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B.5 - Spreading excellence and widening participation



INFORMATION NOTE – EGESIF MEETING 14 July 2015
FOSTERING SYNERGIES BETWEEN HORIZON 2020 AND ESIF:

THE 'SEAL OF EXCELLENCE'
1. Purpose

On 25 June, Commissioner Moedas announced his strategic priorities for the years to come, which include, under the 'Openness to innovation' pillar, actions aimed at capitalising on research results to create a vibrant innovation ecosystem, in particular by maximizing innovation impacts of Horizon 2020 also through greater synergies with the European Structural and Investment Funds. 
As a first step to foster synergies, Commissioner Moedas committed to work closely with Commissioner Creţu to introduce a 'Seal of Excellence' for those Horizon 2020 projects proposals evaluated as excellent but not funded, as announced in SWD(2014) 205 final. This would enable those regions/countries willing to support excellent 'ready to fund' projects in their Smart Specialisation priority areas (via Structural funds) to identify them easily. The pilot phase will be addressed to the 'SME instrument'.
The purpose of this paper is to present the initiative and map with the help of EGESIF the current situation in terms of a) the existing national/regional funding schemes already supporting this type of H2020 projects, b) the source of funding and c) the intention or willingness to introduce those schemes using ESIF. Whilst the Commission will make available the scheme to all countries /regions, it intends to monitor implementation for learning purposes with a group of countries/regions, willing to engage in this direction. Therefore commitments on this direction are welcome by the Commission (without however conferring any particular privileged status to these countries / regions).
2. Background
Every year, thousands of organisations in European regions and countries (universities, research institutes, big industries and small and medium size enterprises (SMEs)) present their project proposal to address small or big challenges to the European Commission, applying to the Horizon 2020 programme with the hope that they will win funding through a very harsh competitive process.
To prepare their proposals these organisations invest lots of resources and time. The Commission, on its side, invests lots of resources in one of the most sophisticated international peer evaluation systems for its Horizon 2020 programme. The evaluation produces a screening between those proposals not yet ready to receive funding (below the H2020 quality threshold) and those that are considered as meriting funding (above threshold). Due to the high interest in these measures, there are many more high-quality project proposals than what the Horizon 2020 budget can satisfy. Therefore many high-quality proposed projects that are 'ready to fund' will however receive a rejection letter for lack of available Horizon 2020 resources. 
Among those proposals, the "SME instrument" type of projects are the best placed by its own nature to raise the interest of 'regional' funding, as they are mostly led by a single SME and as they address small scale R&I actions close to the market with a clear territorial impact. 
The SME Instrument calls are open to small and medium-sized businesses in all EU Member States and offer the following support
:

· Business innovation grants for feasibility assessment purposes (optional phase I): EUR 50,000 (lump sum) per project (H2020 grant overs 70% of total cost of the project);

· Business innovation grants for innovation development & demonstration purposes (possible phase II): an amount in the indicative range of EUR 500,000 and 2,5 million (H2020 grant overs 70% of total cost of the project as a general rule);

ESIF and national funding will need to comply with state aid rules. However, in view of the limited amounts, it seems likely that the GBER rules can be complied with.
 Therefore, supporting these projects could fit very well the intervention logic of ESIF, always in full respect of Cohesion Policy regulations, including the conformity with the relevant Smart Specialisation Strategy, and the national/regional rules applicable for this kind of support. 
On the side of Cohesion policy, a large number of new ESIF Operational Programmes foresee categories of interventions to support SMEs (including activities linked to Horizon 2020). The legal framework provides a number of mechanisms to align the ESIF practices (cost models, funding schemes, selection criteria…) to the Horizon 2020 ones. 

3. The 'seal of excellence' initiative

The initiative aims at creating a link between the Horizon 2020 proposals meriting funding and those actors (possibly Managing Authorities) interested in providing them with the required support. This might raises the two following questions from the side of the Managing Authorities:

3.1. Why a country/ region should support these projects?

Some regions and Member States are already implementing this type of actions with own regional/national funding, by recognising the validity of the Horizon 2020 evaluation outcome as a basis to provide alternative or complementary funding to the proposers located in their territory. As one of those countries has recently mentioned: "What appealed to us about this programme is that it is an economical way to synergize with Horizon 2020, as the indirect costs for the funding is almost zero. We also find it very important to encourage our SMEs to apply for EU-funding and as the success rate for the SME instrument turned out to be quite daunting, we want them to feel sure of funding if they propose as good a project as possible. We know how much time and effort SMEs put into their applications."
These regions/countries see the advantage to fully exploit the high level Horizon 2020 evaluation process without running again a new technical evaluation, as the Horizon 2020 one already identifies highly-innovative SMEs with projects having a potential high return on investment and impact in their territory.
3.2. How can a country/region do it? 

Once established that funding this type of project is in the interest of the region/country and in line with ESIF priorities and rules, there are a number of practical issues to consider: the right selection criteria, the type of call to issue (open, restricted, competitive, "first-come-first-served",), the scope of it, the timing, the amount of funding. A number of regions/countries already started to study the best options and the first conclusions and good practices are now appearing. 
In order to better support the process, we would invite you to let us know by the 31 July 2015:
· Is your country/ region(s) already supporting funding schemes specifically dedicated to this type of projects (Horizon 2020 above threshold-not funded?). IF YES, what is the source of the funding provided (which of the ESI Funds or own funds)?

· Is your country/ region(s) intending to use ESIF for this type of schemes in the future (SME instrument type of projects, but possibly also other types of projects, such as Marie Skłodowska-Curie Fellowships, European Research Council "proof of concept" projects, teaming, ERA Chair or twinning types of projects etc.
)?

· Would your country/region be interested to be part of a Community of Practice studying best ways to implement funding schemes (e.g. selection mechanisms to ensure conformity with Cohesion Policy rules, state aid thresholds and conformity with the relevant Smart Specialisation priorities) that could support SME instrument type of high-quality projects through ESIF, by committing to have them swiftly in place? 
Answers should be sent to: RTD-seal-of-excellence@ec.europa.eu
� See: � HYPERLINK "https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/h2020-section/sme-instrument" �https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/h2020-section/sme-instrument� and � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/easme/en/horizons-2020-sme-instrument" �http://ec.europa.eu/easme/en/horizons-2020-sme-instrument� 


� 	See: COMMISSION REGULATION (EU) No 651/2014 of 17 June 2014 declaring certain categories of aid compatible with the internal market in application of Articles 107 and 108 of the Treaty � HYPERLINK "http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32014R0651&from=EN" �http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32014R0651&from=EN� 


� See guide on synergies between different EU R&I related programmes: � HYPERLINK "http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/documents/10157/267027/Guide%20on%20synergies_en.pdf" �http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/documents/10157/267027/Guide%20on%20synergies_en.pdf� 
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