
“Digital districts”
A collective venture to boost the international visibility of 

French digital ecosystems and their “Tech Champions”

Abstract of the report submitted to the French Prime Minister’s Office 
on 28 June 2013

Innovation cycles outstrip the pace 
at which society can assimilate 
innovations.

Need for a stable tax regulatory 
environment over a seven- to ten-year 
period – digital ecosystems have long 
development cycles (20 years).

REAL TIME

LONG TERM

TEMPORAL
PARADOX 

Digital ecosystems concentrate large 
amounts of talent in specific 
geographical areas/cities.

Internet removes physical boundaries: 
designing, developing and marketing is 
no longer constrained by team location.

HYPERLOCALITY

UBIQUITY

GEOGRAPHICAL
PARADOX 

Building champions involves both 
massive and highly selective 
investment.

EMERGENCE

SELECTIVITY

DARWINIAN
PARADOX 

Disruptive innovations emerge in 
unexpected sectors, often outside of 
existing frameworks.
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Three paradoxes
of the digital economy

REPORT SUMMARY
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The eight recommendations featured in the report

Develop a highly selective network of “Digital districts” 
across the country

Design a rigorous labeling system open to all cities; roll out territorial 
governance processes that distinguish the financing of real estate for 
incubators from their incubation/acceleration operations.

Position Paris as an international digital hub

Leverage and consolidate the Paris regional digital ecosystem to 
establish the city as a “digital district” hub and promote it worldwide.

Deploy ultra-fast broadband solutions for landlines 
and cell phones in the “Digital districts”

Experiment with telecoms operators on local deployments of over 1 
Gbps in FTTH and 150 Mbps for cell phones; ensure optimal Wi-Fi 
coverage.

Promote a creative, entrepreneurial and innovative 
France embodied by its “Tech Champions”

Every year, select between five and ten “Tech Champions” with 
the highest international growth potential and ensure they receive 
maximum promotional resources and access to public and private 
funding.

Network ecosystems
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Three major challenges
Networking between

• “Digital districts” 
• Paris and other “Tech Cities”



Deploy ambitious governance processes within  
a tight agenda

Articulate national, regional and local governance processes; appoint 
Digital Officers to head up the initiative; deploy “Digital districts” in 
two successive phases; leverage the “Investments for the Future 
Program”.

Provide an attractive fiscal environment to boost 
investment by business angels

Pursue efforts to bridge the shortfall in funding available for start-ups 
beyond existing government initiatives to provide seed capital – get 
business angels to return.

Network French initiatives with other “Tech Cities” 
worldwide

Focus primarily on Europe; prospect among key emerging economies.

Develop one single brand to boost “Digital districts” 
international exposure 

Design a collective identity that all participants can adhere to, that is 
meaningful both in France and abroad, is easy to write and memorize 
and conveys all of France’s digital expertise and ambitions.

Single brand

International expansion

Attra
ctive tax system

Age
nda

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 01 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

The eight recommendations featured in the report
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Three major challenges
Networking between

• “Digital districts” 
• Paris and other “Tech Cities”

Promoting

• “Digital districts” 
• “Tech Champions”

Facilitating

• Entrepreneurs’ needs 
• Investment in start-ups



The 2008 economic crisis highlighted a wide range of 
approaches and government responses, both between and 
within major economic blocks. Some of the measures and 
solutions devised by EU member states were designed to restore 
their competitiveness and boost the attractiveness of their sites, 
territories or markets.

The major digital sector players have long juggled between 
markets, production territories and fiscal environments. They 
seek to make the most of the competition being waged by certain 
countries based around their VAT systems, corporation tax rates 
or labor markets. In recent years, this competitive battlefield 
has also embraced the fight to attract entrepreneurs, talent and 
investment funds.

For instance, the UK government and the City of London rolled 
out a major initiative designed not only to capitalize on the 
legacy of the 2012 Olympic Games, but to attract top investors 
and entrepreneurs to the country and entice the digital sector 
multinationals to set up their European headquarters in London. 
Two words – Tech City – encapsulate a whole range of processes 
covering local and national government, tailored tax incentives, 
a system of governance (embodied by Joanna Shields, former 
Vice-President of Facebook Europe) together with a major 
promotion and communication effort. In just a few months, 
Tech City succeeded in becoming the bridgehead of “Silicon 
Valley Europe” and the focus of all expectations. Once it has 
vetted the most promising European business ventures, Tech 
City actively lobbies them to set up in London. Berlin has also 
become an attractive location for digital sector firms or start-
ups. The parameters there are different (cheap real estate, a 
conducive environment for young software engineers, etc.) but 
the goal is the same: attracting the top developers and the most 
promising business ventures.

While the battle for digital attractiveness is being waged 
between nations, it is being spearheaded by cities due to a 
first paradoxical feature of this ever-changing sector: the “hyper 
locality” of digital ecosystems. These tend to be concentrated in 
a relatively small area even as the internet has made it possible 
to design, develop and sell products and services remotely. Data 
and processing capabilities may now be concentrated primarily 
in the “Cloud” but an investor from Sand Hill Road continues 
to invest mostly within a 30 minute drive from his/her offices – 

San Francisco has by far the greatest 
concentration of business founders/
cofounders. So competition is 
being waged by capitals and the 
ability to attract talent, local 
and foreign entrepreneurs 
and high-powered investment 
funds is primordial.

Investment funds are key to resolving the second paradox affecting 
the digital sector, i.e., the combination of undirected, iterative 
processes with short feedback loops that facilitate endless 
development and market transformation possibilities from which 
new projects constantly emerge in the form of start-ups.

This absence of dirigisme is offset by rapid and massive 
intervention capabilities by venture capitalists. As soon as an 
innovative project starts to gain a certain amount of traction, 
these investors begin pumping in huge sums of money in a bid 
to produce one or two champions per category via a process of 
"accelerated Darwinism" and finance their global deployment 
at a very early stage once the US market has been conquered. 
The Israeli GPS navigational app Waze is a perfect example. In 
less than five years, it managed to conquer the smartphone-
based social GPS market – approximately 50 million users and 
USD 55 million in investment – culminating in a cash buy-out by 
Google for a reputed USD 1.1 billion while Waze had less than 
a hundred employees.

This phenomenon is playing out at an accelerating pace right 
under our noses, faster than most of us realize (who could 
have predicted in 2007 that Nokia would relinquish its software 
supremacy in just five short years?). Its sheer rapidity confounds 
our usual time horizons in terms of regulatory or even legislative 
timeframes. Yet – and this brings us to the third paradox of the 
sector – most trade-offs underpinning location decisions taken 
by sector players, be they entrepreneurs, venture capitalists or 
multinationals, are based not on the different attractive features 
of a territory but on the stability of such attractiveness over time. 
Brad Feld, co-founder of Mobius Venture Capital and author of 
Startup Communities: Building an Entrepreneurial Ecosystem in 
Your City explains that a start-up eco-system needs to be built 
around at least a 20-year time horizon.

Summary

Report overview
At the Council of Ministers’ meeting of 10 October 2012, the French government reaffirmed its 
commitment to enhancing France’s international attractiveness in the digital sector. In an engagement 
letter dated 8 February 2013, the design phase of the “Digital districts” program was entrusted to the 
Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of Caisse des Dépôts. This abstract contains the summary of the 
report submitted to the Prime Minister on 28 June 2013.



Entering (or re-entering) the competitive battle being waged 
between different countries via their Digital Cities therefore 
involves meeting the challenges constituted by these three 
paradoxes and committing to an objective strategy based around 
the “hyperlocality” of existing and future ecosystems, ability to 
combine business emergence with a high degree of selectivity, 
and ultra-responsiveness. This approach needs a political and 
administrative framework that will deliver the best possible fit 
between national and regional levels coupled with a long-term 
commitment. 
The French digital brain-drain is hard to quantify and qualify: 
focusing on the potential of French firms in the digital sector, 
on the quality of its academic and applied research and the 
standard of its engineers highlights key competitive advantages 
that warrant additional international promotional efforts. These 
need to be as concentrated and selective as the initiative that 
has managed to encapsulate all of London and the UK digital 
sector in just two words: “Tech City”.

Communication is only credible when evidence-based. The 
density of researchers and patents filed is twice as great in 
Paris and its surrounding region as it is in London. In Criteo, 
Talend, Sequans, SigFox and Withings, France possesses new, 
home-grown champions with world-wide potential. Under 
the auspices of the French Ministry with responsibility for 
SMEs, innovation and digital infrastructure, the Assises de 
l’Entrepreneuriat (government-sponsored round table focusing 
on entrepreneurship) have helped to restore France’s image as 
a country of enterprise and this message needs to be relayed 
around the world. We have renowned research institutes and 
universities that are rapidly getting to grips with the industrial 
revolution triggered by the Fab lab as well as the revolution in 
higher education brought about by Massive Open Online Courses 
(MOOC). How do we hold onto this talent and concentrate it within 
a geographical area sufficiently dense to facilitate the pooling 
of knowledge and skills as well as the emergence of start-
ups able to take advantage of flexible environments adapted 
to the unpredictability of their exponential growth phase? What 
services do these entrepreneurs and enterprises expect and on 
what scale do we need to think?

The Preparatory Mission entrusted to Caisse des Dépôts, 
tasked initially with identifying a “Digital district” in Paris and 
then rolling out the process to other French cities, paved the 
way for a public consultation process launched on 8 February 
2013 via the website of the Ministry for Productive Recovery. 
By 23 April 2013, almost 700 replies and proposals had been 
received, including approximately 50 from outside France. These 
responses helped to get a better idea of the needs of players 
in the sector and to shape both the contours and the content 
of a “Digital district”. The Mission held numerous discussions 
with most of the actors present in the Greater Paris, Lille and 

Toulouse digital ecosystems. It also drew on an in-depth analysis 
of various digital ecosystems throughout the world based on a 
number of recent reports and tracked on a regular basis. The 
competitive analysis process was rounded out by interviews 
and visits – particularly to New York and London (G8 Innovation 
Conference) – together with the identification of best practices.

Each of these recommendations provides solutions to at least 
one of the three challenges for “Digital districts”: networking 
(recommendations 1, 2, 3 and 6), promotion (recommendations 4 
and 5), and facilitating entrepreneurs’ and investors’ day-to-day 
needs (recommendations 1 and 7).
The eighth recommendation proposes a flexible, prioritized 
timetable that will enable several projects to be set up 
simultaneously.
The “single brand” (recommendation 5) could be launched by 
Summer 2013, at the same time as the first series of “Digital 
districts” (recommendation 1) to emerge from among the 
“special status cities” (métropoles à statut particulier) referred 
to in the draft legislation on cities. Paris can and should form the 
hub of this network of districts (recommendation 2), along with a 
handful of other cities with sufficiently dense digital ecosystems. 
Meanwhile, discussions should continue with telecoms operators 
regarding ultra-fast broadband solutions for “Digital districts”: 
over 1 Gbps in fiber networks and more than 150 Mbps for 
mobile networks (recommendation 3).

The “Tech Champions” Program (recommendation 4) could 
be rolled out in the second-half of this year with the aim of 
identifying between five and ten champions by the Fall of 2013. 
Promotion initiatives could kick in once the unique identity has 
been launched. Networking between the “Digital districts” and 
other digital hubs should begin once the first components of the 
program have been established along with a sufficient number of 
satisfactory outcomes to avoid any “communication effects” and 
to showcase our attractiveness in a solid and credible manner. 
One component of this attractiveness could be the tax-related 
recommendation 7 which addresses the expectations of a 
portion of the ecosystem as expressed during the consultation 
process. The Canadian initiative which inspired it is regularly 
touted as a model in this area both in terms of simplicity of 
implementation and its limited budgetary impact.

Complete or partial implementation of the recommendations 
of the report will require a long-term investment, a marked 
determination at both national and regional levels, and sustained 
mobilization of promotion and marketing resources. Only an 
ambitious, coordinated and wholehearted approach can deliver 
dynamic and responsive ecosystems, help with the funding and 
success of their champions and show the whole world that bytes 
can be made in France too!



Public consultation 
process / Findings 
// posted online between mid-February and mid-April 2013 //

> Public consultation process / Actors to be attracted into the ecosystem

> Public consultation process / Key selection criteria for future Digital District

Actors to be targeted over the long term

87%

61%

54%

52%

48%

41%

28%

24%

23%

23%

8%

90%

58%

58%

63%

50%

55%

37%

24%

26%

18%

21%

7%

58%

Start-ups and young innovative companies

Schools and universities

Major players in the digital sector

Venture capitalists

Business incubators

Equity funds

Research organizations

Fab labs

Industrial firms

Public bodies and institutions

Hosting companies

Other

Business representativesTotal

Over the long term, what types of actors and “foreign champions” should the “Paris Digital Capital” program be 
attracting in order to build an effective and attractive ecosystem for digital firms as well as for your organization 
or company in particular?

Total is greater than 100 as a number of different answers were possible

Sample: all respondents

55%

47%

36%

32%

24%

20%

17%

10%

7%

5%

2%

56%

52%

45%

41%

28%

20%

18%

19%

7%

6%

4%

2%

40%

Accessibility

Ecosystems

Rent levels

Lease flexibility for hosted firms

Quality of network infrastructure

Quality of life

Commuting time and distance from centre of Paris

Local fiscal environment

Integration of specific spaces for certain activities

Environmental quality and energy savings

Architectural quality of buildings and neighborhood

Other

Business representativesTotal

Key selection criteria for future Digital District

In your opinion, what are the three key selection criteria for the future digital district?

Sample: all respondents

Total is greater than 100 as a number of different answers were possible

700 +
Number of responses

"Digital districts" need to be brought under an internationally recognized 
brand that embodies quality values (quality of life, success, etc.). 
Promoting such a brand will help attract partners, talent and investors
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> Recommendation / The eight core criteria of the national charter

> Benchmark / Link between density of talent and business start-ups

Why "Digital districts" / Analysis

The charter groups together eight core criteria that must be satisfied by local or regional bodies before they can be awarded the “Digital districts” 
label. It defines commitments that must be made by local or regional authorities in key areas of attractiveness, i.e., planning and development, 
ultra-fast broadband solutions, pooled technology infrastructure, ecosystems of powerful and dynamic players, and systematic efforts to facilitate 
arrangements for entrepreneurs and start-ups.
It is the culmination of a comparative analysis of the most dynamic international digital clusters: Tech City (London), Silicon Allee (Berlin), Silicon 
Alley (NYC), Silicon Valley (SF/LA), Silicon Wadi (Tel Aviv), Austin, Tsukuba (Tokyo), Shanghai and Kista (Stockholm).

The indicators underpinning each of these eight criteria may be fine-tuned by the French government or local or regional bodies based on their 
experiences during deployment. The evolution of international clusters over the period may also be used as a source of inspiration or means of 
optimizing the indicators.

According to the “Paris Ile-de-France Capitale économique” association1 Paris lies fourth in terms of attractiveness of major global cities, 
behind New York, Shanghai and London. A survey conducted by PricewaterhouseCoopers in 2012 entitled “Cities of Opportunity”, also 
places Paris third as regards intellectual capital and innovation (twice as many patents are filed every year in the Greater Paris area as 
in London and its environs), behind Stockholm and Toronto. These findings prove that the Greater Paris area has reaped the benefits of 
the decision to pursue an ambitious innovation policy.  As the previous graph shows, Paris has the third-highest density of entrepreneurs 
of any non-American city and outperforms London.

1 The survey published on 23 May 2013 and conducted by OpinionWay and KPMG on behalf of Paris Ile-de-France Capitale Économique highlights international investor perceptions regarding the attractiveness of the world’s 
major cities. It will be included in the Global Cities Investment Monitor for 2013.

Founders of technology firms per 100,000 inhabitants



1: Identify a clearly-defined and accessible district

2: Provide an attractive real estate offering in such district for digital / tech companies

3: Deploy ultra-fast fixed and mobile broadband solutions in the district, at least on an experimental basis

4: Ensure that there is a sufficiently strong ecosystem of digital/tech players to stimulate attractiveness

5:  Set up open innovation support structures centered around a Fab Lab to encourage collaborative creation, cooperation, 
exchange and cross-fertilization of knowledge

6:  Design a nationwide and international policy for networking with other “Digital districts” and make it as easy as possible 
for talents, projects and enterprise to locate and do business   

7: Provide digital firms with attractive environments tailored to their needs and simplify their administrative procedures 

8: Set up local governance processes in liaison with key players in the district to track development over the long term

 

June 2013
 Submission of Caisse des Dépôts’ report to the Prime Minister

July-August 2013
- Government decisions concerning proposed measures
- Modus operandi regarding the “Investments for the Future Program”

September 2013
- Launch of the “Digital districts” national team
- Appointment of a national Chief Digital Officer by the government

-  First call for tenders put out by the “Investments for the 
Future Program” to local and regional bodies (Pilot phase — 
experimentation of program by two or three local or regional bodies)

Launch of the “Tech Champions” program:
-  finalization of the committee to select and recruit sponsors 

(Preparatory Mission/Government)
-  definition and scoping of selection process (Preparatory Mission/

bpifrance)
- preliminary selection
-  deployment of service offering to successful candidate(s) (national 

“Digital districts” unit)

Launch of single brand

Late 2013
Deployment of the first “Digital districts”

2014 - 2018
Launch of second call for projects

Continued development of “Digital districts”

Proposed timetable

of firms surveyed as part of 
the public consultation process 
considered that the future “Digital 
districts” should comprise a 
critical mass of between at least 
100 and 500 digital sector firms.

considered the accessibility of the 
district to be the key criterion and 
consequently would like to see  
the showcase district located 
inside Paris itself.

of representatives of firms 
surveyed believed that clusters 
should be given an international 
dimension.

54 %

84 %

87 %

Caisse des Dépôts Group
“Investments for the Future Program” Mission

72, av. Pierre Mendès-France
75 914 Paris CEDEX 13

www.groupecaissedesdepots.fr
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Contacts 

Maud Franca — maud.franca@caissedesdepots.fr
Philippe Dewost—philippe.dewost@caissedesdepots.fr

“Investments for the Future Program” Mission
Tél. : 01 58 50 85 05


