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Executive summary 

 
The deliverable D7.5 provides an analysis of the EU Innovation Fund (IF) process, focusing on 

its practical functioning and its impact on the market uptake of innovative renewable energy 

technologies. Drawing upon the collective expertise and experience of the REALIZE 

consortium, the report examines both the application process and the outcomes delivered by 

the IF, such as increased maturity, bankability, and scalability of projects.  

In terms of methodology, the analysis combines primary evidence from stakeholder 

engagement (including surveys, interviews, and event insights) with structured desk research 

and internal project data. This approach enables a comprehensive understanding of the 

evolving IF rules, call design, and related instruments while integrating stakeholder feedback 

and publicly available guidance.  

The report also highlights key findings on practical bottlenecks and enablers of the IF, reflecting 

the real-world needs and constraints faced by project promoters. It also provides 

recommendations for improving the effectiveness of the IF in supporting the deployment and 

scale-up of innovative renewable technologies across Europe. 
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1.  Introduction 
Deliverable D7.5 documents how the EU Innovation Fund (IF) application process works in 

practice and what it delivers for the market uptake of innovative renewable technologies, 

drawing on the experience of projects supported through REALIZE. The scope of the 

deliverable combines: 

• a process view (how promoters navigate eligibility, documentation, evaluation and 

feedback);  

• a results view (what the IF enables in terms of maturity, bankability, and scale-up).  

The analysis focuses on technologies mobilised by REALIZE across advanced PV, 

concentrating solar power, solar heating and cooling, offshore wind, ocean (tidal) energy, and 

advanced biofuels, covering both deployment projects and manufacturing of critical 

components, across small-, medium- and large-scale call categories, including Pilot projects, 

with particular attention to the needs and constraints of the project promoters supported by the 

consortium. 

Methodology 

This deliverable is based on a mixed-methods approach combining primary evidence from 

stakeholder engagement with structured desk research and internal project data. Primary 

sources include surveys and semi-structured interviews with project promoters and selected 

financing actors, as well as insights from events and bilateral exchanges. Desk research was 

used to track the evolution of IF rules, call design and adjacent instruments, and to integrate 

stakeholder feedback with publicly available programme guidance. In addition, the deliverable 

draws on REALIZE WP3-WP6 outputs and monitoring, notably due diligence findings on 

technical, financial and operational maturity, proposal preparation experience, and cross-

cutting lessons learnt from successive calls. REALIZE’s internal evidence was also 

complemented with targeted outreach to non‑consortium developers. SolarPower Europe 

conducted bilateral, semi‑structured interviews with selected member companies, prioritising 

firms that had either applied to the Innovation Fund or secured an award. These exchanges 

focused on practical bottlenecks and enablers across the application lifecycle. 

Key limitations may include:  

• self-selected sample (projects engaging actively with support tend to provide richer 

feedback);  

• confidentiality constraints that can reduce the level of detail that promoters and 

financiers are willing to share;  

• policy and implementation changes during 2024-2026 that may affect the comparability 

of experiences across call years. 
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• While not a limitation, it should also be kept in mind that RES are only a minor part of 

Innovation Fund projects, accounting for 9% of proposals funded, according to CINEA. 
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2. Overview of the Innovation Fund 

Framework 
The IF is designed to accelerate the commercial demonstration and early deployment of 

innovative low-carbon solutions, using EU Emission Trading System (ETS) revenues to de-risk 

projects that can deliver substantial greenhouse gas (GHG) reductions and support Europe’s 

climate-neutrality pathway. Its eligible scope includes energy-intensive industries (including 

substitute products), innovative renewable energy generation, energy storage, hydrogen, EV 

batteries and and carbon capture, use and storage, with a strong emphasis on first-of-a-kind 

and scalable solutions that can move from demonstration to wider market replication. 

Manufacturing of components for renewables and energy storage are also included. Since the 

first calls launched in 2020, the IF has evolved from a structure centred on large-scale and 

small-scale calls to a more diversified architecture with additional topic baskets and a clearer 

segmentation by scale, including medium-scale opportunities in recent call cycles. Since 2023, 

“Pilot” projects are also included (initially called “Mid-size pilots”) dedicated to lower-maturity 

solutions, with relaxed criteria for cost-efficiency in recognition of their nature as well as a 

higher weighting for Degree of Innovation. This evolution also reflects the post-2022 energy 

security context, with REPowerEU-related priorities reinforcing support for industrial 

decarbonisation, clean technology manufacturing and faster scale-up. In parallel, the IF 

introduced competitive bidding mechanisms for selected areas (e.g. renewable hydrogen 

under the European Hydrogen Bank) where projects compete on a price premium per unit of 

output, and selection is driven by bid ranking after eligibility and maturity checks. 

IF selection and evaluation criteria 

Across IF regular grant calls, proposals are assessed against a consistent set of award criteria 

intended to maximise climate impact while selecting projects thatcan realistically (as assessed 

by the evaluators) reach implementation and scale. The assessment typically covers:  

• GHG emission avoidance, quantified over a defined time horizon using programme 

methodologies;  

• degree of innovation, i.e. the extent to which the project goes beyond incremental 

improvements and advances the state of the art;  

• maturity/viability, capturing technical readiness as well as financial and operational 

preparedness (including planning, business model robustness and delivery capability);  

• scalability/replicability, i.e. the potential to expand and be replicated across sites, 

sectors and geographies; 

• cost efficiency, reflecting the value-for-money of requested support relative to 

emissions avoided and performance delivered. 
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While the criteria set is stable, the detailed scoring approach has been evolving continuously, 

and the practical evidence expected under each heading are specified in each call, meaning 

applicants must tailor both calculations and narrative substantiation to the call year and topic 

requirements. 

An important aspect of the IF’s “cascading evaluation” process is that new proposals are 

assessed as innovative over all previously selected projects. This means that the necessary 

degree of innovation (“breakthrough” vs. “incremental”) is a moving target. 

The IF distinguishes call categories to match different project sizes, risk profiles and evidence 

needs Innovation fund calls have mostly relied on a one-stage application process, including 

an extensive documentation and application process. Differences among call scale lies notably 

in the scope and size of the project as well as guidelines for cost eligibility for instance.. In 

parallel, the IF is increasingly complemented by more sector-specific windows (for example 

the European Hydrogen Bank auctions, calls supporting clean technology manufacturing, and 

targeted support for industrial decarbonisation), which refine eligibility and competition rules 

for particular value chains. Over time, the introduction of medium-scale categories has helped 

bridge the gap between pilot investments for small scale technology demonstration at market 

scale and flagship projects delivering large scale impact, while maintaining proportionality. The 

main differences across small-, medium- and large-scale calls are in:  

• the depth of supporting documentation (for example, feasibility studies, business plans 

and detailed GHG and cost calculations become more extensive as project size and 

requested support grow); 

• the evaluation emphasis (larger projects are often expected to demonstrate more 

advanced maturity and a clearer path to financial close, while smaller projects can be 

assessed with greater focus on innovation value and demonstration potential); 

• the complexity of project finance and contractual evidence required (including stronger 

expectations on permitting, offtake strategy and risk allocation as scale increases). 

 

Interaction with other EU and national funding programmes 

The IF is part of a wider EU funding ecosystem. R&D and new technologies are typically 

financed under Framework programmes, with Horizon Europe now being the EU’s main R&I 

instrument; this upstream support is essential to generate the pipeline of bankable innovations 

that the IF could subsequently help deploy at scale. A concrete illustration is the 3Sun PV 

manufacturing site in Catania (Italy): core heterojunction PV technology was developed 

through the Horizon 2020 AMPERE project in partnership between Enel and key EU Research 

institutes, and then scaled via the IF‑supported TANGO investment, showing how 

Horizon‑funded R&D and piloting can feed into IF market deployment and manufacturing 

scale‑up. The IF is financed by EU ETS auction revenues, which anchors it in the EU’s 

carbon‑pricing framework. It also complements other EU instruments such as the European 
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Innovation Council (with a higher risk appetite through grants and equity), the Connecting 

Europe Facility for cross‑border energy infrastructure, and LIFE for climate and environment-

related projects. Additional European programmes provide complementarity to the Innovation 

fund, with schemes such as the Important Projects of Common European Interest (IPCEI) 

financing the first industrial deployment of new technologies when they create wider economic 

and societal benefits that justify substantial public funding. IPCEI project selection are typically 

driven by Member States. 

In practice, the interaction with Horizon Europe matters most at the start of the innovation 

chain: Horizon Europe’s finance can de‑risk the research and demonstration phases, while the 

IF could be most effective when projects can implement new technologies with clear GHG 

benefits (two examples pointed out by SPE’s members being new agrivoltaic designs and 

floating PV). On the contrary, manufacturing investments for new technologies face a tougher 

path: both CAPEX and OPEX are high, and price pressure from global competitors can 

influence cost efficiency, making it harder to demonstrate EU competitiveness without 

complementary support schemes or tools. 

Project development assistance (PDA) can help bridge these gaps. Delivered with the 

European Investment Bank (EIB), PDA provides tailored technical, financial and permitting 

advisory to improve maturity and bankability, either after an unsuccessful IF attempt or in 

preparation for a future call. REALIZE has direct experience with PDA being awarded to 

proposals not funded on first submission and confirms the beneficial effect of such assistance. 

It is especially useful for innovative RES projects that are strong on technology but need help 

to sharpen their business strategy, GHG calculations, offtake strategies, financial and delivery 

planning before re‑entering the IF pipeline or seeking alternative funding. 

 



 

RENEWABLE ENERGY ACTIONS LEVERAGING 

INNOVATION TOWARDS ZERO EMISSIONS IN EUROPE  

 

11 

3. The Innovation Fund Application 

Process: Experience and Feedback 

from REALIZE 

Process steps as experienced by project promoters 

Due diligence represents a key filter across REALIZE’s projects pipeline. This also means that 
due diligence is often the reason why many candidates are not carried forward by REALIZE. 
This is usually not due to weak technology, but insufficient business and financial maturity 
when assessed against IF expectations. Partners noted that projects coming from Horizon 
Europe often have strong technical maturity. However, they don’t have enough evidence-
based business feasibility, including credible funding commitments and a robust financial plan.   

Once a project passes due diligence, the bulk of the work becomes translating the technology 
innovation into a bankable project. A recurring observation with promoters was that applicants 
tend to over-focus on technical performance, while not always fully recognising the commercial 
side of the project and how it will operate. REALIZE’s support therefore can help promoters to 
focus on what can realistically be delivered and scaled through an IF project. 

In terms of documentation, the essential required elements include support letters, supply 
chain and off-taker engagement, and evidence for key assumptions. Partners also 
highlighted that applicants are expected to show that they already have, or can credibly secure, 
the value chain elements needed to build and operate the project, rather than describing them 
as future intentions. This structured process can be a supporting element to ensure projects 
present strong technology and commercial maturity. However, according to promoters’ 
experience, this process can often be quite heavy, especially on the business side and 
particularly for small teams.  

In addition, evaluators can apply a stricter evaluation on technical risks if these are not 
communicated in the specific way required under the IF, even when the underlying technology 
is strong. This highlights the importance of aligning the technical narrative, risk framing, and 
supporting evidence throughout the proposal. In this sense, REALIZE partners can support 
promoters with forms, structure and feedback, but promoters remain responsible for 
completing and submitting their applications. In other words, REALIZE has played a key role 
in helping applicants fill in their templates , what evidence is expected, and how to rebalance 
content towards market and delivery. 

Feedback on key process stages 

From the REALIZE experience, the main challenge is less about formal eligibility and more 
about understanding what “good enough” looks like in practice, especially in terms of 
technology and project commercial maturity. Partners also highlighted that Horizon Europe 
projects often arrive with robust technologies, but without the level of documented business 
maturity that is expected under the IF. This creates uncertainty for promoters, who might 
consider their proposal as strong, while evaluators could still expect additional documentation 
on financial capability and project readiness. These uncertainties bring the attention to the 
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underlying need for a bridge between Horizon outputs and IF assessment. In this sense, PDA 
is crucial for projects that are promising but not yet mature enough, especially when financial 
and commercial evidence is the missing piece. 

Promoters and advisers also raised the issue of lead times. Projects may be written years 
before implementation, so market conditions, suppliers, or company situations can change in 
the meantime. Partners acknowledged this reality and observed that the IF can accept 
amendments at a later stage, but the upfront application still requires projecting to evaluators 
a high level of certainty, which increases the workload early in the process. This makes it clear 
that the application is not only a narrative exercise: applicants are required to provide detailed 
documentation, and any weakness in how information is presented can lead to 
misunderstandings in the value of projects (for example around perceived technical risk).  

 

Factors influencing application success 

Strong stakeholder engagement, especially across the value chain, is another element 
that can influence the application success. As emphasised by REALIZE partners, applicants 
need to show they have engaged suppliers, off takers, and other critical partners, or at least 
have a credible plan backed by evidence. This matters because projects under the IF are 
expected to demonstrate not only technological innovation, but also a realistic operational path. 

Starting GHG calculations early is a decisive success factor because GHG avoidance is 
a core award criterion and it also influences cost efficiency assessments. Early calculations 
can help promoters validate their reference scenario and ensure that the technical concept and 
operational assumptions are consistent before the proposal is finalised. In practice, late or 
weak GHG calculations might entail the need for last-minute rework and increases the risk of 
inconsistencies across the narrative and the documentation. 

Another key factor, which is also one of the added values of REALIZE, is the role of 
consultants and the support they provide to promoters. Partners support promoters with 
due diligence and targeted strategy advice. More concretely, consultancy partners in the 
REALIZE consortium provide guidance to project proponents to help them sharpen the scope 
and shape proposals towards delivery readiness. This also includes helping promoters 
understand what evidence is expected and how to present risks and maturity in a way that 
aligns with evaluator expectations, while keeping ownership and submission responsibility with 
the project promoters. 

Last but not least, the proposers must acknowledge the “moving target” nature of IF evaluations 
recognising that any new proposal must be innovative over all previously funded IF projects in 
the same area. A further aspect of this is that the assessment of what constitutes the “same 
area” will be done by evaluators who are not sector specialists. Example, heterojunction 
materials may have been previously funded but in order for a new proposal with new kinds of 
such materials the evaluators need to be convinced of the new proposal’s merits relative to the 
existing portfolio. As with the previous items, an important role of REALIZE’s accompaniment 
of proposers has been to make proposers aware of these and improve their description skills.  
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4. Interaction Between IF Grant Delivery 

and Project Implementation 

Grant agreement negotiation and timing 

In practice, the path from “selected” to a signed grant agreement is rarely linear, and timelines 
are shaped by iterative feedback loops between the granting authority and the project promoter 
during grant agreement preparation. The IF approach is designed around clear phases such 
as preparation, financial close, construction and entry into operation. After submission and 
evaluation, successful projects are typically invited to start grant agreement preparation, during 
which the budget, timetable, technical deliverables, and legal responsibilities are finalised. For 
many promoters, the most time-sensitive milestone is financial close, because it demonstrates 
how quickly a project can move from “proposal-ready” to “investment-ready”.  

Experience from previous call cycles also shows that some projects withdraw during the 
preparation phase, which can trigger “reservelist” projects (those that passed all thresholds for 
their respective category, but failed to score high enough to be funded in the first ranking) being 
invited into grant agreement preparation, adding a further layer of uncertainty to timelines at 
portfolio level. According to promoters, this reinforces the need to keep core documentation 
and contracting work progressing even while waiting for formal confirmation steps, as delays 
can arise from clarifications on GHG calculations, maturity evidence and financing structures. 

Impacts on project financing and bankability  

The IF’s co-financing approach can be considered as both a constraint and a lever: it can cover 
a significant share of relevant costs, but it never fully removes the need for promoters to secure 
complementary funding and deliver a credible financing plan. In terms of opportunities, the IF 
is designed to share risk with project promoters and can be combined with other sources of 
public and private finance, which helps structure blended financing packages and close funding 
gaps. For prospective co-investors, an IF award can act as a strong validation signal because 
it is linked to a competitive assessment against criteria such as GHG avoidance and innovation, 
which can reduce perceived technology and delivery risks. At the same time, the high 
competition for limited budgets entails that promoters and financiers often perceive IF support 
as uncertain until grant agreement signature, which can delay commitments or increase the 
need for contingency planning. In addition, even after an award, promoters may still face a high 
number of parallel hurdles, such as permitting, grid connection, offtake arrangements, supply 
chain readiness and internal investment approvals, and IF support does not necessarily 
address all conditions typically required by lenders, insurers or credit committees. This can 
influence bankability, as financing actors may continue to request additional risk mitigation, 
stronger contractual backing, or more conservative assumptions until key milestones are 
secured. These challenges can be particularly visible for OPEX-heavy project types (e.g. clean 
technology manufacturing), paired with exposure to market cycles. In these cases, a grant may 
not fully resolve cashflow and competitiveness issues on its own. 

For instance, in the solar energy context, industry describes the IF as a de-risking tool that can 
help projects reach competitive scale, but only if the programme properly recognises 
renewables’ benefits and avoids penalising them through methodology assumptions. Overall, 
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the most bankable structures tend to combine the IF grant with committed equity, senior debt 
aligned to milestones, and where relevant, additional public instruments or advisory support to 
strengthen investment readiness. 

Monitoring, reporting and verification 

Monitoring, reporting and verification under the IF is based on a clear rationale: GHG 
avoidance is not only a selection criterion, but also a core KPI used for project monitoring and 
fund disbursement. This can be beneficial for promoters, because it allows early discipline on 
operational assumptions, data boundaries and reference scenarios. In parallel, it also produces 
a reporting skeleton that can support lenders and investors with reporting requirements. 
However, promoters often need specialist capacity to maintain auditable datasets and to 
respond to clarification requests, particularly where projects involve complex value chains, 
hybrid systems or multiple sites. For instance, for renewable electricity and heat projects, a 
recurring challenge is not only collecting operational data, but also demonstrating GHG 
avoidance against a reference scenario that should fairly reflect which fossil fuels are actually 
displaced in real systems. Sector feedback has also highlighted that conservative or overly 
simplified assumptions in avoided GHG methodologies can underestimate the impact of 
renewables and, by extension, affect both scoring and the perceived credibility of the project. 
In this context, the IF’s current practice of assigning every proposal a flat assumed GHG 
reduction factor for “non-dispatchable electricity”, based on an assumed average of the 2030 
electricity mix, is not very helpful and could discriminate RES projects. More concretely, this 
means that the monitoring, reporting and verification process is most effective when it is 
designed to be robust but proportionate, and when methodology is clear enough to limit 
repeated recalculations during grant agreement preparation and early operation. 

REALIZE promoter perspective 

From the REALIZE project’s perspective, several enablers consistently emerge during project 
set-up: early engagement with financiers, targeted advisory support to close gaps in technical 
and financial maturity, and structured guidance on business plans. REALIZE’s operating model 
is explicitly built around these enablers, by connecting project promoters with finance actors 
and by supporting promoters to optimise projects for the IF, or identify alternative paths when 
appropriate. In addition, the project’s coordination with sister coordination and support actions 
(CSA) and its focus on sharing lessons learnt could help promoters standardise evidence 
packages and approach the IF process with clearer expectations on timing and milestones. On 
the contrary, the main challenges during implementation tend to appear where grant design 
meets the actual project development. This can be particularly true for maturity evidence, GHG 
methodology interpretation and the timing misalignment between investment decisions and 
grant milestones. REALIZE promoters work across a diverse portfolio of innovative renewable 
energy technologies and component manufacturing, and their experience reflects how 
documentation-heavy requirements can impact smaller teams, even when the underlying 
technology and market case are strong. Renewables stakeholders have also pointed out that 
if GHG calculations do not fully capture fossil displacement, renewable-related proposals may 
be disadvantaged on criteria that directly depend on these calculations, which can affect both 
selection outcomes and performance narratives.   
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5. Barriers to Bringing Innovative 

Renewable Technologies to Market 
 

This chapter summarises the main barriers observed across RES technologies supported 
under REALIZE, drawing on partner feedback and the project’s internal due diligence 
experience. While some challenges are technology-specific, most barriers are systemic and 
relate to how first-of-a-kind projects move from Horizon Europe into deployment under the IF. 

Process-related barriers  

The IF application process has been often described as documentation-heavy, especially on 
the business side. Promoters are expected to substantiate key claims with evidence (for 
example on financing, supply chain readiness, and off-taker engagement), and this work is 
often more demanding than the technical narrative itself. It was noted that many applicants are 
strong at pitching and describing technology advantages, but struggle to provide strong 
supporting documents such as a robust business plan, credible commitments, and stakeholder 
and offtaker letters. Moreover, applicants may often not fully understand how evaluators expect 
risks, maturity, and evidence to be presented. It was also pointed out that projects might often 
risk to be evaluated as having technical risks, even when technologies are sound, which may 
reflect communication or framing gaps between promoters and evaluators.  

There is often a structural mismatch between fixed call cycles and the reality of industrial 
project development. Partners highlighted that a proposal may be written several years before 
project implementation, during which markets, suppliers, and company circumstances can 
change. While amendments can be possible at a later stage, the upfront application still 
requires high certainty and a detailed plan. This can be particularly challenging for first-of-a-
kind renewable projects and pilots, where de-risking is often refined throughout development. 

Financial barriers  

As previously anticipated, one of the most common barriers for promoters during application is 
business and financial readiness, rather than technical. Partners observed that Horizon-
originated projects usually reach the IF with adequate technical maturity but insufficient 
evidence on the business side. In practice, promoters may have a business narrative, but 
without the strong documentary proof the IF requires (bankability, committed or credible 
financing sources, and a clear operationalisation plan).  

Partners stressed the need for value chain engagement and credible funding commitments 
early, but this is exactly where many projects have not progressed far enough when they enter 
the IF pipeline. The result is a circular challenge: financiers want evidence of maturity and 
offtake, while promoters seek the IF precisely for de-risking.  

Risk perception is not only shaped by the technology performance. For renewables, in 
particular, uncertainty around permitting, grid connection, and assumptions used for avoided 
emissions can directly influence how investors perceive the robustness of the project. In other 
terms, if avoided GHG calculations underestimate the displacement value of renewables, as 
for example by using a flat “EU mix” estimate for displacing other energy sources, projects can 
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appear less impactful or less cost-efficient than they are in reality, which can affect investors’ 
confidence in those projects. 

Regulatory and permitting barriers 

Even when a project is technically and financially robust, permitting and grid connection can 
be long and unpredictable, as anticipated in the previous paragraph. This creates a practical 
problem: promoters may not be able to align permitting milestones with the call calendar and 
evidence requirements. This can lead to either premature applications (with gaps) or delayed 
application, both of which can slow deployment. Resubmissions of non-accepted proposals 
are very common in the IF and REALIZE has positive experience with these, an effect which 
is important beyond the interests of any given promoter because the learning experience of 
what to improve, and how, can be of large general value to all proposers. Moreover, for many 
innovative renewables, grid access and the ability to monetise flexibility can be particularly 
challenging. Where market design does not properly reward the system services (or where grid 
connection timelines are uncertain), it becomes more difficult to align the business plan to the 
standards required by the IF and financiers. This is particularly relevant for projects combining 
generation with storage or innovative operational models. 

Moreover, REALIZE works across multiple renewable technology families and countries, and 
promoters often face uneven national rules and administrative practices. Different approaches 
to spatial planning, environmental assessment, and stakeholder consultation can change 
timelines and risk profiles, making it harder to present all the benefits of projects effectively. 

Internal lessons from REALIZE due diligence  

Typical gaps found across early-stage projects 

• Business plan weakness: business models exist but do not provide enough or strong 
evidence (e.g. assumptions not supported by contracts, market proof, or financing 
logic).  

• Value chain readiness: insufficient progress on suppliers, offtakers, and execution 
partners. Letters of support are often missing or too generic.  

• Financing readiness: limited ability to adequately showcase financial maturity, and in 
particular of presenting it in a form expected by the IF evaluators.. 

• Focus and scope discipline: promoters sometimes try to showcase every advantage of 
their technology, while due diligence pushes them to define a precise project scope 
within the IF logic. 

• Exploitation and IP: for Horizon-derived innovations, exploitation can be complicated 
by distributed IP ownership across consortia, making it harder to present a bankable 
project. Horizon insufficiently addresses this in its IP rules which tend to favour 
publishing and “open science” rather than protecting the interests of European IP 
holders. The Horizon practice, still common, of allowing “shared ownership” of core 
innovations is not helpful here. REALIZE has experienced that one single owner of the 
IP from Horizon projects makes for muvch stronger proposals. (Notice that ownership 
of IP does not preclude licensing to other interested parties, nor does it stop publishing.)  
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Strengths and weaknesses per technology family  

REALIZE covers a broad portfolio of technologies, including advanced PV, concentrating solar 
(CSP), solar heating and cooling, offshore wind, ocean/tidal energy, and advanced biofuels for 
sea and air transport, as well as manufacturing of critical components in Europe. Across these 
families, the following patterns may emerge: 

• Renewable generation technologies: 

o Main strengths: strong technical narratives and clear climate contribution; often 
supported by credible engineering partners.  

o Main challenges: business case evidence and market positioning can be 
underdeveloped, especially where revenue depends on system services, complex 
offtake structures, or new market models. 

• Heat and industrial application pathways (solar heating & cooling and integrated solutions): 

o Main strengths: concrete decarbonisation use cases and relevance for industrial and 
building heat, where electrification and renewable heat are growing priorities.  

o Main challenges: dependency on site-specific permitting, customer willingness to 
adopt, and sometimes more complex baseline and GHG reference scenario choices 
that have be well justified. An observation made in REALIZE was that some genuinely 
innovative solutions concern only part of a fully installed plant/installation, which makes 
it difficult or impossible to formulate a whole IF project, leaving promoters of these 
innovations to fit their solution inside another, broader project over which they have little 
or no influence. 

• Advanced biofuels (sea and aviation): 

o Main strengths: strong policy relevance and clear decarbonisation rationale in hard-to-
abate sectors.  

o Main challenges: value chain complexity and higher perceived commercial risk.  

• Manufacturing of components for renewables: 

o Main strengths: alignment with European industrial objectives and supply chain 
resilience.  

o Main challenges: proving bankability at scale requires strong customer/offtake visibility 
and credible planning, which many early-stage promoters have not yet secured when 
approaching the IF. It is a sector with high operating costs. 
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6. Recommendations for adapting and 

improving the IF process  
 

Considering the challenges that still exist within the IF process, some recommendations are 
presented in this chapter to mitigate those barriers. Some work could still be done to make the 
application process more straightforward and accessible, while ensuring robust quality 
on business, technology, and maturity are maintained. This could be achieved by reflecting 
on alternative processes to guarantee project quality and reduce barriers to accessing the 
scheme, for instance through a two-step procedure as implemented in the EIC model: a first 
step to confirm adherence to eligibility criteria and readiness, before applicants invest heavily 
in the full documentation, which would only represent the second step. Overall, the conditions 
for accessing the Innovation Fund, and the high degree of uncertainty across the entire 
application process (along with the significant financial and time investments it requires) are 
regularly pointed as a limit by applicants, for instance from companies with limited 
administrative and financial capacities in SME heavy sectors such as solar PV. More work 
should be also done to support projects that are committed to scale up and look for 
substantial funding but still face high risks. For SME proposers, a potential positive 
alternative model in this sense is represented by the European Innovation Council (EIC) 
Accelerator, a funding programme under Horizon Europe that offers support to start-ups and 
SMEs that have an innovative service or business model that could create new markets or 
disrupt existing ones in Europe, having the ambition to scale up. Moreover, core tools and 
templates could be improved and simplified, especially for GHG calculations and cost-
efficiency, so that applicants could focus more on improving project substance. The IF should 
also be adapted more specifically to de-risk deployment, by better aligning timelines and 
milestones with real permitting, grid access, and financing realities, and by ensuring that the 
design supports bankability as much as technical excellence.  

Finally, the current performance-linked repayment logic can create a disproportionate 
downside for some project types. It may also represent a significant risk to the project 
implementation which may lead projects to not be implemented if there a chance all conditions 
may not be met. When a project underperforms, promoters may face a double penalty: they 
absorb high operating costs while also being required to repay part of the grant. This structure 
can make sense for asset-based projects with long operating lives (such as solar PV plant), 
where the incentive is to keep the asset performing for decades. However, the current 
approach is less well suited to OPEX-heavy projects like clean technology manufacturing, 
where a large share of costs can be operating expenditure and where business cycles are 
often shorter (e.g. around five years). In these cases, performance and profitability can be 
strongly exposed to market cycles, input prices, and demand fluctuations that are not fully 
controllable by the promoter. To improve de-risking, the IF could introduce optional 
conversion features for the repayment, triggered when underperformance is clearly 
linked to market-cycle factors rather than poor execution. Two possible options could be: 

1. Convert part of the repayable amount into junior debt: this would maintain 
accountability while replacing an immediate repayment obligation with a subordinated 
repayment based on cashflow recovery; 
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2. Convert part of the repayment into equity: for eligible projects, a conversion into 
equity (or equity-like instruments) can better match the risk profile of first-of-a-kind 
manufacturing investments. 

 

Recommendations for the European Commission / CINEA 

Evaluation criteria and scoring transparency should be further adjusted, for instance by 
publishing clearer scoring with explanations of what “excellent”, “good”, and “weak” look like 
for each criterion. Moreover, it is recommended to clarify how maturity is assessed in practice 
across technical, financial and operational elements, as this is often a decisive threshold for 
applicants. 

Clearer eligibility thresholds and earlier guidance should be provided. For example, it 
should be clarified what level of value chain evidence is expected at application stage (for 
example, supplier and off-taker engagement). It would also be useful to introduce a readiness 
self-check that is aligned with evaluator expectations and used consistently across calls. This 
would help proponents assess readiness at an earlier stage, before investing months in full 
proposals. In this context, the due-diligence approach used by REALIZE has been shown to 
be highly effective in better aligning potential proposers with IF / Commission expectations. 

It is recommended to make the application process more straightforward and 
accessible. For instance, a two-step procedure could help make the process more efficient for 
applicants. Moreover, templates could be updated to reduce duplication between narrative 
parts and data annexes, and ensure that the same data is not required in multiple places. Also, 
the GHG calculation guidance and tools should have clearer assumptions and more sector-
specific examples. In parallel, cost-efficiency requirements should be more transparent by 
clarifying the most relevant inputs, which assumptions are acceptable, and how uncertainty 
should be factored in. 

Rolling or more frequent deadlines should be introduced for selected categories (for 
example, pilots and smaller-scale projects), while keeping robust evaluation and comparability. 
When annual submission windows are still required, an optional pre-screening step, if that can 
be implemented in a non-discriminatory manner, could be introduced to provide earlier go or 
no-go signals. 

To ensure better alignment with permitting and regulatory timelines, it is recommended 
to integrate permitting and grid connection readiness more explicitly into guidance and 
maturity expectations. Moreover, a predictable process for justified timeline amendments 
should be provided, recognising that permitting and grid timelines can change even for well-
prepared projects.  

In order to close financing gaps and accelerate the financing process, it would be useful 
to align national instruments with IF milestones. For instance, targeted CAPEX grants, 
guarantees, and blended finance could be useful in this sense. Improved procedures for grant 
disbursement could also support the impact of the tool in the implementation of grant 
agreements, improving the derisking effect of the Fund on projects. 
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Recommendations for Member States 

It is recommended to strengthen national contact points or dedicated coordination desks 
that help promoters navigate IF requirements and connect to permitting authorities, grid 
operators, and co-funding options. 

It is advised to introduce measures that reduce time-to-build for innovative RES, manufacturing 
and enabling infrastructure. This would include clearer timelines, one-stop-shop, enhanced 
coordination across authorities, prioritisation of grid connection transparency and 
planning. 

Recommendations for Technology Developers / PPs 

To ensure successful applications, the pre-application preparation should be 
strengthened, in parallel with a credible and robust finance plan. In terms of pre-
application, evidence-based business cases should be build early, including market and pricing 
data, risks and mitigation tools. It is also recommended to start GHG calculations early, so that 
assumptions, scenarios and data are robust before drafting the final proposal narrative. In 
parallel, the finance roadmap should match project phases and document how risks are 
allocated and mitigated. 

It is recommended to engage permitting and grid discussions early, and document progress, 
risks and mitigation approaches in order to match IF maturity expectations. Moreover, where 
relevant, it can also be useful to secure stakeholders’ support timely (for example, suppliers, 
off-takers, industrial partners), as this often can make the difference to present a credible 
project. 

To support the credibility of projects, it can be helpful to present the IF project as a step in a 
company’s wider ndustrialisation strategy, highlighting the possibility of replication, what 
learning will be transferred, and how costs will reduce thanks to scale effects. For instance, for 
manufacturing projects, it could be useful to provide a clear industrial strategy showing how 
the project strengthens European capacity and resilience over time. 

 

Recommendations for Investors and Financial Institutions 

It is recommended to standardise due diligence expectations for innovative RES projects, 
including what minimum evidence is needed at early stages versus at financial close. In 
parallel, internal capability should be built to assess GHG methodology and assumptions, so 
that climate impact and performance risk are evaluated consistently. 

To support first-of-a-kind projects, financing instruments should be tailored to match early 
deployment risk, for example staged debt commitments linked to milestones, guarantee-
backed debt, or construction risk-sharing structures. Moreover, blended finance could be 
developed (possibly including venture debt) to complement IF grants, rather than only relying 
on grants for the bankability of projects. 
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Conclusions 
This deliverable assessed how the IF operates in practice for innovative renewable energy 
projects and what it delivers in terms of market uptake. Across the REALIZE portfolio, the IF 
emerges as a powerful deployment and scale-up instrument that can increase project maturity, 
strengthen bankability, and act as a quality signal to financiers. At the same time, evidence 
from promoters and partners shows that success is not only based on robust technology but 
also on the ability to demonstrate commercial and delivery readiness. The IF process is widely 
perceived as structured and robust, however often presenting a gap between Horizon outputs 
(often strong on technical maturity) and IF expectations (high on evidence-based market and 
financing maturity). Additional frictions stem from misalignment between fixed call cycles and 
long, uncertain permitting and grid-connection timelines, as well as from methodological 
choices in GHG calculations that can undervalue renewables’ benefits. 

These findings imply that Europe’s renewable innovation landscape can be shaped by R&D 
excellence, thanks to strong technologies, as well as delivery readiness. The IF should be 
positioned and designed as the interface or connecting mechanism between upstream EU R&I 
(notably Horizon Europe) and bankable deployment, with stronger pre-application readiness 
screening, clearer scoring transparency, and more proportionate templates (especially for 
GHG and cost-efficiency) to reduce avoidable administrative load while preserving rigor. 
Moreover, the IF could focus more on project development assistance, guarantee and blended-
finance solutions aligned to IF milestones, and national coordination desks that connect 
promoters to permitting authorities and grid operators. Moreover, support mechanisms should 
better reflect the risk profile, especially for OPEX-heavy activities (e.g. clean technology 
manufacturing) where market cycles can drive underperformance. A stronger and more 
targeted IF could improve investment signals, in parallel to highlighting robust technologies, 
and help shift innovative renewables from first-of-a-kind projects to replicable and investment-
ready portfolios across the EU. 


