The investment climate for innovative 
companies and BITF support are best 
described by the fact that the amount 
of taxes and fees paid by some of BITF 
companies is several times higher than 
the total BITF budget for provision of 
the support for start-up companies.

Rely on yourself 
The thing these two successful 

young men have in common is the 
previous experience gained in interna-
tional markets.

Dramićanin gained experience 
working with the US company on de-
velopment and application of devic-
es for digital wireless communication. 
Knowledge about business and inter-
national markets gained abroad was 

very useful when he decided to start 
his own business and set up Bitgear. 
Bitgear is engaged in electronic design 
and development services, applied dig-
ital signal processing (DSP), digital tele-
communications and movement anal-
ysis and precise position sensor tech-
nology. Bitgear’s business partners are 
companies in USA, Germany, Ireland, 
Greece, England and France. The com-
pany has a variety of clients, ranging 
from small start-up enterprises to the 
highest ranking „Fortune 500“. 

„Our business orientation is to work 
only on technologically demanding 
projects“, explains Dramićanin. „In 
line with our business orientation, we 
offer exceptional services at afforda-
ble prices which makes our company 
very competitive. On the other hand, 
our innovative products are based on 
modern technologies used to solve 
real problems of the society. We are 
dealing with real issues such as inter-
net-of-things, connected cars, weara-
ble technology, smart cities…“ In the 
process of developing their products, 
Dramićanin and his team carefully 
monitor latest global developments in 
the financial sector, production, health 
and other industries, in order to be 
able to identify technologies that will 
be in demand in the near future.

Dejan Dramićanin

Fastest growing technology companies

From business incubator to global village
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Apart from high quality and high de-
mand products, the rapid growth can 
be attributed to flexible internal pro-
cesses of the company conductive to 
growth, adds Dramićanin.

Most of our energy and time is in-
vested in high-tech services which 
generate stable income that is accu-
mulated and used for reinvestment in 
innovations. Innovations are marketed 
through various business models, such 
as development of spin-off companies, 
co-ownership in start-up companies 
and strategic partnerships with oth-
er companies. This is the best way for 
small high-tech companies to protect 
their intellectual property rights in the 
global market. Thanks to the results of 
such business philosophy, Dramićanin 
received the last year’s title Ernst & 
Young Entrepreneur of the Year in 
Serbia, at the competition for the best 
entrepreneur for innovative solutions, 
organized by auditing and consulting 
company Ernst & Young.

Recommendation based on 
personal experience

A decision to abandon his interna-
tional career and return to Serbia still 
causes more amazement than recogni-
tion among people. It is exactly what 
Alexandar Čabrilo did. He left a very 
promising Dutch company Silicon 
Hive for a start-up company High-Tech 
Engineering Center (HTEC) founded 
in Belgrade in 2008, with the aim to de-
velop technologies for international cli-

ents. The company first specialized in 
digital image processing software and 
hardware, says Čabrilo. In the mean-
time, a part of HTEC was converted in-
to a Silicon Hive’s Development Center 
in Belgrade. After acquisition of Silicon 
Hive by Intel Corporation, several busi-
ness partners joined Alexander’s team 
with a common goal for HTEC to be-
come a regional leader among high-
tech companies. HTEC expanded its 
operation to the development of differ-
ent types of application software, with 
a focus on web and mobile software 
development. In parallel, the compa-
ny develops internal projects some of 
which have successfully led to spin-off 
companies.

The company has also invested in 
several start-ups, „it is unusual for a 
Serbian company to invest in start-ups 
in Germany, Sweden and the United 
States“.

HTEC has grown from a BITF start-
up to a company that engages more 
than 80 young engineers who are, ac-
cording to Čabrilo, most responsible 
for the company’s fast growth. „To be 
able to compete with top quality rath-
er than lower prices, we had to engage 
the best people.  It was hard to attract 
the best people at the very beginning, 
but over time we have developed one 
of the best engineering teams in the 
region, which is the backbone of our 
further development“.

One of the problems in Serbia is a 
lack of qualified experts who are in 

high demand, which causes compe-
tition among companies trying to re-
cruit and retain them. HTEC is 100% 
export-oriented company with ma-
jor markets in the US and Western 
Europe. Most of the company’s reve-
nue comes from the export sales to 
the US. According to Čabrilo, in the fu-
ture, the focus will shift towards the 
Western European market, where com-
panies are willing to pay more for a 
quality product. Besides, it is easier to 
operate with this market because it is 
physically closer. „We do not spend 
too much energy on finding new cus-
tomers and new projects. Our custom-
ers recommend us to their friends and 
business partners who then become 
our customers. The technology we are 
developing is the basis for business 
operation for most of our customers, 
and by combining entrepreneurial ap-
proach and expertise, we always de-
liver more than they expect. This en-
ables us retain our customers and en-
sure growth in the long run.“

Young high-tech companies are in 
especially difficult position, given that 
the venture capital market is underde-
veloped in Serbia. When HTEC began 
operations, the only way to provide 
funding for innovation development 
was from own revenues, generated 
from outsourcing. It is still the main ac-
tivity of the company, while the inno-
vative projects are developed and com-
mercialized through the establishment 
of spin-off companies. HTEC is also 
engaged in non-profit activities, such 
as the establishment of the Serbian 
Business Angels Network (SBAN). „We 
organized several conferences attend-
ed by some of the world’s leading in-
vestors and entrepreneurs in order to 
motivate young people to take matters 
into their own hands. It does not mean 
that everyone has to become entrepre-
neur, but it is always much better to 
work for a fast growing small compa-
ny and create opportunities for per-
sonal advancement, than to be part of 
a slow growing big corporation“, rec-
ommends Čabrilo, who adopted this 
life-philosophy in his own life, just like 
Dramićanin, his BITF  friend did. 

Aleksandar Čabrilo
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The rapid growth 
of BITF start-ups 
and even faster 
increase of exports 
and revenue from 
exports is attributed 
to cooperation with 
our highly skilled 
Diaspora members 
who have international 
experience in 
developing 
technological 
innovation.   

I
nnovation and knowledge–
based products are the third 
most profitable products, after 
the oil products and products 
related to monopolistic positi-
on in the market. Serbia does 
not have oil, or big market, 

and there are no big global players 
in Serbia. Therefore, development of 
marketable innovations is the only 
trump card that can be used to en-
ter a competitive world market, says 
Vladeta Marjanović, Sales and Busi-
ness Development Director at Cisco 
Systems. According to Vojin Živojno-
vić, co-owner and CEO of AGGIOS 
Europe, Serbia’s main advantages are 
highly educated, technical people, es-
pecially among young trained engi-
neers who are considerably cheaper 
than their counterparts in the United 
States or Western Europe, as well as 
the dominant technological position 
in Southeast Europe. In terms of glo-

bal competition, Serbia has a realistic 
chance to succeed, but only with pra-
gmatic and selective approach to in-
vestment and innovation, with a focus 
on high technology areas which do 
not require urgent capital investment. 
While it hardly makes sense to compe-
te in developing fully new production 
processes, an original business idea 
and good implementation plan requ-
ire smaller teams and can be a real 
springboard to the most demanding 
markets,  explains Milan Milenković, 
New Technologies Expert at Intel.   

Apart from the successful careers 
abroad, another thing our interview-
ees have in common is the support to 
technology and innovation develop-
ment in Serbia. In their view, BITF is a 
remarkable local example of how ac-
ademic knowledge of technical facul-
ties can be successfully transformed in-
to a commercial product. At the same 
time, BITF’s credibility gained so far, 
guarantees the quality of its start-up 
companies. BITF is also strategically 
important as an instrument that sup-
ports young, technically educated peo-
ple to stay in their country and encour-
ages those who have already left to ap-
ply the knowledge gained abroad suc-
cessfully, by establishing new innova-
tive companies in Serbia.  

The way foreign investors think
On the other hand, our experts who 

have built successful careers in the 
world, can help small high-tech compa-
nies better understand their ideas and 
capabilities in a tough and expensive 
global competition, realistically target 
potential markets, understand how long-
term planning and persistence are im-
portant for the success of business, but 
also the way foreign investors think and 
how small companies should present 
them their projects. Successful Serbs in 
other countries can help local start-up 
companies join international projects 
and connect with similar companies 
abroad. They can also provide useful ad-
vice about financing of new product de-
velopment and fund raising.

What we lack the most is the experience 
in doing business abroad and with inter-
national companies, says Marjanović. „I 
have witnessed myself that a vast major-
ity of development project proposals in 
the Innovation Fund are mainly focused 
on the Serbian market of Serbia, markets 
in the countries of former Yugoslavia and 
the Soviet Union. Any business plan that 
relies on former markets will most like-
ly end up as former itself. Besides having 
courage to access markets in the United 
States, European Union and China, entre-
preneurs need to be persistent and perva-
sive. „However, the most attractive markets 
have adopted different approaches to in-
novation. While markets in the US push for 
quantity, because of being open to inno-
vative teams from all over the world, mar-
kets in Europe are much more organized, 
with stronger influence of large compa-
nies and scientific institutions, which may 
also have some negative effects on innova-
tion activity, explains Živojnović.

Support from Serbian Diaspora 

Reasons for investing 
in innovation 
activities in Serbia

Vladeta Marjanović
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„At present, the number of innova-
tive activities in Serbia is insignificant, 
whereas the support provided by large 
companies and formal institutions is in-
sufficient. Therefore, start-ups trying to 
bridge the financial gap look for strategic 
partners among prominent companies 
abroad in the early stage of business.“ 

As a matter of fact, most of high-tech 
companies in Serbia take the wrong ap-
proach to draw attention of large com-
panies on their business by offering 
traditional outsourcing services, warns 
Milenković.

„Small high-tech companies should 
predict future market demand based on 
trends, so that they can offer something 
new to large companies, which are slug-
gish by nature“. Even then, the invest-
ment policy rules are very strict, points 
out Milenković, who is currently being 
engaged as a mentor for technology and 
business education for companies in BITF.

„Investments in start-up companies 
are generally based on a three-year 
business model and financial structure, 
which contains the assessment of devel-
opment costs of a new product until its 
commercialization, potential gain and 
the sequence of activities for bringing 
a new product to the market. The busi-
ness model also specifies quarterly activ-
ities that will lead to the achievement of 
final goals. Financing is approved quar-
terly based on results achieved in the 
given quarter. You cannot get the whole 
amount for at once, but a three-year plan 
must be developed so that funds can be 
disbursed on a quarterly basis“.

Where to look for  
a business partner

Speaking about the opportunities for 
financing innovation on the local mar-
ket, Marjanović points out that Serbia 
lacks education that stimulates devel-

opment, courage, resourcefulness and 
professionalism. Over time, Serbia has 
attracted some investment funds and 
small groups of investors who support 
risky projects in the early stage. „It would 
be great to see at least one Serbian mil-
lionaire developing an innovation fund 
for financing development of start-up 
companies in other industries, rather 
than the industry in which he became 
a millionaire, like billionaires in Russia 
and other markets do. This is a risky but 
highly profitable venture that can bring 
personal prestige“. Marjanović empha-
sizes: „Succeeding once is a matter of 
luck, but succeeding twice in two dif-
ferent industries, it is a matter of knowl-
edge.“ The Innovation Fund of Serbia 
is a good example of financial sup-
port provided for the innovation devel-
opment. „It helps start-up companies 
with prototype development and com-
panies that have already commercial-
ized their product and seek funding for 
further development. In Serbia, unfortu-
nately, there are no financial institutions 
that provide funding for the business 
development stage often referred to as 
„A“ round stage. At this stage, company 
will typically test its product or service 
on the market.  Such institutions can 
not set up or expand their activities in 
Serbia without the support from the EU, 
Serbian Government and other interna-
tional partners.“

Small, innovative start-up companies 
have very limited resources and must 
seek for partners who will provide the 
funding to get their ideas off the ground 
and patent their products. „My advice to 
innovative start-ups is to cooperate with 
local universities and their innovation 
centers, which have built a systematic 
approach to scientific and technological 
development funding. At the same time, 
they should think about their patent po-
sition and accordingly decide on the 
content of patent and viability of invest-
ment“, recommends Živojnović. In some 
cases, companies engaged in the soft-
ware and services industry do not need 
patents, Marjanović explains, „but then, 
you need to be faster than other compa-
nies in developing innovative solutions 
and their placing on the market.“ 

Vojin 
Živojnović

Milan Milenković
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In the framework of 
the project „Export 
Promotion for 
Innovative Products“, 
implemented by BITF 
and supported by the 
Swiss Government, 
B2B meetings were 
organized for the 
companies in BITF 
with potential 
partners in Pomurje 
Technology Park 
in Murska Sobota, 
Technology Park in 
Ljubljana and AREA 
Science Park in Trieste. 
Ljubljana Technology 
Park is a leading entity 
in the development 
of innovative and 
knowledge based 
entrepreneurship in 
the country. It was 
established at the 
early stage Slovenia’s 
transition which 
makes its experience 
particularly interesting 
for Serbia.    

L
jubljana Technology Park 
is the multiplex city in mi-
niature. The total area of 
the park is around 38,000 
m2, with seven buildin-
gs and approximately 280 
tenant companies. More 

than half of them are start-ups less 
than three years old. The rest are com-

panies that have outgrown the incu-
bation period and developed a sta-
ble business model, large compani-
es which rely on services supplied by 
small companies, and companies that 
provide support services for the enti-
re technology park, such as marketing 
and legal consulting, hospitality and 
healthcare services. There is also a 
bank and post office. The future plan 
includes the construction of a kinder-
garten. The construction of the indu-
strial complex began in 2007. The City 
Master Plan envisages the constructi-
on of the future campus of the Univer-
sity Ljubljana and residential area wit-
hin the Technology Park, with the aim 
of creating conditions for the „work 
from home“ arrangements.

Ljubljana Technology Park will cel-
ebrate 20 years of operation next 
year. The main purpose of this com-
plex is to provide support to high-
technology companies for develop-
ment and growth, and enhance the 
transfer of research projects and tech-
nologies to the market. The idea of 
setting up a technology park rose 
at Jozef Stefan Institute, one of the 
most famous scientific institutions in 
the former Yugoslavia. A team of re-
searchers focused on opportunities 
for commercialization of scientific re-
search, developed a project of the fu-
ture technology park in 1993, and two 
years later a private company was es-
tablished for that purpose, „which at 
that time was not very common“, re-
calls Istok Lesjak, the first employee of 
that company and General Manager of 
Ljubljana Technology Park.

Founders of Ljubljana Technology 
Park are: Jozef Stefan Institute, 
National Institute for Chemistry, 
National Institute for Biology Institute, 
several private companies and the 
City of Ljubljana, which provided the 
land for the construction of the tech-

nology park. The access to commer-
cial loans and the European structur-
al funding required for the develop-
ment of infrastructure and related fa-
cilities was much easier with the City 
of Ljubljana being a co-founder of the 
Technology Park. The initial intention 
of the management was to promote 
the purchase of premises among the 
residents of the Technology Park. To 
date, resident companies have pur-
chased almost 70% of premises. 

 An instrument for fostering 
rapid growth and multiplication 
of companies

Ljubljana Technology Park hosts be-
tween 30 and 40 new companies eve-
ry year. Most start-up companies oper-
ate in the field of information technol-
ogy, indicating a similar trend to that 
in Serbia and in many other countries. 
The reason for that is attributed to the 
fact that the high-tech sector requires 
less initial investment and has fast-
er payback period than other sectors. 
Ljubljana Technology Park has de-
signed a pre-incubation program that 

A worthwhile experience of developing a technological park

Ljubljana City of Science
Istok Lesjak
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offers the holders of promising entre-
preneurial ideas extensive support in 
assessing the entrepreneurial oppor-
tunity of their product or service in 
the market. The rapid growth of start-
up companies in the Technology Park 
is illustrated by the number of new 
jobs created, given that most compa-
nies that begun with two employees 
only, now employ around 50 young 
professionals on average. Some of the 
companies that have outgrown the in-
cubation phase into developed busi-
nesses with stable performance be-
have as investors – they establish new 
start-up companies for operational-
ization of new products and servic-
es. This further confirms the value of 
business incubator as an instrument 
that applies the same methodology for 
fostering rapid growth and multiplica-
tion of successful companies, points 
out our interviewee, Lesjak. 

At the same time, having start-up 
companies and large, developed com-
panies located in the same space, en-
ables them to jointly conduct busi-
ness activities for mutual benefit and 

enhances the scientific potential. 
Development centers of large com-
panies, which rent their lab space 
and equipment, play a crucial role 
in this process. This reduces costs to 
small innovative businesses and at-
tracts new generations of scientists 
to convert their knowledge into com-
mercial products.

Organized support for 
entrepreneurs

Ljubljana Technology Park has 
reached a financial sustainability and 
no longer depends on state subsi-
dies. Over time, a business model has 
been developed, which enables the 
reinvestment of entire profit in fur-
ther development. Several decades 
of experience and expertise helped 
Ljubljana Technology Park become a 
leading entity and key national stake-
holder in developing and implement-
ing the effective strategies for entre-
preneurial activities in the most prof-
itable industries. In the circumstances 
where high-tech specialists are sought 
all around the world, national priority 

is the development of a rational, co-
ordinated and long-term approach to 
prevent the brain-drain. „Mass exodus 
of best people is an unrecoverable 
loss for any country, especially for a 
small country. This is the most impor-
tant issue that should be raised by our 
tax payers to the government,“ Lesjak 
points out.

This problem cannot be resolved 
through numerous business incuba-
tors and technology parks popping 
up everywhere. The experience of 
most developed European countries 
shows that such approach carries the 
risk of failure, Lesjak says. Then he 
adds: „There was a time when every 
small town in Slovenia wanted to de-
velop a business incubator and tech-
nology park, which could have led us 
to having more facilities offering the 
support to entrepreneurs, than actu-
al entrepreneurs. In the last few years, 
we have managed to change this way 
of thinking and impose organized ap-
proach which implies the implemen-
tation of result oriented models and 
maximum use of existing facilities. 

Ljubljana Technology Park



BITF companies have won many prestigious 
international awards for their products and services. 
Here are just a few examples: 

TeleSkin – engaged in 
development of medical 
technologies is ranked by the 
World Bank as one of the 50 

most inspiring and most innovative companies. 
TeleSkin’s BEST (software for basic dermoscopy 
examination of skin tumors) been recognized as a 
winner of the Microsoft Health Users Group (HUG) 
2013 Innovation Awards. Sava Marinković, one of 
Tele Skin co-founders received the 2012  title Earnst 
& Young Entrepreneur of the Year in Serbia, at the 
competition for the best enterpreneur for innovative 
solutions, organized by auditing and consulting 
company Earnst & Young. He was also the winner of 
Next Step Challenge award in Denmark in 2014.

Bitgear Wireless Design Services 
– growing at a rate of 1872% 
over the last five years, ranked 
second-fastest company on the 
list of 50 fast-growing technology 

companies in Central Europe in 2013, published by 
consulting and auditing company Deloitte.  At this 
year’s list, the company ranked 18 with a five-year 
revenue growth rate of 759%. Its founder, Dejan 
Dramićanin, received the last year’s title Earnst & 
Young Entrepreneur of the Year in Serbia, at the 
competition for the best enterpreneur for innovative 
solutions, organized by auditing and consulting 
company Earnst & Young.

High Tech Engineering Center 
(HTEC) – with a growing rate of 
1777% over the last five years, 

ranked third fastest growing company, on the 
list of 50 fast-growing technology companies in 
Central Europe in 2014, published by consulting and 
auditing company Deloitte.

Strawberry Energy became famous 
for inventing „Strawberry Tree“ the 
world’s first public solar charger 
for mobile devices. To date, 12 
Strawberry Tree solar systems have 
been set up in 9 cities of Serbia and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. Strawberry 

Energy received many awards for its STrawberry 
Tree, including the first award in the consuming 
category at the EU Sustainable Energy Week 
2011 and Golden Superbrands award for the best 
innovative brand in Serbia.

mBrainTrain won the finals of the 
Best Technological Innovation 
2013, organized by the Ministry 
of Education, Science and 
Technological Development. 
mBrain Train’s wearable 

SMARTING device for recording the electrical brain 
activity, consisting of a hardware and software 
specially developed for a smartphone, was rated the 
best among 118 innovative products. 

Omnis Design Studio and WEB 
LAB, with jointly developed 
application “bookmee” won the 
Google for Entrepreneurs Startup 
Weekend Belgrade (2014).

Veritek - the youngest member 
of BITF and the champion of the 
first Serbian “Get in the Ring” 
contest, with its Impuls device 
which measures the pulse of social 
networks, using software that 

understands how people feel and behave in social 
networks. With this device, Veritek represented 
Serbia at the regional “Get in the Ring” contest, held 
in Sofia.

BITF:
Sign Post 
to Success
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