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POLICY CONTEXT
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LEGAL BASIS ->
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In billion EUR

ESIF Basics: 11 Thematic objectives
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Horizon 2020

Marie Skłodowska-Curie KICs

PPPs

ESFRI

Business Advisory 

services

KETs

prizes

SME instrument

Combining Horizon 2020 & ESIF
through funding of successive / parallel / alternative / particular projects

SME 

Pilot lines

Financial 

instruments

ESI Funds

R&I Infrastructures and 

Equipment

Skills 

Excellent R&I

Demonstration
Pilots

procurement

Grant 
agreements

Research & Development Innovation MarketCapacity Building
National/Regional R&I systems
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 Respect the key budgetary principles

Combining H2020 and ESIF money in the same project is 
allowed by derogation from the non-cumulative principle 
of Art. 129 Fin. Regulation (Art 65(11) CPR & 37 H2020 
RfP

BUT 

NO double funding: two Union grants (e.g. Horizon 2020 and 
ESIF) may not cover the same cost item

NO substituting of co-funding principle 
Example: in a 70% funded H2020 Innovation Action, the 30% 
must not come from ESIF but entirely from the partner in 
question. 

Project ≠ grant agreement!
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THE SEAL OF EXCELLENCE
Key Features

Excellent proposals receive 
the SEAL OF EXCELLENCE 

certificate

Certificate by the Commission

awarded to 

Pilot using the SME Instrument

 Close to intervention logic of ESIF 
authorities:

 Single company
 Small scale R&I actions
 Close to market

Funding threshold due to H2020 
budget availability

Quality threshold:

Meriting 
funding

Rejected: not 
ready for funding

Funded

Regions/MS taking-up 'seal of 
excellence' proposals:

 Benefit from pre-screening by H2020
 Make the most of a unique, high quality 
evaluation process
 Better use the resources
 Invest on high local impact proposals

Horizon 2020 evaluation:
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XXXX

XXXXXXXXXX   TITLE XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX

XXXXXXXXXXXXX   TOPIC XXXXXXXXXXX

Xx  Legal name xx

Xx Legal address xx 

The SEAL OF EXCELLENCE:

 Awarded to ALL qualifying
SME instrument 
PROPOSALS

 Downloadable only by the 
SME/s from 'My area' in 
Participants Portal

 Informs 

 Builds reputation

 Explains

 Shows Political
committment

 Fraud-proof

 Accompanying letter

FEATURES OF THE 
CERTIFICATE
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The SME INSTRUMENT AND THE SEAL:
Who  - When

EU Grant of 
€ 50,000 
(lump sum)

EU Grant of 
€ 500,000 to 2.5 
million (indicative 
amount) 

• No grant, but… 
• Training upport
• Market and Investment 

Readiness support
• Promotion / networking with 

financiers & clients
• … and more indirect support!

Source: 
RTD B3
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SME instrument & 
the value of the Seal

Almost 21.000 proposals submitted

Almost 1.600 proposals funded  

More than 2600 proposals are POSITIVELY 

EVALUATED BUT NOT FUNDED

(Between 45% and 83% out of all 

proposals above threshold) 

These have by now all received the seal of 

excellence
9

Very Competitive:

Many deserving, few funded:

Highly popular:

75%

25%

Proposals submitted

Phase 1:

16,423

 Phase 2:
5,331



Research and
Innovation

10

Phase 1

Phase 2
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• Key role for national and regional authorities as they plan future 
investments on research and innovation, including from the ESIF

• PRIVATE INVESTORS (Venture capital, Business Angels, Banks, 
Foundations, InvestmentPlatforms –eg: investHorizon…)

• Research/innovation stakeholders (public/ private) including 
SMEs): they should be better informed about the said investment plans 
and operational measures

• European Commission services (RTD+REGIO) + COMP +...

• Facilitators in the process: EURADA, ERRIN, NCPs, EEN, Industry 
associations

- help us to send right message to right actors

 - involve relevant stakeholders in your activities

 - give us feedback on bottlenecks/ good practices

Making SoE & synergies happen: 
the key players
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SMEs usually welcome the seal, understand its value and were asking for it.
Expectations have to be managed!

KEY MESSAGES TO SMEs :

 > A great opportunity, but process just starting: be patient!

 > No guarantee of 'automatic' alternative funding and/or to the funding 
intensity of H2020 / No to be used for DOUBLE FUNDING

 > Search pro-actively: only you (SMEs) receive the seal and can use it….

 > …if you wish so (no obligation!)

 > Make available to the funder ALL documents at your disposal (Full Proposal, 
Evaluation Summary Report,...)

 > DIVERSIFY your search for funding, in terms of sources (public (ESIF or own 
resources) / private) and type (grants / financial instruments) 

12
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 Managing Authorities,  nat/reg agencies, private foundations, banks, VCs, 
bus.angels can all be interested to support the seal proposals

KEY MESSAGES TO FUNDING BODIES:

 > SoE are excellent projects, not left-overs from Horizon 2020

 > Great opportunity to exploit H2020 first-class evaluation system 

 > ESIF can be used, just foresee it in the Selection Criteria!

 > Support can be provided in full compliance with State Aid rules

 > Keep the process as simple as possible: no need to re-evaluate the content

 > Different support can be provided: grants/loans/guarantee/… general support

 > 'Seal'- under-performing MSs: consider the learning curve and incentive effect!

 > You are not alone: join the COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE! 
13
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COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE: 

FEATURES

THE COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE (CoP):

 Purpose: Exchange of know-how on the best ways to implement the 
'seal of excellence' approach through ESIF 

 Creation: by the Commission since July 2015 following the 
presentation of the 'seal' concept at EGESIF meeting 

 Membership: on voluntary basis, restricted to National or Regional 
authorities that have a funding power and other Funding 
Agencies for Innovating SMEs (including private banks and 
investors) committing to set up 'seal-friendly' schemes

 Working Methods: Regular meetings + IT platform SINAPSE

FOR JOINING :  RTD-SEAL-OF -EXCELLENCE@ec.europa.eu

14
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mailto:RTD-SEAL-OF-EXCELLENCE@ec.europa.eu
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Since its launch in October 2015: 

 - 3 meetings (Oct15, Jan16, May16): ~40 organisations 

 - 4th CoP foreseen 10/10/2016 in Brussels

> Membership in May: 147 members from 25 MSs+Norway and Serbia

> Members
 > Only at national level (MSs): 

 CY; DK; EE; EL; FI; HR, HU, IE, LT; LV; NL, PL; RO; SE; SI; SK 

> Both Nat and regional level: AT (Carintia, Lower Austria); BE (Flanders); CZ (South 
Moravia); DE (NRWestphalia, Berlin, Sachsen-Anhalt, NiederSachsen); ES (Aragon, 
Asturia, Galicia, Cantabria, Andalucia, Catalonia); FR (Centre, Alsace; Loire; Basse 
Normandie, Bretagne); IT (Puglia, Umbira, Piemonte, Trentino, Abruzzo, Emilia Romagna, 
Calabria, Lazio, Sicilia, Trentino); PT (Azore); UK (Scotland, Northern Ireland - Wales)

> From HORIZON 2020 Associated Countries (NO, RS)

> PRIVATE FOUNDATIONS (IT) ; Funding agencies 15

COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE: 

FIGURES
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SEAL OF EXCELLENCE INITIATIVE: 
FIRST ACHIEVEMENTS (1/2)

 RAISED INTEREST and RECIPROCAL KNOWLEDGE

by WORKING ON A CONCRETE INITIATIVE!

 CONCRETE ISSUES -> CONCRETE SOLUTIONS:

 CALL DESIGN -> Clarity and simplification (DG REGIO)

 INFORMATION GAP -> Aggregated data per region on request

 STATE AID *   -> Discussion channel with DG COMP opened

* NB: IT IS POSSIBLE to fund Seal of excellence proposals through ESIF 

and in compliance with State Aid Rules (see art 25 of GBER)! 

Commission services are working now to simplify the process



Research and
Innovation

17

CURRENT 'seal'-friendly actions: 

 Support service package/coaching for 'seal proposals'

(ongoing: IE, Spain, France, Lombardy, CZ Republic, Tekes-
Finland , Norway, Catalonia; planned: Asturias, Scotland)

 Targeted calls for 'seal proposals' Phase 1

(already available: Spain, Vinnova-Sweden, Norway, Finland, 
South Moravia, Lombardy; later: Asturias, Belgium, Czech
Republic, Cyprus, Scotland, Serbia)

 Calls to support Phase 2 (grant/financial instruments)

 ITALY MISE OP Competitiveness – July 2016

(+ later Lombardy, Trento, Czech, Cyprus, Finland)

 -> up to now 170 SoE funded… more in the pipeline

SEAL OF EXCELLENCE INITIATIVE: 
FIRST ACHIEVEMENTS (2/2)
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SEAL OF EXCELLENCE INITIATIVE: 
Schemes Examples (2/2)

SPAIN 

Since 2015, Spanish companies that have scored 12 or more on the SME instrument phase 1 

can bid in the call, “Horizonte PYME”, issued by the Spanish Ministry of Economy and 

Competitiveness with the Spanish Innovation Agency.  

The grants allow the SMEs to conduct the full SME instrument phase 1 based on the de 

minimis regime. SMEs have the possibility to request the help of a business coach. The call had 

a budget of 8.6 M€.  Since its opening, the call has attracted a very positive response from the 

SME community. More than 220 SMEs presented the proposal in the two weeks following the 

call opening in July 2015.  Out of those 220 SMEs, 135 SMEs were selected for funding.  By the 

end of 2015, all the SME’s selected received their pre-financing 

FROM THE WEBSITE : 
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SEAL OF EXCELLENCE INITIATIVE: 
Reactions (2/2)

TWITTER: #Sealofexcellence
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• CONTINUE STRONG COMMUNICATION CAMPAIGN

• SUPPORT AND PROMOTION: of 'seal-friendly' actions on web 

• MONITORING PROGRESS: maximising feedback from SMEs & MAs

• EXPAND TO OTHER ACTIONS ?

• Widening (TEAMING, ERA CHAIR),  

• Marie Sklodowska Curie 

• ERC proof of concept

20

NEXT STEPS
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SEAL OF EXCELLENCE
WEBSITE
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'SealS' distributION over time

Total 

submitted

Above 

threshold

% of 

submitted Funded

Funded as 

%of above 

threshold

Above 

threshold 

not funded

above 

threshold -

not funded 

%above 

threshold 

Success 

rate

Phase 1 18/06/2014 2662 317 12% 155 49% 162 51% 6%

Phase 1 24/09/2014 1944 237 12% 178 75% 59 25% 9%

Phase 1 17/12/2014 2363 320 14% 259 81% 61 19% 11%

Phase 1 18/03/2015 1569 251 16% 149 59% 102 41% 9%

Phase 1 17/06/2015 2030 342 17% 128 37% 214 63% 6%

Phase 1 17/09/2015 1861 336 18% 122 36% 214 64% 7%

Phase 1 25/11/2015 2035 316 16% 175 55% 141 45% 9%

Phase 2 24/02/2016 1959 330 17% 174 53% 156 47% 9%

Overall Phase 1       16.423         2.449 15%           1.340 55% 1109 45% 8%

Phase 2 9/10/2014 580 132 23% 60 45% 72 55% 10%

Phase 2 17/12/2014 629 180 29% 74 41% 106 59% 12%

Phase 2 18/03/2015 614 230 37% 37 16% 193 84% 6%

Phase 2 17/06/2015 961 357 37% 44 12% 313 88% 5%

Phase 2 17/09/2015 946 373 39% 33 9% 340 91% 3%

Phase 2 25/11/2015          1.068            425 40%                30 7% 395 93% 3%

Phase 2 3/02/2016 533 208 39% 47 23% 161 77% 9%

Overall Phase 2         5.331         1.905 36% 325 17%          1.580 83% 6%

Total        21.754         4.354 29% 1665 38%          2.689 62% 8%

• Until today: more than 2600 'seal of excellence' certificates awarded
• Of which 1283 retroactive (delivered on 02/02/2016)
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Links and documents

 GET INFO ON SYNERGIES and SEAL OF EXCELLENCE: 
http://ec.europa.eu/research/regions/

 ASK QUESTIONS, GIVE FEEDBACK: RTD-seal-of-excellence@ec.europa.eu

 Guide for authorities on synergies between ESIF and Horizon2020 and
other EU programmes:

• http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/portal/desktop/en/opportunities/

• other/index.html

 Horizon 2020 regulations & rules for participation, 
http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/portal/desktop/en/funding/reference_d
ocs.html

 Evaluation procedure of the SME Instrument

• http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/portal/desktop/en/funding/

• sme_participation.html 23

http://ec.europa.eu/research/regions/
mailto:RTD-seal-of-excellence@ec.europa.eu
http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/portal/desktop/en/funding/reference_docs.html
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Thank you for your attention!

Adeline.Kroll@ec.europa.eu

RTD-seal-of-excellence@ec.europa.eu

DG Research & Innovation
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