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INNOVATING TO IMPROVE 
EUROPE'S COMPETITIVENESS 
ON THE GLOBAL STAGE

1. Strengthen industrial participation

2. Strengthen and coordinate synergies between innovation 
programs managed by different administrations

3. Ensure the real impact of R&D projects by promoting the 
participation of experts in horizontal activities

4. Improve implementation in other instruments
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Zabala Innovation is a key and dynamic organization 
within the innovation ecosystem, with offices in Spain, 
Belgium, France, Portugal and UK. Zabala Innovation has 
a strong expertise in innovation strategies, actively 
promoting collaboration between the public and private 
sectors. It is currently the sixth largest recipient of 
Horizon Europe funds in Spain, which reinforces our 
experience in the European Commission's research and 
development programs. On the other hand, it has a staff 
of 500 people, 90% with higher degrees, and of these, 
10% with PhDs.

With an extensive commitment and experience dating 
back to the European Union's First Framework 
Programme for Research and Development (1983-1987), 
Zabala Innovation wants to contribute effectively to the 
essential recommendations to the European Commission, 
the Council and the European Parliament for the next 
FP10 Framework Programme, based on the lessons 
learned from our participation in the current Horizon 
Europe. Our objective is that the next Framework 
Program, FP10, is up to the challenges that the European 
Union must face, with a budget that ensures its 
fulfilment. We therefore believe that the estimated 
budget for FP10 should reach at least 200 billion euros.

In addition, we provide the following proposals that 
would improve the structure, implementation and real 
arrival to the market of the projects.
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We consider the Innovation programs a key tool to boost industrial policy and 
competitiveness in Europe, and therefore strategic autonomy. 

The three-pillar structure proposed in Horizon Europe is valid and coherent 
for the implementation of the program's objectives. Within the pillars, it is 
essential to strengthen Pillar II and its clusters, where industrial 
participation has a place. This pillar should account for at least 60% of the 
overall budget of the next FP10. To strengthen industrial participation in the 
program we recommend:

1. Strengthen industrial participation

Implement tools for bottom-up 
projects throughout the FP10 program, 
not only in some Pillar I or EIC 
programs. It is key that highly 
innovative projects with high market 
potential have sufficient flexibility in 
receiving funding to expand their 
opportunities in the European research 
and innovation landscape.

Reinforce the Pillar II budget 
dedicated to boosting European 
industry by supporting research and 
innovation. According to the strategic 
evaluation of Horizon Europe, €13,345 
million has been invested, yet an 
additional €22,906 million would be 
required to support all the high-quality 
projects that were not funded during the 
2021-2022 period in the clusters of this 
pillar. 

Strengthening the participation of 
SMEs. The role of SMEs is key for the 
competitiveness and industrialization of 
Europe. The EIC Accelerator has three 
very positive aspects, since it focuses 
exclusively on SMEs, with individual 
projects and an open theme (although 
we also consider that its 
implementation can be improved. See 
point 4.1). However, it is aimed only at a 
very specific type of SMEs ("unicorns") 
and includes financial requirements 
that limit participation (equity and 
bankability). A new instrument is 
proposed for projects based on 
excellence, close to the market, small 
consortia, short periods and led by 
innovative SMEs. 

Define a new instrument that allows 
the validation of the first use cases 
(first of its kind), where investment 
expenditures are eligible and therefore 
support the increase of industry 
participation, narrowing the gap 
between R&D and implementation in all 
sectors (there are successful cases such 
as the Innovation Fund - pilots, or the 
LIFE environmental projects). 
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There are a large number of innovation support programs, managed by regional, national 
and European administrations. There is a desire for cooperation and synergies between 
programs that in practice has not been implemented. We believe that there is a need for 
defined communicating vessels between programs that allow the same project to be 
financed from the beginning by different programs/institutions, with different tools and 
support models, throughout the implementation of its phases. A simple option would be to 
indicate in the calls for proposals explicitly to which type of programs funded projects can 
be submitted after successful completion to move up further TRL. This should allow the 
design of a financial plan for a complete project as it progresses through the different 
stages.

2. Strengthen and coordinate synergies 
between innovation programs managed by 
different administrations

The impact of a project goes beyond 
technical success. Dissemination, social 
acceptance, exploitation of results, 
communication and management are 
specialised and high-value tasks, essential 
to ensure that project results reach the 
market and society. It is essential to count 
on the participation of experts in key 
actions to ensure the future impact and 
exploitation of project results. These 
experts are performing support activities 
for the project and therefore we 
understand that these actions should 
always be financed 100% if the entity that 
performs them is a partner. Or they could 
be subcontracted always following the 
subcontracting rules.

We refer to activities such as:

• Communication, dissemination,
and exploitation of the project since 
its launch.

• Implementation actions to ensure 
social acceptance of the results, 
applying the Societal Readiness 
Level (SRL) indicator as a 
measurement tool.

• Comprehensive project 
management, which is a key factor in 
ensuring effective implementation 
and impact. 

3. Ensure the real impact of R&D projects by 
promoting the participation of experts in 
horizontal activities

10th Framework Programme



4.1  EIC Accelerator
The percentages of funded projects are very 
low because, due to the lack of clarity of the 
program, proposals are submitted that do 
not fit well with the object of the call (with 
a funding rate of 8% compared to the 15% 
rate in Horizon Europe). 

The submission and evaluation process are
complex and lengthy, without clear 
evaluation criteria, which is reflected in 
totally different evaluation results for the 
same project; and without consensus in the 
evaluations. A simpler model with a three-
phase support with the following scheme 
would facilitate participation and 
evaluation:

4. Improve implementation in other 
instruments

A
0.5M€ grant to develop 
project ideas.

2M€ grant for scaling up.

B

Investment needed if phases 
A and B are successfully 
completed.

C

Below, we propose points for improvement in the implementation of some of the 
instruments of the Horizon Europe program. We have analysed those in which the 
implementation process has generated difficulties in some of its phases.
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4.2  Missions
The vision of missions as a tool to 
support/solve major societal challenges, 
through the collaboration of all stakeholders 
and different funding bodies is very positive 
and innovative. However: 

• It has not been possible to integrate funds 
from different sources; funding comes 
practically 100% from Horizon Europe; 
they are very large projects and therefore 
difficult to manage; and with reduced 
business participation. To achieve the 
desired impact, a "cluster" approach as 
initially designed would be necessary. 
Small projects that are integrated into 
more global solutions and that in the final 
phases are supported by regional/national 
funds. We propose a review of the impact 
and implementation process prior to 
ensuring continuity and dedicating more 
budget. 

• Its current structure as a Missions work 
program makes it difficult for applicants 
to pursue their opportunities. To avoid 
this, we propose to integrate them within 
the Pillar II clusters. 

| © Zabala Innovation 7
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4.3  Partnerships
There are three types of partnerships and our 
assessment of each is different.

• Co-programmed partnerships (such 
as Batteries, Build4people, Made in 
Europe) promote an area of work, 
through the direct involvement of the 
actors in that area (public and private) 
who define the roadmap and a budget is 
set aside for the implementation of that 
roadmap. Its structure and functioning 
seem adequate to us because its 
implementation is open, transparent in 
its evaluation based on excellence, with 
clear and common rules to those of 
Horizon Europe. We propose its 
continuity.

• Institutional partnerships (such as 
CBE, EURAIL, Clean Hydrogen) have a 
similar objective to that of co-
programmed ones, to promote an area 
of work and a strong involvement of the 
participating industry. We believe that 
there are two barriers that limit 
participation:

An initial positioning requirement of 
the entities that may participate 
(access barriers), which we believe 
should be eliminated since 
positioning should never be more 
relevant than the excellence of the 
proposal.

Conditions of participation differ in 
each institutional partnership, with co-
financing from national public funds in 
some of them. This point generates 
differences between countries, 
uncertainties in national budgets and 
complexity in the processes 
(management with the national 
agency). 
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4.3  Partnerships

• Co-funded partnerships (former ERA-
NETS) promote R&D&I cooperation 
between regions/countries. This is a very 
powerful instrument for the promotion of 
sectors at regional/national level. 
However, in our opinion, it is absolutely 
underutilized for two fundamental reasons 
linked to the decentralized management of 
funds:

Each country/region has its own funds 
and its own rules (different grants, 
different deadlines, different consortium 
requirements, etc.) which makes it 
difficult to implement projects, and to 
apply for them, since each region has 
different conditions. 

The rules of the game are not clear as to 
whether the Member States will invest or 
not, and if they do invest, whether they 
will have sufficient budgets for all the 
projects that pass the European 
evaluation and go to the national agency. 
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4.4  European Institute of Innovation and 
Technology

From our point of view, the Knowledge and Innovation 
Communities of the EIT (KIC-EIT) have different levels of 
maturity in their implementation and funding. They offer diverse 
services focused on creating startups, designing training programs 
and managing small funding programs. Services that in many cases 
are not aligned with the mission of the European R&D&I support 
framework program or are already included in other programs/sub-
programs. On the other hand, their funding models are evolving 
towards sustainability, but in some cases putting industrial 
participation at risk. 

We propose:

• Provide greater clarity and homogeneity to its services.
• Review support from the FP10, eliminating duplication or 

preferential participation.
• Adjust financial models, balancing the search for sustainability 

and industrial participation in them. 
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