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Executive summary: Core messages

The European Association of Innovation Consultants (EAIC) welcomes the European
Commission’s proposal for the European Competitiveness Fund (ECF). EAIC recognises that
global competition in strategic technologies requires a more integrated European approach to
research, innovation and industrial deployment, while ECF constitutes an important step in the
right direction. EAIC wants to support the developments by providing observations and
suggestions for making the ECF the best possible; the following provides our key messages.

1. Increased flexibility and agility vs. ensuring predictability for the users

The proposed Regulation provides for enhanced flexibility in budget allocation and annual work
programme design to respond rapidly to evolving strategic priorities. Frequently and strongly
shifting funding priorities may however impact the willingness of industry and infrastructure owners
to commit resources. Recommendations:

e Setting clear budgetary limits for i) fixed themes, where the budget is ring-fenced for the
specific theme, and ii) flexible themes where the budget can be re-allocated

e Defining a process that includes transparency requirements for re-allocations.
2. Defining award criteria in Work Programme level vs. time to build high quality proposals?

The detailed award criteria are planned to be defined in Work programmes level. Consequently,
the applicants would have just 3 months from learning about the criteria to the first call deadlines,
while building high-quality proposals takes several months more. Furthermore, short preparation
periods may also create asymmetries in preparedness among applicants, as organisations with
prior insight into emerging priorities or ongoing policy discussions may be better positioned to
mobilise resources quickly than newcomers or smaller actors. Recommendations:

e Establishing core award criteria at regulation or delegated act level

e Publishing rolling multiannual (e.g. three-year) indicative call pipelines of the funding
SCOpE;

e Publishing draft WPs 6-12 months before deadlines, limiting changes to clearly justified
cases

e Maintaining stable core evaluation criteria across programming cycles.
3. Definition of deployment: Clarification for the share of grants in the Toolbox

The ECF toolbox combines grants, loans, equity and guarantees. On the other hand, the concept
of “deployment” is not clearly defined or linked with Technology Readiness Levels (TRL), hence it
is not clear if the projects will be eligible for grants. Recommendations:

e Providing explicit TRL guidance linked to each funding modality.
¢ Maintaining sufficient grant envelopes across policy windows.
4. Co-funding vs. SME participation

The definition of co-funding leaves space for different interpretations. While lower funding rates of
for-profit organisations are acceptable, the text leaves space for interpretation of potential
mandatory in-cash contributions from participants at proposal stage. This could
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disproportionately affect SMEs and innovative mid-caps, and limit accessibility and reducing
diversity of participation. Recommendations:

e Providing clear definitions in co-financing mechanisms and how they will be implemented
in participant level, avoiding compulsory in-cash participation requirements at proposal
stage.

5. Project advisory vs. ensuring complementarity with existing Ecosystems

The Regulation foresees a centralised access to a variety of project advisory services. This calls
for clarity to ensure complementarity with existing innovation support ecosystems and to avoid
unnecessary duplication with services provided by private sector. Recommendations:

e Defining clearly the scope of advisory activities (guidance vs project drafting);

e Fostering complementarity with existing innovation advisory ecosystems which expand
the resources for advising and supporting project building, and engage the stakeholders
in active building of innovation pipeline

6. Award procedures vs. ensuring expertise and neutrality

The Regulation foresees that funding award procedures can be run jointly with EU Member States,
EU institutions, international organisations or other third parties. Recommendations:

e Establishing strict conflict-of-interest safeguards;

e Ensuring independent expert evaluation;

e Publishing governance structures clarifying decision-making roles.
7. Applying single rulebook vs clear terminology

In the current MFF, vague definitions of some of the essential terminologies makes it difficult
especially for newcomers to build a competitive proposal. Establishing a single rule book in ECF
makes clear terminology increasingly important. Recommendations:

e Establishing a glossary of the key terminology e.g. in the annotated model grant
agreement.

8. Defined technical pathways vs. technology neutrality

Article 33 sets out multiple technological pathways but does not explicitly state that funding should
be guided by the principle of technology neutrality. This may lead to favouring predefined or
dominant technologies over emerging innovations or disruptive solutions. Recommendations:

e Confirming explicitly the principle of technology neutrality throughout ECF
e Ensuring an outcome-oriented approach to funding, based on demonstrable impacts
9. Governance: Interface Between FP10 and ECF and performance monitoring

The Regulation establishes a close operational link between FP10 and the ECF. However, clear
separation between excellence-driven research evaluation and deployment-oriented industrial
instruments is essential, while providing clear mechanisms for transferring from one support
modality to another. Moreover, ECF introduces a performance framework aligned with the post-
2027 MFF. Recommendations:

e Articulating clearly the governance roles and decision-making competences between
FP10 and ECF bodies;
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Establishing transparent transition pathways between FP10-funded projects and ECF
deployment instruments, providing a track from ideas to system level demonstrations

Defining explicit plan for publishing annually time-to-grant, time-to-payment and SME
participation metrics, and defining actions how to improve them.
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Introduction

The European Association of Innovation Consultants (EAIC) welcomes the European
Commission’s proposal for the European Competitiveness Fund (ECF).

The ECF represents a structural reform of the EU innovation funding architecture, integrating
multiple instruments under a unified framework with the objective of strengthening Europe’s
competitiveness, strategic autonomy and innovation capacity. EAIC recognises that global
competition in strategic technologies requires a more integrated European approach to research,
innovation and industrial deployment. The ECF constitutes an important step in that direction.

Since 2021, EAIC members have helped more than 550 Horizon Europe projects and more than
70 Innovation Fund projects to be selected. Drawing on the practical experience of EAIC members
in structuring and implementing EU-funded projects across sectors and Member States, this
paper provides observations and constructive recommendations aimed at ensuring that the ECF
achieves its intended objectives while remaining accessible and excellence-driven and
predictable.

Observations, concerns and recommendations

1. Increased flexibility and agility vs. ensuring predictability for the beneficiaries

Observation: The proposed Regulation intends to provide for enhanced flexibility in budget
allocation and annual work programme design to respond rapidly to evolving strategic priorities.

Concerns: While flexibility is necessary in a fast-changing geopolitical and technological
environment, insufficient predictability may undermine long-term investment planning. Industrial
projects, infrastructure investments and complex innovation consortia require long preparation
cycles. If funding priorities shift frequently or are communicated too late, the willingness of industry
and infrastructure owners to commit resources may decrease, increasing perceived risk and
limiting participation.

EAIC recommends:

e Establishing clear budgetary limits for fixed themes, where the budget is ring-fenced and
a time perspective is set for the specific theme, and flexible themes where the budget can
be re-allocated.

e Defining a process that includes transparency requirements for re-allocations.
2. Defining award criteria in Work Programme level vs. time to build high quality proposals?

Observation: The detailed award criteria will not be defined in the legal frame, but only at Work
programmes level, e.g. (50): “...the work programmes and the call documents will set out more
technical implementation details for the budget across the set of policies supported by the ECF,
including specific eligibility and award criteria”

Concerns: The preparation of high-quality, competitive proposals - particularly in industrial or
cross-border contexts - often requires 5-10 months of preparation. Defining award criteria
exclusively at work programme level, potentially on an annual basis would be problematic for
applicants, as it would leave just 3 months from learning about the criteria to the first call
deadlines. Furthermore, short preparation periods may also create asymmetries in preparedness
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among applicants, as organisations with prior insight into emerging priorities or ongoing policy
discussions may be better positioned to mobilise resources quickly than newcomers or smaller
actors This would carry a risk that the grants would not be awarded to the best and genuinely
most impactful proposals.

EAIC recommends:
e Establishing core award criteria at regulation or delegated act level
e Maintaining stable core evaluation criteria across programming cycles
e Publishing rolling multiannual (e.g. three-year) indicative call pipelines

e (Guaranteeing adequate preparation time between work programme publication and
deadlines by publishing of draft calls in minimum 6 months in advance, while limiting
substantial annual changes to clearly justified cases

e Providing mechanisms for meaningful involvement of Member States and Associated
Countries in shaping the scope of Work Programmes.

3. Definition of deployment: Clarification for the share of grants in the Toolbox

Observation: The ECF toolbox combines grants, loans, equity and guarantees. On the other hand,
the concept of “deployment” is central to the ECF architecture but is not operationally defined in
detail in the Regulation.

Concerns: Without a clear definition of deployment that is linked with Technology Readiness Levels
(TRL), it is not clear when the projects will be eligible for grants. If the deployment were interpreted
narrowly as post-TRL7 industrial roll-out, this could significantly reduce the interest in
participation; loans and equity would neither be relevant for large corporations nor for research
organisations. Hence, a disproportionate shift towards financial instruments could reduce
accessibility for high-risk innovation and collaborative industrial projects. It could also cut out all
grant-based projects which deliver industry relevant system level demonstrations, which are of
crucial importance for industry driven, high potential and high-risk innovations. The ECF should
ensure a seamless innovation pathway from collaborative R&l to industrial scale-up, avoiding
fragmentation between research excellence and deployment instruments.

EAIC recommends:
e Providing explicit TRL guidance linked to each funding modality.

e Maintain sufficient grant envelopes across policy windows and ensure transparent annual
reporting of grant allocations per funding instrument.

e Ensuring continued availability of grants for high-risk industrial demonstration and first-of-
a-kind projects.

e Considering similar approach as already suggested for defence for enabling grants for
also other industrial sectors

4. Co-funding vs. SME participation
Observation: The definition of co-funding leaves space for different interpretations.

Concerns: If the co-funding would be managed by lower funding rates, for-profit organisations
would only participate if the project plan were aligned with their RDI strategy, which assures that
the industrial deployment plans would be built in. However, the text leaves space for interpretation
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that there could be mandatory in-cash contributions at participant level even before the actual
project. This could disproportionately affect SMEs and innovative mid-caps, and limit accessibility
and reducing diversity of participation.

EAIC recommends:

e Providing clear definitions in co-financing mechanisms and how they will be implemented
in participant level

¢ Avoiding compulsory in-cash participation requirements at proposal stage
5. Project advisory vs. ensuring complementarity with existing Ecosystems

Observation: The Regulation foresees a centralised access to a variety of project advisory
services concluded with advisory partners and services providers, e.g. Article 6 40 says “..will
provide project advisory support throughout the investment cycle to foster the origination and
development of projects...”

Concerns: The establishment of project advisory calls for clarity to ensure complementarity with
existing innovation support ecosystems, considering also the private sector as a valuable partner,
expanding the public sector’s limited capacities in advising and supporting the building of good
proposals for EC to assess and fund.

Already today, private sector engages the participants in generating of the innovation pipeline
themselves, not leaving the cost and efforts to the taxpayers. It is also good to remember that
according to HEU Grant Agreement rules, proposal building related costs can't be covered by
project for grants; only costs that occur after the signing of the Grant Agreement are eligible.
Hence, innovation pipeline building is currently based on a participant’s own contributions.

EAIC recommends:
e Clearly defining the scope of advisory services (guidance vs project drafting)
e Ensuring transparent procurement and selection of advisory partners
e Fostering complementarity with existing innovation advisory ecosystems.

6. Award procedures: Ensuring expertise and neutrality

Observation: The Regulation describes that funding award procedures can be run jointly with
other partners such as EU Member States, EU institutions, international organisations or other
third parties. E.g. Article 6 says “...Award procedures under the ECF may be jointly conducted
under direct or indirect management with Member States, Union institutions, their departments,
bodies and agencies, third countries international organisations, international financial institutions,
or other third parties”

Concerns: Joint award procedures and delegation of implementation to partners require clear
safeguards to ensure neutrality, expertise and consistency in evaluation standards.

EAIC recommends:
e Establishing strict instructions and processes for conflict-of-interest safeguards
e Ensuring independent expert evaluation

e Publishing governance structures clarifying decision-making roles for the sake of
transparency, clarifying who is providing expertise, on what and on what basis.

e Making sure it is expert driven governance.
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7. Applying single rulebook including clear terminology

Observation: In the current MFF, some of the funding terminology is defined in the call templates
and annotated model grant agreement, and e.g. the NCPs have published their guidelines.
However, some of the essential terminologies are still defined so vaguely that it can be difficult for
newcomers to build a competitive proposal. Ambiguity in terminology and instructions, different
templates and criteria across different funding instruments, and limited operational guidance on
qualitative criteria such as Impact or Exploitation make the proposal process inefficient. This leads
to a lot of unnecessary work both in building and evaluating unsuccessful proposals. More clear
definitions would assure that genuinely best proposals will get granted.

Concerns: While harmonization of the processes in the ECF and establishing a single rule book is
very welcome, it makes the establishing of very clear definitions even more important, as it aims
to replace several currently available instruments.

A coherent approach and indispensable legal certainty to these cross-cutting elements would
reduce ambiguity, lower administrative burden, and create more consistent expectations for
applicants. Simplification should not lead to over-standardisation, though: a one-size-fits-all
template could carry a risk of overlooking the diversity of projects and reduce proposal quality,
ultimately hindering fair assessment.

EAIC recommends:

e Harmonisation of transversal concepts across funding templates would require clear
definitions of the terminology —such as interdisciplinarity, Data Management Plans,
Intellectual Property strategies, and Exploitation strategies.

e Establishing a common glossary of transversal terms, could support both applicants and
evaluators while preserving diversity across funding contexts.

8. Defined technical pathways vs. technology neutrality

Observation: Article 33 of the European Competitiveness Fund (ECF) sets out an extensive and
highly detailed catalogue of eligible actions supporting clean transition and industrial
decarbonisation. The provision covers a wide range of sectors and intervention areas and
supporting policy actions. However, the article does not explicitly state that funding should be
guided by the principle of technology neutrality or by the achievement of environmental outcomes
- irrespective of the technological means employed.

Concerns: The absence of an explicit reference to technology neutrality may lead to restrictive
interpretations at implementation level, potentially favouring predefined or dominant technological
approaches over alternative or emerging solutions capable of delivering comparable
environmental benefits. Such an approach could limit flexibility in project design, reduce
cost-effectiveness, and slow innovation. It may also disadvantage certain industries, SMEs and
emerging innovation ecosystems whose solutions do not neatly fit within narrowly interpreted
technological categories, despite their potential to deliver measurable impact. At worst, these
risks may be further exacerbated for projects implemented in Member States.

EAIC recommends:

e Explicitly confirming the principle of technology neutrality throughout ECF, making clear
that support should be primarily guided by outcomes rather than by predefined
technological solutions
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e Ensuring an outcome-oriented approach to funding, based on their demonstrable
contribution, regardless of the technological pathway employed

¢ Allowing the key objectives to be achieved through a diversified portfolio of technologies,
including alternative, hybrid and emerging solutions, provided they deliver equivalent or
superior effects.

9. Governance: Interface Between FP10 and ECF and performance monitoring

Observation: The Regulation intends to establish a close operational link between FP10 and the
ECF, including integrated work programmes and coordinated strategic steering. Moreover, the
ECF introduces a performance framework aligned with the post-2027 MFF.

Concern: While alignment between research and deployment is welcome, insufficient clarity
regarding governance roles and decision-making competences may create uncertainty for
beneficiaries and innovation ecosystems. Clear separation between excellence-driven research
evaluation and deployment-oriented industrial instruments, while providing clear mechanisms for
transferring from one modality to another, is essential to preserve system coherence. In addition,
transparent reporting will be essential to assess instrument balance, SME participation,
geographical distribution and time-to-grant efficiency, to assure agile performance and SME’s
contribution in European innovation.

EAIC recommends:

e Articulating clearly governance roles and decision-making competences between FP10
and ECF bodies;

e Establishing transparent transition pathways between FP10-funded projects and ECF
deployment instruments, providing track from early ideas to system level demonstrations
in relevant environments

e Defining explicit plan for publishing annually time-to-grant, time-to-payment and SME
participation metrics, and defining actions how to improve them.

Call for discussion

The European Competitiveness Fund has the potential to strengthen Europe’s innovation and
industrial base significantly. EAIC supports the overall ambition of the proposal and recognises its
potential for improved coherence and impact. To ensure effective implementation, EAIC calls for
enhanced predictability, operational clarity, balanced instrument design and transparent
governance. EAIC stands ready to engage constructively with EU institutions and stakeholders in
improving the proposed ECF framework. The success of the ECF will ultimately depend not only
on its scale, but on the clarity, stability and accessibility of its implementation framework.
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About EAIC

The European Association of Innovation Consultants (EAIC) brings together active innovation
consultants in the field of European research and innovation projects. The association aims to facilitate
the exchange and promotion of best practices, as well as to uphold professional skills and expertise in
European RDI funding. To date, the group has assembled more than 50 members who are active
throughout Europe.

Contact

EAIC - European Association of Innovation Consultants
Square de Meeds, 35, 1000 Brussels, Belgium

info@eaic.eu www.eaic.eu
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