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Executive summary 
The purpose of Deliverable D7.7 is to help renewable energy project promoters convert 
a technically promising innovation into an eligible, evidence-based and investment-
ready Innovation Fund application. The Innovation Fund supports the commercial 
demonstration and deployment of innovative low-carbon and net-zero technologies 
and can provide the scale of funding needed to move from a successful Horizon 
research or demonstration project to a first-of-a-kind commercial investment. However, 
an Innovation Fund proposal is not an extension of a Horizon proposal. It must present 
a clearly defined investment project, promoted by a credible entity, implemented at a 
specific site and supported by a realistic technical, commercial and financing structure. 

REALIZE was created to address this deployment gap. The project assessed the 
results of 15 completed Horizon projects and provided targeted technical, operational 
and financial support to selected renewable energy candidates. This experience 
confirmed that technologies at TRL 6–7 often remain several important decisions away 
from Innovation Fund readiness. The main barriers are typically not related to scientific 
quality, but to unresolved issues concerning project ownership, scale, site, permits, 
grid connection, supply chain, performance guarantees, offtake, financing and the 
robustness of the greenhouse-gas calculation. 

A competitive application must present one coherent project across all documents. The 
project boundary, capacity, site, implementation schedule, CAPEX, operating 
assumptions, production profile, greenhouse-gas calculation, contracts and financing 
plan must be fully aligned. Evaluators should be able to move from the technical 
description to the feasibility study, business plan, financial model, Financial Information 
File and supporting evidence without encountering conflicting assumptions or figures. 

Successful preparation should therefore start from the project rather than from the 
technology. Promoters should define the asset to be financed, the site, capacity, 
implementation route, commercial model and financing structure before drafting. 
Claims should be supported by evidence, including test results, engineering studies, 
supplier quotations, permits, contracts, market references and documented financial 
assumptions. Technical, operational, contractual, regulatory and financial maturity 
should progress in parallel, while innovation, greenhouse-gas impact, maturity, 
replicability and cost efficiency should form one integrated investment case. 



 

RENEWABLE ENERGY ACTIONS LEVERAGING 
INNOVATION TOWARDS ZERO EMISSIONS IN EUROPE  

 

6 

The recommended process is to confirm eligibility and the appropriate application 
route, define the project and identify readiness gaps, address those gaps through 
further maturation and evidence generation, prepare the technical and financial 
documentation in an integrated manner and complete an independent review before 
submission. 
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1.  Introduction 
This section defines the target audience, scope and correct use of the guide. 

1.1 Target audience 

The guide is intended for technology developers, industrial project promoters, 
renewable-energy companies, equipment manufacturers, utilities, project companies, 
investors, engineering firms and research organisations that are considering an 
Innovation Fund application for a renewable-energy or net-zero technology project. It 
is particularly relevant to consortia seeking to exploit the results of completed Horizon 
2020 or Horizon Europe projects. 

The primary reader is assumed to have a technology with demonstrated potential and 
an intention to deploy it at industrial or commercial scale. The guide is not designed for 
early-stage research proposals, laboratory-only validation or generic technology 
development without a defined investment project. 

 

1.2  Scope 
The document focuses primarily on regular Innovation Fund grants because these 
require a complete narrative and evidence package across the five award criteria. It 
also explains where the preparation logic differs for competitive auctions, Project 
Development Assistance and national mechanisms using Innovation Fund 
infrastructure. 

• Regular grants for general decarbonisation, pilot projects and cleantech 
manufacturing. 

• Renewable electricity and heat generation based on innovative technologies or 
configurations. 

• Manufacturing of components for renewable energy and related net-zero 
technologies. 

• Renewable fuels and biofuels where the project falls within the applicable 
Innovation Fund scope and GHG methodology. 

• Projects emerging from Horizon-funded R&I that need to redefine themselves 
as investment projects. 
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1.3 How to use this guide 
Promoters should use this guide in three complementary ways: as an early screening 
tool to determine whether the Innovation Fund is the appropriate funding instrument, 
as a preparation manual for identifying and closing maturity gaps and organising the 
supporting evidence, and as an evaluator-style quality checklist during drafting and 
final review. However, every application must be prepared in accordance with the 
specific call text, annexes, methodologies, templates and Q&A applicable to the 
relevant call. These binding documents always prevail, and this guide should not be 
used as a substitute for them. 
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2. REALIZE and the renewable-energy 
deployment gap 

REALIZE was designed to improve the transition from publicly funded R&I results to 
large-scale renewable energy deployment. 
 

2.1 Project context 
REALIZE – Renewable Energy Actions Leveraging Innovation Towards Zero 
Emissions in Europe – was a Horizon Europe Coordination and Support Action 
coordinated by Euro-Funding. The project ran from January 2024 to April 2026 under 
Grant Agreement No. 101137773. Its purpose was to support promising renewable 
energy technologies emerging from completed Horizon projects in accessing the 
Innovation Fund or, where the Innovation Fund was not yet appropriate, identifying 
alternative funding routes. 

The project covered a diverse renewable-energy portfolio including concentrated solar 
power, wind, solar thermal, photovoltaics, ocean energy and biofuels, as well as both 
energy-generating installations and manufacturing projects. REALIZE combined pre-
qualification, due diligence, project maturation, proposal preparation and dissemination 
of lessons to the wider renewable-energy community. 
 

2.2 The deployment gap 
Horizon projects are structured to generate knowledge, validate technologies and 
demonstrate performance against research and innovation objectives. Innovation Fund 
projects are structured to construct and operate a defined asset that delivers 
measurable GHG avoidance. The change is therefore not a simple increase in TRL. It 
requires a transition in governance, risk allocation, commercial structure and financing. 
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Horizon project logic Innovation Fund project logic 

Research or demonstration objectives Construction, commissioning and operation of 
a defined asset 

Consortium organised around R&I work 
packages 

Promoter-led implementation structure with 
clear asset ownership 

Technology validation and knowledge 
generation 

Bankable performance, implementation and 
commercial evidence 

Grant covers eligible R&I activities Grant addresses the funding gap of a capital-
intensive deployment project 

Success measured by deliverables and 
technical results 

Success measured by financial close, entry 
into operation and verified GHG avoidance 

Partners contribute specialist expertise Counterparties assume contractual 
responsibilities and risks 

 

 

2.3 The REALIZE project pathway 

15 Horizon 
results 

reviewed 

→ Pre-
qualification 
against IF 

criteria 

→ Due 
diligence of 

selected 
candidates 

→ Targeted 
technical and 

financial 
support 

→ 
IF proposal 

or alternative 
route 

Figure 1. REALIZE support pathway 

 
The REALIZE experience shows that pre-qualification should be rigorous. A 
technology may be highly innovative and still not be an appropriate Innovation Fund 
candidate if no promoter controls the project, the deployment scale is not defined, the 
site is missing, the business model is speculative or the project cannot demonstrate 
credible implementation within the call timeline. 
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2.4 What “IF-ready” means in practice 
Dimension Minimum credible position before full preparation 

Project ownership A legal entity or project company with a clear intention and authority 
to implement the investment. 

Technology Demonstrated performance at a scale and under conditions that 
support the proposed scale-up. 

Site and infrastructure Identified site, land/control strategy, grid or network concept, utilities 
and logistics. 

Engineering Defined process configuration, capacity, mass and energy balances, 
equipment list and cost basis. 

Permitting Permit register, competent authorities, critical path and credible 
schedule. 

Market Defined output, customers or route to market, price logic and 
evidence of demand. 

Finance CAPEX, OPEX, revenue model, funding gap, financing sources and 
shareholder capacity. 

GHG Applicable methodology identified; baseline, project scenario and 
traceable data are available. 
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3. Understanding the Innovation Fund  
A correct funding-route decision is the first strategic choice in proposal 
preparation. 
 

3.1 Purpose and policy role  
The Innovation Fund is financed through revenues from the EU Emissions Trading 
System and supports the demonstration and deployment of innovative low-carbon and 
net-zero technologies in the European Economic Area. Its function is to help first-of-a-
kind and early commercial projects overcome additional costs and risks that prevent 
deployment under current market conditions. 

For renewable energy projects, eligibility is not based simply on producing renewable 
energy. Standard commercial wind, solar or bioenergy assets are generally not 
competitive merely because they are low-carbon. The project must demonstrate a 
material degree of innovation, credible GHG avoidance and a need for public support 
to implement the innovative configuration at the proposed scale. 
 

3.2 Main funding routes  

Route Core logic Best suited to Main preparation 
emphasis 

Regular 
grant 

Grant of up to the call-specific 
maximum share of relevant 
costs; evaluated against five 

award criteria. 

Innovative projects with 
material CAPEX, GHG 

impact and a 
documented funding gap. 

Integrated technical, 
GHG, maturity, 

business-plan and 
relevant-cost case. 

Competitive 
auction 

Output-based premium; 
projects qualify and are ranked 
largely by bid price under call-

specific conditions. 

Standardised products or 
outputs for which 

competitive bidding is 
feasible, such as eligible 

hydrogen or industrial 
heat. 

Qualification evidence, 
price strategy, 

production 
commitment, 

guarantees and 
delivery risk. 

Project 
Development 
Assistance 

Technical and financial 
advisory support delivered with 
the European Investment Bank 

to improve maturity. 

Promising projects that 
meet core innovation and 
climate requirements but 

are not ready for a full 
grant. 

Clear maturity gaps, 
development plan and 

credible pathway to 
investment. 

Auction-as-
a-Service / 

Grants-as-a-
Service 

Member States use Innovation 
Fund procedures or 

infrastructure with national 
resources. 

Projects or countries 
benefiting from 

complementary national 
support. 

Compliance with both 
EU mechanism and 
national conditions. 
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3.3 Regular grant topics and project scale 
Recent Innovation Fund calls have differentiated general decarbonisation projects 
according to CAPEX size and have also included dedicated topics for pilot projects and 
cleantech manufacturing. However, the applicable thresholds, budgets and sectoral 
scope are specific to each call and must be verified when the call is published. For 
example, the IF25 Net-Zero Technologies call allocated EUR 2.9 billion across large-, 
medium- and small-scale general decarbonisation projects, cleantech manufacturing 
and pilot topics. Topic selection should not be based on the available grant amount 
alone. The project must comply with the precise activity scope, CAPEX threshold, 
innovation benchmark and monitoring requirements of the selected topic, as submitting 
under an unsuitable topic may result in ineligibility or significantly weaken the 
competitiveness of the application.  

 

3.4 Grant mechanics 
For regular grants, the maximum support rate is defined as a percentage of relevant 
costs, not simply a percentage of total CAPEX. Relevant costs reflect the additional 
economic burden of the innovative project using the methodology and Financial 
Information File applicable to the call. In recent calls, the maximum grant has been up 
to 60% of relevant costs, with payments linked to work packages and milestones. 

The project must reach financial close within the maximum period specified in the call. 
Under the IF25 reference framework, financial close is required within four years after 
grant signature. Applicants must therefore demonstrate that financing agreements, 
major contracts, permits and corporate approvals can realistically be completed within 
this period. 

 

3.5 Auctions are not simplified regular grants 
An auction application may involve less narrative than a regular grant, but it creates a 
different risk profile. The promoter commits to deliver an eligible and certified output at 
the offered premium. Bidding too aggressively can make the project financially 
unviable; bidding too conservatively can make it uncompetitive. The preparation 
process must therefore integrate technical qualification, robust production forecasts, 
downside analysis, guarantee requirements and a board-approved bid strategy. 
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4. Strategic fit and go/no-go assessment  
The decision to prepare a full application should be made only after a structured 
assessment of eligibility, competitiveness and timing. 

 

4.1 First gate: is there a project?  
A technology is not the same as an Innovation Fund project. The application needs a 
specific investment with a defined promoter, site, scale, start and entry-into-operation 
date, physical scope, commercial output, financing plan and measurable GHG effect. 
A proposal that remains at the level of “deploying our technology in Europe” is not 
sufficiently defined. 

Question Green signal Red signal 

Who will own and 
operate the asset? 

Named applicant or project 
company with clear governance 

and resources. 

Research consortium or 
technology provider without 
implementation authority. 

Where will it be built? 
Identified site with land/control 

strategy and infrastructure 
concept. 

Site to be selected after award. 

What is the capacity 
and configuration? 

Engineering basis, production 
profile and equipment scope are 

defined. 

Capacity is an aspirational range 
with no mass/energy balance. 

Who buys the output? Identified market, price basis and 
customer engagement. 

Assumed demand without 
commercial evidence. 

How is it financed? 
Sources and uses, sponsor 

capacity, debt/equity strategy and 
grant need. 

Grant is expected to finance the 
project without committed 

sponsor support. 
 

4.2 Eligibility screening 
Eligibility should be documented in a short written opinion before substantial resources 
are committed. The opinion should identify the selected call and topic, eligible activity, 
applicant status, geographical eligibility, minimum CAPEX, relevant project boundary 
and any exclusions or special conditions. 

• Confirm the project location and the legal entity that will sign the grant 
agreement. 

• Map the project activity to the wording of the selected topic and the applicable 
GHG sector methodology. 

• Check whether the project is an energy-generating installation, an industrial 
decarbonisation project, a manufacturing facility, a pilot or an auction candidate. 
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• Verify that the expected project start, financial close and entry into operation are 
compatible with the call timeline. 

• Identify other public support and confirm cumulation and no-double-funding 
constraints. 
 
 

4.3 Competitiveness screening 
Eligibility is only the first filter. A competitive project should have a clear strength under 
every award criterion and no fatal maturity gap. The correct question is not “can the 
project apply?” but “can the project achieve a score high enough to be funded against 
projects from all eligible countries and sectors?” 

Criterion Early evidence of competitiveness 

GHG avoidance Material absolute and relative avoidance calculated using the official 
methodology and traceable data. 

Innovation Quantified advancement beyond the relevant commercial and 
technological state of the art. 

Maturity A realistic route to construction and operation supported by 
engineering, permits, contracts and financing. 

Replicability A credible route to additional capacity, sites, markets or manufacturing 
output in Europe. 

Cost efficiency A grant request proportionate to the verified GHG impact and funding 
gap. 

 

4.4 Timing test 
A promoter should not wait for the call to open before beginning project development. 
The call period should primarily be used to finalise and submit the application, rather 
than to identify the site, design the plant, or build the financial model from scratch. For 
a complex renewable energy investment, a preparation period of nine to twelve months 
is often more realistic than treating the process as a short drafting exercise. A full 
application should proceed only when the project has a credible path to closing its 
critical gaps before submission. Where those gaps cannot be resolved in time, the 
promoter should use the available period to further mature the project, seek Project 
Development Assistance, or consider an alternative funding programme. 
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5. Designing the project before 
writing the proposal 

A well-defined project scope is the foundation of every calculation, annex and 
evaluation argument. 

 

5.1 Define the project boundary 
The project boundary determines what will be built, which costs are included, which 
emissions are counted and which entity controls delivery. It must remain consistent 
throughout the application. The promoter should prepare a one-page boundary 
statement and an accompanying block diagram before drafting begins. 

 
Boundary element Required definition 

Physical assets New and modified equipment, balance of plant, grid or network 
connection, storage, logistics and auxiliary systems. 

Geographical boundary Main site, linked sites and any upstream or downstream assets 
included in the project. 

Commercial boundary Products, energy carriers, services, co-products and customers 
covered by the business model. 

GHG boundary Reference and project scenario processes included under the 
applicable methodology. 

Financial boundary CAPEX, OPEX, revenues, operational benefits and financing 
associated with the project. 

Legal boundary Applicant, affiliates, consortium partners, suppliers, contractors, 
offtakers and asset owners. 

Time boundary Project start, financial close, construction, commissioning, entry into 
operation, monitoring period and asset lifetime. 

 
5.2 Freeze the key design basis 
The proposal team should maintain a controlled design-basis document containing the 
parameters that every workstream must use. Changes must be approved and 
propagated across all annexes. 

• Nominal and net capacity, annual production, availability, degradation and 
ramp-up. 

• Resource assumptions: wind, solar irradiation, wave resource, feedstock, heat 
demand or electricity supply. 

• Mass and energy balances, conversion efficiency and auxiliary consumption. 
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• Technology configuration, number of units, performance guarantees and 
redundancy philosophy. 

• CAPEX base date, contingency, currency, escalation and owner’s costs. 
• OPEX categories, maintenance strategy, replacement CAPEX and insurance. 
• Product prices, indexation, offtake volumes and certificate or support revenues. 
• Implementation dates and decision gates. 

 
5.3 Convert the R&I consortium into an implementation 

structure 
A Horizon consortium may include universities, research centres and technology 
developers that were essential to demonstration. The Innovation Fund implementation 
structure should include only the entities required to deliver the investment. Their roles 
must be contractual and operational, not merely scientific. 

 
Role Evidence expected 

Project promoter / asset 
owner 

Corporate approvals, development expenditure, project team, 
financing capacity and control of the site. 

Technology provider Licence/IP rights, performance data, scale-up basis, supply scope, 
warranties and technical support. 

EPC or engineering 
partner 

Engineering status, cost estimate, execution strategy, interfaces, 
schedule and risk allocation. 

Key suppliers Capacity, quotations, lead times, specifications and supply 
commitments. 

Operator Operating model, staffing, competence, maintenance and 
performance management. 

Offtaker / customer Volume, quality, price/index, term, conditions precedent and 
creditworthiness. 

Investors and lenders Indicative or committed financing terms, approval process and due-
diligence status. 

 
5.4 Define the counterfactual 
The counterfactual is the realistic situation without Innovation Fund support. It is 
relevant to GHG avoidance, financial additionality and the explanation of why the 
project cannot proceed under current market conditions. The counterfactual should not 
be an artificially weak comparator; it must follow the official methodology and be 
consistent with the investment decision. 
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6. Organising the application process 
Successful preparation requires a controlled multidisciplinary process rather than 
parallel drafting by disconnected specialists. 

 

6.1 Core proposal team 
Function Main responsibility 

Project director Owns the investment decision, scope and corporate approvals. 

Proposal manager Coordinates timeline, responsibilities, document control, narrative and 
submission. 

Technical lead Owns design basis, engineering evidence, performance and 
implementation plan. 

GHG lead Applies the official methodology and ensures traceability and 
consistency. 

Financial lead Owns business plan, detailed financial model, FIF and financing 
evidence. 

Permitting / regulatory 
lead 

Owns permit register, environmental assessment, grid and regulatory 
compliance. 

Commercial lead Owns offtake, pricing, market evidence and supply contracts. 
Legal / corporate lead Owns applicant structure, IP, land, contracts and authorisations. 

Independent reviewer Tests the proposal against evaluator expectations and cross-
document consistency. 

 
6.2 Workstream structure 

Project 
definition 

→ Technical 
and 

permitting 

→ 
GHG 

methodology 

→ 
Financial and 
commercial 

→ 
Narrative and 

evidence 

→ 
Quality 
control 

 
Figure 2. Integrated application workstreams 

The workstreams should not operate independently. The annual production used in the 
GHG calculation must equal the production in the business plan and financial model. 
The construction schedule must be identical in the technical annex, work packages, 
cash flow and permit plan. The grant amount must reconcile with the relevant-cost 
calculation and financing plan. 
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6.3 Document register 
A live document register should list every mandatory form, annex and supporting 
document, the responsible owner, source data, review status and final file name. 
Supporting evidence should be requested at the beginning of preparation because 
signatures and corporate approvals frequently take longer than drafting. 

 
Document family Typical contents 

Core application Part A, Part B, extended data forms, work packages, milestones and 
deliverables. 

Technical Feasibility study, design basis, process diagrams, mass/energy 
balance, technology validation and engineering. 

GHG Calculation tool, methodology note, source register, data traceability 
and sensitivity checks. 

Financial Business plan, detailed model, Financial Information File, CAPEX 
evidence and relevant-cost explanation. 

Maturity evidence Permits, land, grid, supply, EPC, offtake, financing, IP and corporate 
approvals. 

Compliance DNSH/environmental information, declarations, ownership and other 
call-specific annexes. 

 
6.4 Decision calendar 
The schedule should include internal decisions, not only drafting deadlines. The 
promoter should set formal gates for scope freeze, technology freeze, CAPEX freeze, 
GHG freeze, financing strategy, grant request, board approval and final submission. 
Late changes to capacity or project boundary can invalidate several weeks of work.  
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7.  Criterion 1 – Effectiveness of GHG 
emissions avoidance 

The GHG case is a central quantitative foundation of the application and must be built 
from traceable technical data. 

 

7.1 What the evaluator needs to establish 
The evaluator must determine whether the project delivers significant and credible 
greenhouse-gas emission avoidance compared with the applicable reference scenario. 
The assessment generally considers absolute avoidance, relative avoidance and the 
quality of the calculation. The exact indicators, formulas, sector boundaries and 
monitoring period are defined in the call-specific methodology. 

Evaluator question Applicant response 
Is the correct sector 
methodology used? 

Explicit mapping of the project to the applicable sector and 
methodology section. 

Is the reference scenario 
valid? 

Official reference factors and a transparent explanation of the 
baseline. 

Are project emissions 
complete? 

Direct, indirect and relevant upstream/downstream emissions 
included as required. 

Are production assumptions 
credible? 

Engineering-supported capacity, availability, efficiency, 
degradation and ramp-up. 

Can the data be verified? Source register, evidence hierarchy and traceability from source 
to calculation cell. 

Can the project monitor actual 
performance? 

Metering, certification, monitoring responsibilities and data 
governance. 

 
7.2 Recommended calculation workflow 

1. Confirm the applicable call, topic, sector methodology and project boundary. 
2. Define the reference and project scenarios using identical functional units and 

time periods. 
3. Build the annual operating profile, including ramp-up, availability, degradation 

and maintenance. 
4. Identify all material energy, material and emission flows required by the 

methodology. 
5. Create a source register for every input and classify the quality of evidence. 
6. Complete the official calculation tool and document every non-obvious 

assumption. 
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7. Reconcile the output with the feasibility study, business plan and financial 
model. 

8. Perform sensitivity and reasonableness checks and define the monitoring plan. 
 

7.3 Data hierarchy 
Evidence level Examples Use 

A – Project-specific 
validated data 

Demonstration results, certified tests, 
guaranteed supplier data, measured 

resource series. 

Preferred for core performance 
and emissions parameters. 

B – Project-specific 
engineering data 

Mass/energy balance, design 
calculation, yield assessment, 

equipment quotation. 

Acceptable where validation is not 
yet available, with uncertainty 

explained. 

C – Authoritative 
external data 

Official methodology factors, EU 
legislation, recognised databases and 

standards. 

Use for reference factors and 
standard values. 

D – Market or 
literature 

assumptions 

Industry reports, comparable projects, 
published research. 

Use with justification and 
sensitivity analysis. 

E – Unsupported 
estimate 

Management estimate without 
documented source. 

Avoid for material parameters; 
replace before submission. 

 
7.4 Renewable-energy-specific issues 
Renewable electricity generation 
The calculation must use the reference scenario and electricity factors specified in the 
official methodology. Applicants should avoid assuming that every exported megawatt-
hour displaces the highest-emitting marginal generator unless this is explicitly allowed. 
Curtailment, auxiliary consumption, storage losses, grid constraints, degradation and 
resource uncertainty must be reflected consistently. 

 
Renewable heat 
The useful heat delivered, temperature level, operating hours, displaced fuel, efficiency 
of the reference installation and project electricity consumption are normally decisive. 
The commercial heat demand and GHG calculation should use the same hourly or 
annual utilisation assumptions. 
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Renewable fuels and biofuels 
The calculation may require life-cycle boundaries, feedstock eligibility, sustainability 
certification, upstream emissions, co-product treatment, electricity origin and 
downstream use. The production volumes and product specifications must match the 
offtake case and financial model. 

 
Manufacturing projects 
For manufacturing, the physical project is the factory, while a significant part of the 
GHG impact may arise from the use of the components produced. The manufacturing 
capacity, sales profile, component performance, market deployment and use-phase 
assumptions must be connected by a transparent calculation chain. The GHG scope 
can therefore differ from the relevant-cost scope and this difference should be 
explained explicitly. 

 

7.5 Quality controls 
• Check units, lower/higher heating values, wet/dry basis, gross/net generation 

and CO2 versus CO2-equivalent. 
• Avoid double counting renewable electricity, certificates, captured CO2 or co-

products. 
• Apply the same operating life and ramp-up logic across GHG and finance 

documents. 
• Document losses between gross production, internal consumption, storage, 

transport and saleable output. 
• Test whether the implied capacity factor, yield and efficiency are realistic for the 

selected site. 
• Explain uncertainty and use conservative assumptions where performance is 

not yet guaranteed. 
 

A common evaluation weakness is that the GHG spreadsheet may be mathematically 
correct, while the project as a whole remains unconvincing because the underlying 
input data are insufficiently evidenced or inconsistent with the technical and financial 
case. 
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8. Criterion 2 – Degree of innovation 
Innovation must be demonstrated against a clearly defined technological and 
commercial state of the art. 

8.1 Define the innovation claim 
The proposal should describe exactly what is innovative in the asset being financed. 
Innovation may lie in a component, process, system integration, manufacturing 
method, operating strategy, resource access, performance, cost, reliability, 
environmental impact or business model. Broad statements such as “first-of-a-kind”, 
“game-changing” or “highly innovative” have little value without a benchmark. 

 
Claim component Required content 

Reference market and 
geography 

The relevant European or call-specific reference point and the 
comparable commercial solutions. 

State of the art Quantified performance, cost, scale, maturity, environmental and 
operating characteristics. 

Project advancement A parameter-by-parameter comparison showing where and by how 
much the project goes beyond the benchmark. 

Evidence Demonstration data, patents, publications, independent reports, 
supplier data, market studies and competing-project review. 

Residual risk What remains unproven at the proposed scale and how it will be 
managed. 

Commercial relevance Why the improvement changes deployment potential, economics, 
resource use or European competitiveness. 

 
 

8.2 Build a quantified benchmark table 
A strong innovation section contains a structured comparison rather than a purely 
narrative claim. The table should include the most decision-relevant parameters and 
provide a source for each benchmark. 
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Parameter State of the art Proposed 
project Advancement Evidence 

Unit size / scale Commercial 
reference Project value Quantified 

difference 
Design and 

market source 

Efficiency / yield Benchmark range Guaranteed or 
expected value 

Absolute and 
relative 

improvement 

Test results / 
guarantee 

Availability / 
lifetime Benchmark range Project value Improvement or 

trade-off 
Demonstration 

data 
CAPEX / LCOE / 
production cost 

Comparable cost 
basis Project estimate Expected 

improvement 
Cost estimate / 

model 
Material or land 

intensity Benchmark Project value Reduction Engineering 
calculation 

Environmental 
performance 

Benchmark 
impact Project impact Reduction LCA / GHG / 

permits 
 
 

8.3 Innovation is not the same as low TRL 
A project can be innovative while using mature components in a novel integrated 
system. Conversely, a low-TRL technology may be too immature for the Innovation 
Fund. The proposal should explain the maturity of each critical subsystem and the 
additional risk created by integration and scale-up. The objective is to demonstrate 
meaningful innovation with a credible implementation pathway. 

 

8.4 European added value and industrial leadership 
Recent Innovation Fund practice places increasing emphasis on European industrial 
competitiveness and resilient net-zero value chains. Renewable-energy proposals 
should explain how the project strengthens manufacturing capacity, technology 
leadership, supply-chain resilience, skilled employment, strategic autonomy or the 
deployment of European intellectual property. These arguments must be linked to the 
actual project, procurement strategy and replication plan. 
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8.5 Renewable-sector examples 
Sector Potential innovation dimensions 

Floating offshore wind Substructure, mooring, dynamic cable, installation method, serial 
manufacturing, port logistics, O&M and reduced material use. 

Airborne wind Autonomous operation, power curve, launch/landing, reliability, 
airspace integration and reduced foundation/material requirements. 

Concentrated solar 
power 

Receiver, thermal storage, high-temperature operation, hybridisation, 
dispatchability and manufacturing process. 

Solar thermal Collector design, temperature range, integration, storage, industrial 
heat delivery and installation cost. 

Ocean energy Power take-off, survivability, array architecture, installation, 
maintenance, capacity factor and environmental performance. 

Advanced biofuels Feedstock flexibility, conversion yield, catalyst/process integration, fuel 
quality, carbon efficiency and scale. 

Cleantech 
manufacturing 

Production process, automation, throughput, yield, material efficiency, 
energy intensity and component performance. 
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9. Criterion 3 – Project maturity  
Project maturity is the evaluator’s assessment of whether the investment can 
realistically reach financial close, construction and operation. Maturity should be 
addressed as an integrated set of technical, operational, financial, commercial and 
regulatory dimensions. A project with strong technology but weak contracts or finance 
is not mature. Likewise, a fully permitted site with an unproven scale-up may remain 
uncompetitive. 

 

9.1 Technical maturity 
• Demonstrated technology performance and a documented scale-up rationale. 
• Defined process configuration, interfaces, mass/energy balance and design 

basis. 
• Engineering status appropriate to the proposed schedule and CAPEX accuracy. 
• Supplier strategy, long-lead items, availability of manufacturing capacity and 

quotations. 
• Construction, commissioning, ramp-up and performance-test plan. 
• Risk register covering technology, integration, resource, construction and 

operation. 
• Performance guarantees, warranties or alternative risk-sharing arrangements. 

 
9.2 Operational maturity 

• Site control and access, including land, seabed, port or industrial-host 
arrangements. 

• Permit register with status, responsible authority, dependencies and critical 
path. 

• Grid connection, heat network, pipeline, terminal or other infrastructure access. 
• Resource and input security: wind/solar/wave resource, feedstock, water, 

electricity or CO2. 
• Operating organisation, staffing, maintenance, spare parts, monitoring and 

certification. 
• IP ownership or licences sufficient to construct and operate the project. 
• Commercial agreements for input supply, construction, operation and output 

sale. 
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9.3 Financial maturity 
Financial maturity is often the most demanding dimension because it tests whether the 
promoter can finance the entire project, not only the part covered by the Innovation 
Fund. The application should show a credible capital structure, sponsor capacity, 
lender or investor engagement, realistic financial projections and a route to final 
investment decision. 

Evidence What it should demonstrate 

Sources and uses All project costs are financed and no unexplained funding gap 
remains. 

Shareholder support Equity providers understand the risk and have the capacity and intent 
to fund their share. 

Debt strategy Appropriate leverage, terms, covenants, security and lender process 
for the technology risk. 

Public support Cumulation is lawful and support is reflected consistently in the model 
and cost-efficiency case. 

Financial model Transparent assumptions, coherent cash flow, downside cases and 
full asset lifetime. 

Commercial contracts Revenue and major cost assumptions are supported by counterparties 
or market evidence. 

Financial-close plan All decisions, permits, contracts and financing steps can be completed 
within the call deadline. 

 
9.4 Permitting and regulatory maturity 
The proposal should distinguish permits already obtained, applications submitted, 
preparatory studies completed and future authorisations. A generic statement that “all 
permits will be obtained” is insufficient. The permit plan must identify consultation, 
environmental assessment, grid or network rights, maritime spatial planning, 
construction, operating, emissions, waste and product-certification requirements as 
applicable. 

 

9.5 Contract maturity 
Not every contract must be signed at application stage, but the status of key 
agreements should match the claimed schedule and risk. Letters of support are useful 
only when they contain project-specific substance. Strong evidence identifies 
quantities, technical specifications, pricing or indexation principles, duration, 
responsibilities, approval status and a timetable to binding agreement. 
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Document quality Characteristics 

Weak Generic support for the technology; no volume, site, timing, price or 
commitment. 

Moderate Project identified; indicative volumes and intention to negotiate; limited 
commercial terms. 

Strong Project-specific term sheet or advanced agreement with volumes, term, 
technical requirements, price/index and conditions. 

Near-final Binding or substantially agreed contract subject to clearly defined 
conditions precedent. 

 
9.6 Implementation plan and work packages 
The Innovation Fund work plan should represent the actual project execution strategy. 
Work packages should cover development, engineering, procurement, construction, 
commissioning, entry into operation, monitoring, knowledge sharing and project 
management. Milestones should be decision points or verifiable achievements, not 
routine activities. 

 
Work package Typical content 

WP1 Project management 
and financial close 

Governance, corporate approvals, financing, reporting, risk and 
grant management. 

WP2 Engineering and 
permitting 

Design development, environmental assessment, permits, grid 
and site readiness. 

WP3 Procurement and 
manufacturing 

Supplier selection, equipment manufacturing, quality assurance 
and logistics. 

WP4 Construction and 
installation 

Civil works, assembly, connection, installation and interface 
management. 

WP5 Commissioning and 
entry into operation Testing, certification, performance verification and handover. 

WP6 Operation and GHG 
monitoring 

Ramp-up, production, metering, verification and corrective 
actions. 

WP7 Knowledge sharing and 
replication 

Dissemination of non-confidential results, replication plan and 
market uptake. 
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10. Criterion 4 – Replicability  
Replicability demonstrates how the project can create impact beyond the first 
installation or factory. 

 

10.1 Replication is not a generic market statement 
A credible replication case identifies the unit that can be replicated, the market need, 
the conditions required for deployment and the promoter’s concrete plan. The proposal 
should distinguish replication by the applicant from wider diffusion by customers, 
licensees, supply chains or other market actors. 

Replication route Evidence 

Additional sites Identified pipeline, screening criteria, resource availability, host interest 
and development schedule. 

Capacity expansion Modular design, expansion space, shared infrastructure and 
incremental economics. 

Commercial sales Customer pipeline, standard product definition, manufacturing capacity 
and delivery model. 

Licensing IP strategy, licence package, engineering support and target markets. 

Manufacturing scale-up Factory ramp-up, additional lines, supplier capacity and demand 
forecasts. 

Sector transfer Technical modifications and addressable use cases in adjacent 
sectors. 

 
10.2 Quantify the replication potential 
The replication section should use measurable indicators: number of sites, megawatts 
or tonnes of annual capacity, cumulative investment, GHG avoidance, production cost 
reduction, European manufacturing output, jobs, lead times and market share. Targets 
should be linked to a realistic time horizon and ownership of the next steps. 

 

10.3 Knowledge sharing 
Innovation Fund beneficiaries have knowledge-sharing obligations. The proposal 
should define the knowledge that can be shared without undermining intellectual 
property or commercial confidentiality. Useful outputs include validated performance 
ranges, engineering lessons, permitting experience, environmental monitoring, supply-
chain lessons, cost evolution and replication conditions. 
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10.4 Renewable-sector replication barriers 
Barrier How to address it 

Site-specific resource Define minimum resource thresholds and show a screened pipeline 
rather than assuming universal applicability. 

Grid or port constraints Map required infrastructure and demonstrate replication in locations 
with suitable capacity. 

Permitting diversity Identify the core permit package and explain how local requirements 
affect lead time. 

High first-unit cost Show cost-reduction mechanisms from learning, standardisation, 
scale and procurement. 

Specialist supply chain Demonstrate supplier capacity, standard interfaces and development 
of European manufacturing. 

Feedstock limitation Quantify sustainable feedstock availability and avoid replication 
claims that exceed realistic supply. 
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11. Criterion 5 – Cost efficiency and 
relevant costs 

The requested grant must be proportionate to the project’s GHG performance and 
justified by the project’s economic gap. 

 

11.1 Relevant costs are not the same as CAPEX 
Relevant costs are calculated using the methodology and Financial Information File 
provided for the call. In recent regular-grant calls, they are derived from project CAPEX 
and the net present value of revenues, OPEX, maintenance CAPEX and operational 
benefits during construction and the first ten years of operation, while the detailed 
financial model and business plan should reflect the full expected asset lifetime. 

The default methodology in recent calls has generally been the “no reference plant” 
approach, while a reference-plant method may be available under specific conditions. 
Applicants should not select the method that produces the largest grant; they should 
select the method permitted by the guidance and supported by the economic structure 
of the project. 

 

11.2 Recommended financial reconciliation 

Technical 
production 

profile 

→ 
Revenue 

and OPEX 
model 

→ 
Detailed 
financial 
model 

→ 
Financial 

Information 
File 

→ Grant 
request and 

financing 
plan 

 
Figure 3. Financial data flow 

The same assumptions should be controlled through a master input sheet. Differences 
in timing, inflation, volume, price, exchange rate or project lifetime can create significant 
inconsistencies between the business plan, detailed model and FIF. 
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11.3 CAPEX quality 
Estimate component Good practice 

Equipment Vendor quotations or engineering estimate with scope, validity, 
currency and delivery basis. 

Construction and 
installation 

Quantity-based estimate, location factors, labour rates and contractor 
input. 

Grid / infrastructure Connection quotation, network studies or documented estimate. 
Development and 

owner’s costs 
Engineering, permitting, project management, insurance, 

commissioning and contingencies. 

Contingency Risk-based justification linked to engineering maturity; not an 
unexplained percentage. 

Escalation and FX Base date and assumptions consistent across all documents. 

 
11.4 Cost-efficiency strategy 
Cost efficiency should be optimised through project design and grant strategy, not by 
mechanically reducing the grant request until the project becomes underfunded. The 
promoter should test the relationship between grant amount, relevant costs, GHG 
avoidance, financing viability and downside resilience. The final request must remain 
sufficient for implementation and compatible with internal approvals and financing 
discussions. As a consistency rule, the grant request presented in Part A, Part B, the 
FIF, the financing plan, shareholder letters and any lender documentation must be 
identical or clearly reconciled. 
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12. Business plan, financial model and 
funding strategy 

The financial package must explain how the project creates value, why the grant is 
needed and how the full investment will be financed. 

 

12.1 Business plan structure 
Chapter Core content 

Project and company Applicant, ownership, governance, assets, site and strategic rationale. 

Market and customers Demand, segments, competition, pricing, offtake strategy and 
certificates/support schemes. 

Technology and 
operations 

Production process, capacity, ramp-up, availability, maintenance and 
operating organisation. 

Implementation Engineering, permits, procurement, construction, commissioning and 
financial close. 

Financial projections CAPEX, OPEX, revenue, working capital, tax, depreciation, financing 
and returns. 

Funding gap and 
additionality 

Why the project is not investable without support and how the grant 
changes the decision. 

Risk and sensitivity Downside cases, mitigations, contingency and residual risk. 
Replication and exit / 

growth Next sites, expansion, commercial roll-out and long-term strategy. 

 
12.2 Financial model requirements 

• Full project lifetime, not only the Innovation Fund monitoring period. 
• Monthly or quarterly construction cash flow and annual operating projections. 
• Separate volume, price, inflation, efficiency, degradation and availability 

assumptions. 
• Transparent debt, equity, grant and other public-support schedules. 
• Taxes, depreciation, working capital, replacement CAPEX and 

decommissioning where material. 
• Project and equity cash flows, NPV, IRR, debt-service metrics and covenant 

headroom as relevant. 
• Base, downside and severe-downside cases with management response. 
• Reconciliation to the FIF and business-plan tables. 
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12.3 Demonstrating the funding gap 
The funding-gap narrative should explain the economic effect of innovation risk, first-
of-a-kind cost, limited operating history, market premium uncertainty, financing 
constraints and lack of bankable risk allocation. It should also explain why the 
requested grant is the minimum public support needed to enable the investment, while 
avoiding overcompensation. 

 

12.4 Offtake and price evidence 
Renewable-energy projects frequently fail to connect the technical output with the 
commercial model. The offtake package should specify the saleable product, quality, 
delivery point, annual volume, term, price or indexation formula, certificates, penalties, 
credit support and allocation of curtailment or production risk. Where no binding 
contract is possible, the proposal should provide a credible sequence from current 
engagement to contract signature before financial close. 

 

12.5 Financing evidence 
Financing letters should identify the project, investment size, proposed instrument and 
amount, key conditions, due-diligence status, internal approval process and expected 
timetable. Shareholder support should confirm both financial capacity and willingness 
to fund the disclosed risk and profitability profile. 
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13.  Writing and assembling a 
consistent application 

The final application should make a complex project easy to evaluate without 
oversimplifying material risks. 

 

13.1 Write the evidence chain 
Each major claim should follow a simple sequence: claim, metric, source, implication 
and risk. For example: “The project will achieve a net electrical efficiency of X%, 
supported by demonstration test Y and supplier guarantee Z; this is A percentage 
points above the selected state-of-the-art benchmark and reduces annual auxiliary 
consumption by B MWh. The remaining scale-up risk is managed through performance 
testing and liquidated damages.” 

 

13.2 Make cross-references useful 
Part B should summarise the argument and direct the evaluator to the relevant annex, 
section, table and evidence. Avoid vague statements such as “see feasibility study”. 
Use exact references and repeat the decisive number in the main narrative. 

 

13.3 Use tables and diagrams for decision-critical content 
• Project boundary and process flow. 
• Innovation benchmark and technical KPIs. 
• Permit and contract status. 
• Risk register and mitigation actions. 
• Implementation schedule and critical path. 
• Sources and uses of funds. 
• GHG data traceability and calculation reconciliation. 
• Replication pipeline and market potential. 
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13.4 Control numbers and terminology 
Create a master consistency matrix containing every critical number and its approved 
source. The proposal manager should prohibit manual re-entry of numbers where 
possible. Terms such as nominal capacity, net capacity, production, sales, entry into 
operation, project duration, asset lifetime and monitoring period should be defined and 
used consistently. 

 

13.5 Final quality review 
1. Eligibility and completeness check against the call and submission system. 
2. Criterion-by-criterion evaluator review with provisional scoring and evidence 

gaps. 
3. Technical, GHG and financial reconciliation of all key inputs and outputs. 
4. Red-team review of implementation, contracts, permits and financing credibility. 
5. Language and visual review for clarity, page limits and readability. 
6. Portal validation, file integrity, signatures, naming and final approval. 

 

From an evaluator’s perspective, a proposal is more credible when uncertainty is 
openly acknowledged, appropriately quantified and supported by clear mitigation 
measures. Overconfident claims, unsupported assumptions or weaknesses that are 
not addressed transparently can reduce trust in the proposal and undermine its overall 
credibility. 
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14. Sector-specific guidance for 
renewable energy projects 

Different renewable-energy sectors face distinct innovation, maturity, GHG and 
commercial challenges. 

14.1 Wind energy 
Innovative wind projects may involve floating offshore wind, airborne wind, novel 
turbine or foundation concepts, installation systems, advanced components or 
manufacturing facilities. Standard onshore or fixed-bottom assets generally require a 
clearly innovative element beyond ordinary deployment. 

Focus area Key questions 

Resource and yield Is the wind dataset bankable? Are wake, availability, electrical losses, 
curtailment and degradation included? 

Technology validation Has the turbine, substructure, mooring, cable or airborne system been 
tested under representative conditions? 

Serial deployment Can the design move from prototype to repeatable manufacture and 
installation? 

Ports and vessels Are port capacity, assembly, towing, installation vessels and weather 
windows secured? 

Grid Is the connection route, capacity, schedule and cost credible? 

O&M Are access, reliability, spare parts, inspection and major-component 
replacement addressed? 

Commercial case Is revenue exposure to market prices, support schemes, PPAs and 
imbalance risk modelled? 

 
14.2 Solar PV manufacturing and innovative PV deployment 
For PV manufacturing, the proposal should connect factory output to component 
performance, European demand and use-phase GHG avoidance. Manufacturing 
capacity should be supported by line design, throughput, yield, ramp-up, material 
supply and customer evidence. Innovative deployment projects should demonstrate 
that the novelty lies in the technology or system configuration rather than simply in 
building a conventional solar plant. 

• Quantify annual nameplate output, saleable yield, scrap, energy intensity and 
utilisation. 

• Benchmark module or component efficiency, degradation, lifetime, material use 
and cost. 

• Address critical materials, supplier concentration and European value-chain 
contribution. 
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• Avoid using market-demand forecasts that exceed realistic addressable sales 
and factory ramp-up. 

 
14.3 Concentrated solar power and solar thermal 
CSP and solar thermal projects depend strongly on site resource, heat-transfer and 
storage configuration, operating temperature, thermal losses, dispatch profile and 
integration with the customer or power system. The business case must reconcile the 
resource model, annual production, storage strategy, heat or electricity price and 
operating schedule. 

• Document direct normal irradiation or solar-resource series and uncertainty. 
• Explain receiver, collector, storage and power-block performance at the 

proposed scale. 
• Model start-up, parasitic loads, storage losses and seasonal operating profile. 
• For industrial heat, demonstrate a stable heat sink, temperature compatibility 

and backup strategy. 
• Provide land, water and environmental evidence appropriate to the site. 

 
 

14.4 Ocean energy 
Ocean-energy projects face a combination of technology, resource, installation and 
survivability risk. The proposal should demonstrate how evidence from single devices 
or small arrays supports the proposed commercial configuration. Availability and O&M 
assumptions must reflect the marine environment and access limitations. 

• Use measured site resource and an independently reviewed energy-yield 
assessment. 

• Explain device survivability, moorings, cables, corrosion, biofouling and 
extreme-event design. 

• Define installation method, vessels, port, weather windows and recovery 
strategy. 

• Quantify array interaction, electrical losses, availability and maintenance 
downtime. 

• Provide a clear route from first array to standardised replication and cost 
reduction. 

 

 

 



 

RENEWABLE ENERGY ACTIONS LEVERAGING 
INNOVATION TOWARDS ZERO EMISSIONS IN EUROPE  

 

39 

14.5 Renewable and decarbonised heat 
Heat projects should start from the end user’s thermal demand rather than from the 
technology alone. The proposal must define the required temperature, pressure, load 
profile, annual operating hours, integration point, backup arrangement and effect on 
the host process. Where a competitive heat auction is available, the project should 
compare auction and regular-grant routes. 

• Obtain customer heat-demand data and reconcile it with the proposed 
production profile. 

• Define the displaced fuel and reference efficiency under the official GHG 
methodology. 

• Address electricity sourcing, grid capacity and exposure to power-price risk. 
• Specify ownership of equipment, heat-delivery point and performance 

obligations. 
• Demonstrate that the offered heat price or requested grant remains viable under 

downside cases. 
 

14.6 Advanced biofuels and renewable fuels 
Fuel projects require a complete value-chain case. Feedstock, utilities, conversion, 
certification, logistics, product quality, offtake and end use must all be credible. A 
technically advanced conversion process is not sufficient if feedstock supply or product 
demand is not contractually supported. 

Value-chain element Evidence expected 

Feedstock Eligible and sustainable source, annual volumes, quality, seasonality, 
price and supplier strategy. 

Conversion Yield, efficiency, catalyst or biological performance, scale-up and 
product slate. 

Utilities Renewable electricity, hydrogen, heat, water and other inputs with 
capacity and price evidence. 

Certification Applicable RED, RFNBO, fuel-quality, sustainability and chain-of-
custody requirements. 

Logistics Storage, transport, terminal, blending and delivery arrangements. 

Offtake Product specification, annual volume, pricing basis, duration and 
customer approval pathway. 

GHG Life-cycle boundaries, feedstock factors, energy inputs, co-products 
and downstream use. 
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14.7 Cleantech manufacturing 
Manufacturing proposals are investment projects for a factory, not only technology-
development projects for the component. They must demonstrate a viable 
manufacturing process, market demand and contribution to European net-zero 
capacity. The proposal should explain the relationship between factory CAPEX and the 
GHG impact generated through components placed on the market. 

• Define product family, annual line capacity, shifts, utilisation, yield and quality 
control. 

• Provide customer pipeline or offtake evidence and a realistic sales ramp-up. 
• Demonstrate raw-material and component supply, critical dependencies and 

recycling strategy. 
• Benchmark manufacturing cost, throughput, energy use, labour and component 

performance. 
• Show how the project adds capacity, resilience or innovation to the European 

value chain. 
 

14.8 Hybrid systems and storage 
Projects combining renewable generation, storage, hydrogen, heat or flexible demand 
must explain the role and value of each subsystem. The dispatch strategy should be 
modelled consistently in the technical, GHG and financial cases. Avoid attributing the 
same output or emission avoidance simultaneously to multiple subsystems. 
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15. Lessons learned through REALIZE 
The REALIZE experience provides practical lessons for converting Horizon results into 
competitive deployment projects. 

 

15.1 Technology readiness is necessary but not sufficient 
The assessed technologies generally had substantial technical merit and results from 
completed Horizon projects. Nevertheless, TRL 6–7 did not automatically translate into 
a project capable of reaching financial close. The gap between demonstration and 
deployment frequently involved site selection, ownership, scale, certification, 
performance guarantees, industrial engineering and commercial validation. 

 

15.2 The promoter matters as much as the technology 
A credible application needs an entity able to invest, contract, finance, build and 
operate. Research organisations and technology developers can remain essential 
partners, but the investment case must be led by an asset owner or industrial promoter 
with the mandate and financial capacity to implement the project. 

 

15.3 A Horizon consortium cannot simply be copied 
The optimal Innovation Fund structure is often smaller and more implementation-
oriented than the original R&I consortium. Roles should be retained only where they 
contribute directly to engineering, supply, construction, operation, market access, 
financing or monitoring. Unclear ownership of results and IP can become a material 
maturity risk. 
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15.4 Scale must be technically and commercially justified 
Promoters sometimes select a large capacity because it improves absolute GHG 
avoidance or matches a call category. The proposed scale must instead follow from 
validated scale-up, supplier capacity, site constraints, resource availability, market 
demand and financing. A smaller but credible first commercial unit can be stronger than 
an oversized project with unsupported assumptions. 

 

15.5 The business model should be developed early 
In several renewable-energy pathways, the main constraint is not whether the 
technology can work but whether the output can be sold at a price that supports 
financing. Offtake, price formation, support schemes, certificates, operating profile and 
market risk should be analysed before the proposal narrative is written. 

 

15.6 The financial model is a project-development tool 
The model should be used to test design choices, scale, operating strategy, grant need 
and risk allocation. Creating it at the end merely to complete the application prevents 
the team from identifying structural weaknesses. Financial modelling should begin as 
soon as a preliminary mass/energy balance and CAPEX estimate exist. 

 

15.7 Not every candidate should submit 
A rigorous support programme should be willing to recommend maturation or 
alternative funding. Submitting a weak application can consume significant resources 
without improving the project. A clear no-go decision, accompanied by a development 
plan, can create a stronger future candidate. 
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15.8 Recurrent maturity gaps observed 
Gap Practical consequence Corrective action 

No committed industrial 
site 

Permits, grid, costs and schedule 
remain hypothetical. 

Select site and obtain control or 
advanced host agreement before 

full drafting. 
Technology provider 
acting as promoter 

without asset-finance 
capacity 

Weak financial maturity and 
unclear implementation 

responsibility. 

Bring in an industrial owner, 
developer or project company with 

sponsor support. 

Unclear IP or 
exploitation rights 

Construction and replication 
cannot be guaranteed. 

Document ownership, licences 
and rights for the full project 

lifetime. 

Scale-up not supported 
by engineering 

CAPEX, production and schedule 
are unreliable. 

Complete scale-up study, design 
basis and independent technical 

review. 

Generic letters of 
support 

Commercial and financing 
assumptions remain unsupported. 

Negotiate project-specific terms, 
volumes, prices and decision 

timelines. 
GHG calculation 

developed 
independently 

Conflicts with technical and 
financial assumptions. 

Use a common master dataset 
and joint review. 

R&D-style work plan 
Insufficient focus on financial 

close, procurement and 
construction. 

Rebuild work packages around 
investment implementation. 
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16. Frequent failure modes and 
corrective actions 

Many proposal weaknesses originate before drafting and cannot be repaired through 
wording alone. 

Failure mode Why it weakens the proposal Corrective action 

Applying because the 
grant is large 

Programme fit and 
implementation capacity are not 

demonstrated. 

Complete eligibility, route and 
competitiveness screening first. 

Describing a technology 
instead of a project 

The evaluator cannot identify the 
asset, owner, site or investment. 

Freeze project boundary and 
implementation structure. 

Insufficient state-of-the-
art analysis 

Innovation claims cannot be 
scored confidently. 

Build a sourced, quantified 
benchmark. 

Optimistic production 
profile 

GHG, revenue and cost 
efficiency are overstated. 

Use engineering-supported ramp-
up, losses and downside cases. 

CAPEX based on 
unsupported 
percentages 

Financial maturity and relevant 
costs are unreliable. 

Use quotations and quantity-
based estimates; document 

contingency. 

Permits listed without a 
critical path 

Entry into operation appears 
unrealistic. 

Prepare permit register, 
dependencies and authority 

engagement plan. 

Weak shareholder or 
lender letters 

Funding sources are not 
credible. 

Obtain project-specific evidence 
with amount, conditions and 

timing. 

Generic offtake interest Revenue assumptions remain 
speculative. 

Define volume, specification, term 
and pricing principles. 

Different numbers 
across annexes 

The evaluator loses confidence 
in the project. 

Use a controlled master 
assumptions register and 

consistency review. 
Grant request 

maximised without 
viability test 

The application may appear 
inefficient or the residual funding 

gap may remain unresolved. 

Optimise grant amount with 
financing and downside analysis. 

Replication expressed 
as “large market” 

Impact beyond the project is not 
actionable. 

Define pipeline, capacity, timing, 
cost reductions and responsible 

owner. 
Submission 

compressed into final 
weeks 

Evidence, approvals and portal 
checks are incomplete. 

Start development months before 
opening and use formal decision 

gates. 

 
From a proposal-writing perspective, additional narrative cannot compensate for an 
immature underlying project. Where project maturity is insufficient, the appropriate 
course of action is to undertake further project development before proceeding with the 
proposal. 
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17. Innovation Fund application 
readiness assessment 

This non-official tool helps promoters structure an internal go/no-go decision and 
prioritise maturity actions. 

 

17.1 Critical gates 
A project should not be treated as ready for full preparation if any critical gate is red 
and cannot be resolved before submission. 

 
Critical gate Green Amber Red 

Eligible project and 
topic 

Eligibility confirmed in 
writing. 

Minor interpretation 
issue to clarify. 

Activity, location or 
applicant may be 

ineligible. 

Project definition 
Owner, site, scope, 
capacity and output 

frozen. 

One element under 
final selection. 

Technology concept 
without defined 

investment. 

GHG methodology Method and core data 
validated. 

Calculation possible 
but evidence gaps 

remain. 

No applicable method 
or insufficient data. 

Technical scale-up 
Demonstration and 
engineering support 

proposed scale. 

Additional validation or 
design work required. 

Scale selected without 
evidence. 

Implementation 
timeline 

Financial close and 
entry into operation 

credible. 

Critical 
permits/contracts 

require acceleration. 

Timeline incompatible 
with call conditions. 

Financing 
Sources, sponsor 
capacity and grant 

need credible. 

Engagement exists but 
evidence is 
incomplete. 

No credible source for 
residual funding. 

Market / offtake 
Demand and pricing 

supported by 
evidence. 

Active negotiations but 
limited terms. 

No defined customer 
or market route. 
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17.2 Weighted readiness score 
Category Weight What is scored 

GHG avoidance and data 
quality 20 Method selection, materiality, calculation 

completeness, evidence and monitoring. 
Technical and operational 

maturity 20 Validation, engineering, site, permits, supply chain, 
execution and operation. 

Financial and commercial 
maturity 20 Business model, CAPEX/OPEX, offtake, financing, 

sponsor capacity and financial close. 

Degree of innovation 15 State of the art, quantified advancement, evidence 
and residual risk. 

Replicability and European 
impact 10 Pipeline, market, scale-up, knowledge sharing and 

industrial leadership. 
Cost efficiency and relevant 

costs 10 FIF quality, relevant-cost logic, grant strategy and 
GHG/grant ratio. 

Proposal governance and 
consistency 5 Team, schedule, document control, master 

assumptions and quality review. 

 
17.3 Interpretation 

Score Interpretation Recommended action 

0–54 Not ready 
Do not launch a full application. Prepare a project-
development plan and consider PDA or alternative 

funding. 

55–70 Potential with major 
gaps 

Proceed only if critical actions have owners, evidence 
and completion dates before submission. 

71–85 Strong candidate Launch preparation while closing remaining gaps and 
obtaining stronger contractual evidence. 

86–100 Highly prepared Proceed to full application with independent evaluator-
style review and downside testing. 

 
It is important to note that this score does not constitute an official Innovation Fund 
assessment methodology and cannot be used to predict whether a project will receive 
funding. A single unresolved issue relating to eligibility, project maturity or another 
critical requirement may outweigh an otherwise high aggregate score. 

 
17.4 Action plan template 

Gap Required evidence / decision Owner Deadline Status 
Example: grid 

connection 
Accepted connection offer and 

schedule 
Project 
director 

DD/MM/YY
YY Open 

Example: offtake Term sheet with volume, term 
and price basis 

Commercial 
lead 

DD/MM/YY
YY 

In 
progress 

Example: scale-up Independent review of design 
basis 

Technical 
lead 

DD/MM/YY
YY Open 

Example: equity Board-approved support letter CFO DD/MM/YY
YY Open 
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Conclusions 
The Innovation Fund offers a critical bridge between renewable-energy innovation and 
commercial deployment. Its value is greatest for projects that are technically 
differentiated, capable of substantial GHG avoidance and sufficiently mature to 
become real investments. The grant should be understood as one component of a 
complete financing and implementation plan. 

The REALIZE experience confirms that the most important work occurs before the 
proposal is written. Promoters must define the asset, establish ownership, complete 
engineering, secure the site and infrastructure, build the commercial case, apply the 
correct GHG methodology and organise credible financing. Only then can the 
application translate the project into a compelling evaluator narrative. 

For renewable-energy technologies emerging from Horizon projects, the transition 
requires a change of mindset: from research consortium to investment structure; from 
technical possibility to guaranteed performance; from dissemination potential to 
contract-backed market demand; and from estimated cost to financeable project 
economics. 

The recommended approach is to begin with a rigorous readiness assessment, 
address all critical maturity gaps and develop a single, integrated evidence base. The 
strongest proposal is one in which every document consistently describes the same 
credible, executable and financeable project. 
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Annex A. Indicative preparation 
roadmap 

The sequence below should be adapted to the call calendar and complexity of the 
project. 

Timing before 
deadline Main activities Decision / output 

T–12 to T–10 
months 

Eligibility and route screening; promoter and site 
confirmation; preliminary project boundary; initial 

GHG method and financial gap. 

Go/no-go decision and 
maturation plan. 

T–10 to T–8 
months 

Design basis, resource and production model, 
scale-up evidence, permit register, CAPEX 

estimate, market and offtake strategy. 

Scope and capacity 
freeze. 

T–8 to T–6 
months 

Supplier engagement, engineering, GHG model, 
financial model, financing strategy, land/grid/permit 

engagement. 

Technical and financial 
baseline. 

T–6 to T–4 
months 

Draft feasibility study and business plan; negotiate 
key terms; prepare risk register and implementation 

plan. 
Evidence gap review. 

T–4 to T–3 
months 

Call-specific validation; complete official tools and 
application structure; confirm grant request. 

Application strategy 
approval. 

T–3 to T–2 
months 

Integrated drafting; supporting letters and annexes; 
management and board review. 

First complete 
application. 

T–2 to T–1 month Evaluator-style review, reconciliation, sensitivity 
analysis, legal and compliance review. Red-team close-out. 

T–4 to T–2 weeks Final edits, portal forms, document validation, 
signatures and submission rehearsal. 

Submission-ready 
package. 

Final week Freeze, upload, portal validation, approval and early 
submission. 

Submitted application 
and archive. 
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Annex B. Evidence and document 
checklist 

The exact mandatory annexes depend on the call. This checklist covers the most 
common evidence required for a mature renewable-energy application. 

Corporate and project ownership 
☐ Applicant registration and corporate structure. 
☐ Project-company ownership and governance. 
☐ Board or management approval pathway. 
☐ Shareholder financial capacity and support. 
☐ IP ownership, licences and freedom to operate. 

Site and infrastructure 
☐ Land, seabed, roof, port or host-site rights. 
☐ Grid, heat network, pipeline or terminal connection. 
☐ Utility capacity and supply. 
☐ Logistics, access and construction laydown. 
☐ Site surveys and environmental constraints. 

Technology and engineering 
☐ Technology description and block/process diagrams. 
☐ Demonstration data and performance validation. 
☐ Scale-up study and design basis. 
☐ Mass and energy balance. 
☐ Equipment list, supplier quotations and performance guarantees. 
☐ Engineering deliverables and cost estimate. 

Permitting and compliance 
☐ Permit register and critical path. 
☐ Environmental impact assessment status. 
☐ Construction and operating permits. 
☐ Product, sustainability and certification requirements. 
☐ DNSH and environmental compliance evidence. 
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Commercial 
☐ Market study and competitor analysis. 
☐ Feedstock or input supply terms. 
☐ Offtake or customer terms. 
☐ Pricing and indexation evidence. 
☐ Certificates, support schemes and regulatory revenues. 

Financial 
☐ CAPEX and OPEX evidence. 
☐ Detailed financial model. 
☐ Business plan. 
☐ Financial Information File / relevant-cost calculation. 
☐ Sources and uses of funds. 
☐ Equity and debt evidence. 
☐ Sensitivity and downside cases. 

GHG 
☐ Applicable methodology and sector selection. 
☐ Reference and project scenarios. 
☐ Calculation file and source register. 
☐ Data traceability. 
☐ Monitoring, metering and verification plan. 
☐ Consistency with production and financial assumptions. 

Implementation 
☐ Integrated schedule and critical path. 
☐ Work packages, milestones and deliverables. 
☐ Procurement and contracting strategy. 
☐ Construction and commissioning plan. 
☐ Operating organisation and maintenance strategy. 
☐ Risk register and mitigations. 
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