Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on synergies for innovation: the European Structural and Investment Funds, Horizon 2020 and other European innovation funds and EU programmes, adopted by the Commission on 16 November 2016
1.
Political Groups which tabled the resolution pursuant to Rule 123(2) and (4) of the European Parliament’s Rules of Procedure: EPP, S&D, ECR, ALDE, Greens/EFA, EFDD

2.
EP reference number: B8-0851/2016 / P8_TA-PROV(2016)0311

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 6 July 2016

4.
Subject: Synergies between structural funds and Horizon 2020
5.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The resolution states that links between cohesion policy and other EU policies, funding programmes and initiatives (e.g. Horizon 2020, the Connecting Europe Facility, the digital single market, rural development, the energy union, the innovation union and other Europe 2020 flagship initiatives) have been strengthened, but underlines that synergies require strategic choices by the regions and Member States.

It stresses that the smart specialisation methodology should remain a model for cohesion policy post-2020. The development of smart specialisation strategies through the involvement of national or regional managing authorities and stakeholders in an entrepreneurial discovery process was obligatory and had to include upstream actions (capacity building and improving national/ regional R&I systems) and downstream actions (take-up of research results, innovation support and market access) with relation to Horizon 2020. Smart specialisation strategies also stimulate cooperation at EU level for closing the innovation divide in Europe and strengthening the Union’s global competitiveness. It notes that also the Spreading Excellence and Widening Participation activities contribute to this.

The resolution underlines the importance of increasing the exploitation rate of EU R&D results, thus creating and maintaining jobs. It notes the importance of financial instruments under cohesion policy, which can impact on innovation in the market through a leverage effect, but recalls that grants remain indispensable for certain projects (R&I projects and those with a strong focus on societal challenges).

It underlines the needs of SMEs in the design and implementation of the ESI Funds and Horizon 2020; it asks the Commission to prepare coordinated calls to ease access to multi-fund financing and suggests a thorough evaluation of the relevant SME programmes (COSME, the SME instrument of Horizon 2020 and the SME component in the EFSI). It notes that the Seal of Excellence can help projects evaluated as being excellent but not funded under Horizon 2020 to identify alternative funding, including ESIF grants.

The resolution underlines that synergies must be further enhanced and recalls the Stairway to Excellence (S2E) EP budget pilot project which continues to support regions of 13 Member States in developing and exploiting synergies.

It highlights the importance of identifying related areas of smart specialisation in other regions and Member States with a view to teaming up with them, becoming internationally connected and prepared for multi-country projects like under Horizon 2020.

It notes that the implementation of substantial parts of the Horizon 2020 budget will be delegated to public-public partnerships and public-private partnerships, which will offer further opportunities for synergies via the use of the public-public partnerships' governance mechanisms to shape their annual work plans in view of smart specialisation strategies. It underlines that the EFSI must be complementary and additional to the ESI Funds and other EU programmes such as Horizon 2020 and the activities of the EIB, notes that the EFSI targets different kinds of projects from those that would have been targeted through Horizon 2020, and stresses the need for coherence and synergies between all EU instruments.

The resolution highlights that the possible establishment of a European Innovation Council can help reduce barriers to commercialisation in Europe and close the innovation divide. It finally notes the link between Horizon 2020 and the ESI Funds in terms of security (the need to have the same level of ICT infrastructure across the EU).

In terms of specific requests, the resolution calls on the Commission:

· "to monitor synergies between the funds systematically and to issue a Communication on these synergies, in particular on the synergies between Horizon 2020 and RIS3, with a view to spreading examples of best practice and increasing their impact ahead of the review of the Europe 2020 strategy, but recalls that any such system should not result in an increased administrative burden" (point 11);
· "… to pay constant attention to the needs of SMEs in the design and implementation of the ESI Funds and Horizon 2020, as well as to synergies between these; asks the Commission to prepare coordinated calls for proposals in order to ease access to multi-fund financing …" (point 6);

· "… calls also for a thorough evaluation of the relevant SME programmes such as COSME, the SME instrument of Horizon 2020 and the SME component in the EFSI, with regard to both budgetary allocation and project success rate, as well as to the administrative burden and ease of implementation" (point 6);
· "to establish a link between Horizon 2020 and ESI Funds in terms of auditing processes, and to establish a clear, aligned and coordinated approach for the post-2020 period, with a special focus on administrative and auditing processes, proportionality and accountability" (point 13).

6.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission welcomes the support of the European Parliament for the further development of synergies between the EU funding sources for research and innovation which is also a key priority for Commissioner Moedas and Commissioner Creţu, as was underlined in the statement on synergies delivered by Commissioner Moedas in the plenary session on 5 July 2016.

As was indicated there, synergies between Horizon 2020 and the European Structural and Investment Funds Regulations evolved from a "nice-to-have" in the past programmes into a "must-have" in the current programmes. Indeed, the more synergy we can achieve between ESI Funds and Horizon 2020, the more impact we can expect for jobs, growth and investment from the funding at all levels – national, regional and European.
Smart Specialisation Strategies are crucial to achieving synergies. The over 120 smart specialisation strategies that have been developed since 2011 by regions and at national level aim to improve the national/ regional R&I systems and focus investments on priorities that offer the best perspectives for knowledge-based competitive advantages at the cross-section between industrial and scientific strengths. These strategies facilitate cooperation at EU level for closing the innovation divide in Europe and strengthening the Union’s global competitiveness, as they allow countries and regions at different innovation performance levels, but with related smart specialisation priorities, to team up their innovative enterprises and researchers drawing full benefit from their complementary skills, R&I infrastructures, industrial profiles and markets/ demand for innovative solutions.

To speed up this process, the Commission set up thematic smart specialisation platforms in fields with significant numbers of smart specialisation priorities, notably energy, industrial modernisation and agro-food. Additional thematic platforms are envisaged, for instance in the field of cyber-security, as envisaged in the recently published Communication on Strengthening Europe's Cyber Resilience System and Fostering a Competitive and Innovative Cybersecurity Industry (COM(2016) 410 final). The resulting thematic cooperation networks/ initiatives between innovators from different regions and countries are well-placed to apply for Horizon 2020 funding to complement their ESI Fund supported local and regional projects and to support globally competitive cybersecurity clusters and centres of excellence in favourable regional ecosystems for digital growth.

A further example of synergies in action is provided by the new possibility in 2014-2020 for managing authorities to contribute ESI funds to EU-level financial instruments. For Horizon 2020 and COSME specifically this is also possible through the so-called "SME initiative", an implementation option allowing for the combination of ESIF and EU-level funds aimed at enhancing access to finance for SMEs. "SME initiative" operational programmes are already up and running in Spain, Malta and Bulgaria, and are set to start implementation in the coming months in Finland, Romania and Italy.
In addition to this, the Commission undertakes a series of actions to foster synergies between Horizon 2020 and ESI Funds with the aim of achieving more, better and more sustainable impacts from the EU budget on smart growth in the EU. These actions include:

· hands-on advice on Horizon 2020 and ESI Funding opportunities for potential beneficiaries – notably via the National Contact Points (NCPs) of Horizon 2020 and the Enterprise Europe Network;
· guidance and sharing of good practices;
· facilitation of the up-take of FP7 and Horizon 2020 research results via an improved web-based presentation, and the obligation in Horizon 2020 grant agreements to ensure impact and wide dissemination of the results (including the provision for open access);
· in appropriate Horizon 2020 calls, requirement of a link to the relevant national or regional smart specialisation strategy to foster the interest of ERDF managing authorities in a project;

· the targeted support for EU-13 countries and regions in the "Stairway to Excellence" European Parliament pilot project that is due to be expanded to all Member States. The pilot project addresses the root-causes for lower participation in Horizon 2020 and sub-optimal synergies: It assists policy makers in improving and internationalising their innovation support systems via the effective implementation of Smart Specialisation Strategies.
The Commission is currently examining the possibilities for modifications in Regulations and to further expand possibilities for synergies and to simplify combination of funds.

Moreover, the resolution notes the potential of the Seal of Excellence. Since its launch by Commissioners Moedas and Creţu at the Open Days in autumn 2015, the Seal of Excellence initiative has rapidly grown in terms of visibility, raising the interest of different stakeholders and building the reputation of "Seal" proposals, including in recently adopted Conclusions of both the Competitiveness and GAC (Cohesion) Councils.
In fact, with about 3200 "Seals" issued in the first two years and a half of Horizon 2020 to eligible SME instrument proposals in all 28 Member States and a strong communication campaign coupled with several bilateral meetings, the initiative has succeeded in mobilising both the research and cohesion communities, leading to more than 140 funding bodies currently being members of the Community of Practice that meet regularly to discuss concrete implementation modalities and possible bottlenecks. The Commission services are following this closely and working to simplify the process to fully exploit the potential of this initiative.

This resulted in an increasing number of "seal-friendly" actions in several Member States and regions, ranging from coaching services to ad hoc targeted calls to fund "seal" proposals. Recently, the Italian government published a call under an ESIF supported national Operational Programme enabling "Seal" proposals under Phase 2 of the SME Instrument to be funded without a second technical evaluation (taking the Horizon 2020 evaluation as valid).

In the statement at the plenary session, Commissioner Moedas highlighted a number of areas where synergies could be developed that are very much in line with the resolution. These include: the possible expansion of the Seal of Excellence to other areas of Horizon 2020, such as Widening participation, Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions and Cluster facilitated projects for new industrial value chains; support for the deployment of Thematic Smart Specialisation Platforms in order to encourage cooperation between regions; and continued development of the Knowledge Exchange Platform with the Committee of the Regions and close collaboration with the JTIs to guide them in their synergies activities, based on the excellent work already undertaken by Clean Sky.
It needs to be underlined that due to the shared management mode of the ESI Funds, synergies will only fully deliver on their innovation and growth potential if Member States and regions take action.
The resolution underlines that the EFSI must be complementary and additional to the ESI Funds and other EU programmes. Complementarity between EFSI and other EU funds is a key part of the Commission’s commitment to ensure a better use of the EU budget across all policy areas. The combination of EFSI support and other sources of EU funding can cover different types of risk of a given project, and thereby attract more investors. Co-investment in EFSI projects can take place either at project level or at the level of an Investment Platform. Such Platforms can bundle funds from different sources together, and also make small or local investment opportunities financially attractive to new investor groups, such as pension funds. First examples of Platforms include a Fund set up in February 2015 to boost productive investment in France: other EFSI Platforms are in preparation. As regards the combination of ESI Funds with EFSI, the Commission has issued guidance on how ESI Funds can be combined with the EFSI to support additional investments. A first set of projects is being developed which shows how this combination works in practice. This will also support the objective mentioned in the Investment Plan to increase the use of financial instruments under the ESI Funds.
The EFSI guarantee is also used to top up InnovFin and COSME loan guarantee instruments, as well as the EU Programme for Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI). This will lead to an increase in the overall size of budgetary allocations for these instruments, allowing the European Investment Fund (EIF) to finance a significant extra volume of operations.
As Vice-President Katainen said in his statement on the Investment Plan at the plenary session on 8 June 2016, EFSI is triggering additional investments that otherwise would not have happened so quickly and on so large a scale. Such additionality is a fundamental feature of the EFSI guarantee. EIB projects receiving budgetary support through EFSI must be "additional" in the sense that they tackle a market failure or suboptimal investment situation and therefore would not have been financed in the same period by the EIB without EFSI support, or not to the same extent. The level of risk is an essential element: all operations approved by the EIB so far carry a risk corresponding to so-called EIB Special Activities. As a result, the EIB has been able to increase the volume of its portfolio of higher-risk Special Activities from around EUR 4 billion to more than EUR 20 billion per year.
With regard to the possible establishment of a "European Innovation Council", Commissioner Moedas presented to the ITRE Committee on 12 July 2016 a number of measures which could be implemented within the existing legal framework of Horizon 2020. These would aim to facilitate access for innovators and foster more breakthrough, market-creating innovation at European level. The Commission has taken an open and inclusive approach to this initiative, for example running a public Call for Ideas between February and April 2016, which drew more than 1000 responses
.

In terms of specific requests to the Commission, the resolution calls for the introduction of a monitoring system for synergies. The necessary mechanisms for such monitoring are being actively examined through a study and the proposed launch of dedicated surveys.

The resolution also calls for a Commission Communication on synergies. The Commission will carefully consider this request and notably the appropriate timing in the light of the collection of data on synergies mentioned above. However, it could be the opportunity to highlight some important messages related to smart specialisation, for example on the Thematic Smart Specialisation Platforms, the synergies potential of the JTIs, etc.

As regards the call of the resolution for SME innovation focus: the needs and potentials of SMEs in terms of innovation are a core issue of the design and implementation of ESI Funds and Horizon 2020, as well as to synergies between these.

Evaluations of SME-focussed programmes and initiatives are planned or underway, covering COSME, Horizon 2020's SME instrument and the SME aspects of EFSI (as part of an overall interim evaluation of Horizon 2020 and EFSI).

The resolution also calls for establishing a link between Horizon 2020 and ESI Funds in terms of auditing processes and for a clear, aligned and coordinated approach for the post-2020 period, with a special focus on administrative and auditing processes, proportionality and accountability. The Commission will carefully consider this request in view of the mid-term review of existing programmes and in the context of the preparations for the post 2020 period.
----------

� https://ec.europa.eu/research/eic/pdf/eic_call_for_ideas-overview.pdf#view=fit&pagemode=none
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