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Legend
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Competitiveness of Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises Programme

EACEA
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National Operational Programme
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1. EU projects & funding – a general overview
The European Union awards grants to organisations and individuals to implement specific projects that
contribute to EU policy objectives.
The EU rarely finances projects up to 100%. Rather, grants are a form of complementary financing – in the
form of financial contributions by way of donation, from the budget of the European Union – with the
beneficiary organisations having also to provide a percentage of co-funding for their project.
The EU finances projects through direct or indirect funding schemes:

I. Direct funds
In case of direct funding, projects are managed directly by the European Union through the European
Commission and/or one of its agencies depending on the funding programme (Horizon 2020 for research
and innovation projects; Erasmus + for education, training, youth and sport; etc.).
In this case, the EU awards the grants directly to the beneficiary organisations, usually following a public
announcement known as “call for proposals”.
The European Commission’s directorates and agencies regularly publish information about the direct
funding opportunities offered, mostly on the Funding and Tenders portal.
In the construction sector, direct funding mainly targets innovative projects in the fields of digitalisation,
energy, environment or training but does not finance structural works (e.g. construction sites).
EBC Role:
EBC offers full support to its members in relation to all projects opportunities under programmes directly
funded and managed by the EU (Horizon 2020; Erasmus +; etc.), with EBC closely monitoring such
opportunities and sharing them with its members. To this end, EBC relies on its ties with European
institutions, construction stakeholders, EU-funding experts (consultancies, R&D centres, Universities), and
other relevant partners.

II. Indirect funds
Most EU-funded projects (accounting for over 76 % of the EU budget) are indirectly funded, through the
so-called European Structural and Investment Funds, that are made of five major funds: European
Regional Development Fund (ERDF); European Social Fund (ESF); Cohesion Fund (CF); European Agricultural
Fund for Rural Development; European Maritime and Fisheries Fund.
In case of indirect funding, the management of projects and programmes is delegated to the national
and/or regional managing authorities (e.g. National Ministry of Employment; Regional economic
departments, etc.). This means that the European Union is only responsible for setting the major political
objectives of the funding whether the specific objectives and the practical rules to participate to the calls
are set at national or local level.
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In the context of indirect funding, the National Operational Programmes (NOPs) and Regional
Operational Programmes (ROPs) are very important instruments. Prepared by each Member State and/or
region in partnership with the European Commission, NOPs and ROPs define funding priorities and
overarching strategic objectives, in relation to the ERDF, CF and ESF.
In this case, the managing authorities, and not the EU, publish information about the funding
opportunities available, evaluate the project proposals submitted and decide whether to grant funding.
To apply for these opportunities it is thus necessary to get in touch with the relevant regional and national
authorities in each EU country (please consult here a comprehensive list of managing authorities identified
by the European Commission).
On construction sites across Europe, signs indicating that the projects are co-funded by the European
Union are often visible, which means that these projects have received indirect funds.
Example:

EBC Role
EBC cannot materially follow all the indirect funding opportunities because of language barriers, lack of
contacts with national or local networks, lack of knowledge of national or local rules/practices, etc. In fact,
the monitoring of opportunities in indirect funding is much more efficient if conducted directly by national
and local members. For these reasons, EBC provides a different type of support regarding projects and
programmes indirectly funded by the EU (ERDF, ESF, etc.) and managed by national and regional managing
authorities. Indeed, EBC is in a position to support its national members willing to get in touch with the
managing authorities in their respective countries, in case of doubts related to EU's funding rules and
procedures. At a later stage, in case a national member is part of a project proposal at national level, EBC
can also provide letters of recommendation/support to national initiatives and have an active role in
disseminating through its communication channels results and findings of importance for the construction
sector and construction SMEs.
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2. The EU funding programmes available to Construction SMEs and
Craftsmen
In this section, we analyse in more detail the specific type of projects, programmes and opportunities
suitable for the participation of Construction SMEs and Craftsmen.

I. Direct Funds
a) Erasmus+

Erasmus+ is the EU’s funding programme for education, training, youth and sport, with a budget of €14.7
billion for the 2014-2020 period.
The programme gives opportunities to students, trainees, staff and volunteers to increase their skills and
employability. It supports organisations willing to work in transnational partnerships and to share
innovative practices.
The Erasmus+ Programme is managed partly at the national level, by National Agencies, and partly at the
European level, by the European Commission through the Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive
Agency (EACEA).
Regarding constructions SMEs and craftsmen, Erasmus+ plays a key role in relation to Vocational
education and training (VET), allowing the exchange of best practices on new trends affecting
competences and skills, the promotion of dual-based learning and apprenticeship in general or the
support of the mobility of apprentices and trainers (work placements or study periods abroad) for students
enrolled in VET, company-based apprentices and recent graduates.
Erasmus+ also supports adult learning, with train-the-trainers initiatives aimed at improving the
competences of construction entrepreneurs and construction professionals. This is for example the case
of the Erasmus+ project CONDAP (“Digital skills for workplace mentors in construction sector
apprenticeships”), in which EBC is partner.
Erasmus+ thus finances projects aimed at boosting skills and employability, with the Erasmus+ project
Construction Blueprint (“Skills Blueprint for the Construction Industry”) being a major example in the
construction sector, in which EBC is also partner. With the aim of creating a long-lasting Sectorial Skills
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Alliance, this project aims to improve training in the construction sector in Europe, by establishing a new
strategy and roadmap for professional qualifications.

b) COSME

COSME is the EU programme for the competitiveness of small and medium-sized enterprises. It runs from
2014 to 2020 with a budget of € 2.3 billion.
COSME addresses four main objectives:
 Facilitating access to finance for SMEs by providing loan guarantees and risk capital (access to
finance)
 Helping companies to access new markets, within and outside the EU (access to markets)
 Creating a business-friendly environment by reducing the administrative burden on SMEs
(improving conditions for businesses)
 Encouraging an entrepreneurial culture (for example, through the “Erasmus for young
entrepreneurs” exchange scheme)
Managed by the Commission through the Executive Agency for Small and Medium-sized Enterprises
(EASME), COSME helps businesses to have easier access to guarantees, loans and equity capital.
Two financial instruments (the “Loan Guarantee Facility” and the “Equity Facility for Growth”) are
channelled through local financial institutions in EU countries. Potential beneficiaries wishing to find a
financial institution in their respective country should visit the Access to Finance portal.

c) Horizon 2020 (future Horizon Europe)
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Horizon 2020 is the EU’s funding programme for research, technological development, and innovation,
running from 2014 to 2020 with a budget of €80 billion.
Construction SMEs and craftsmen can normally participate in the following thematic areas: “Innovation in
SMEs”; “Industrial leadership”; “The Sustainable Industry Low Carbon Scheme”; “Leadership in Enabling
and Industrial Technologies”; “Societal challenges”; “Secure, Clean and Efficient Energy”; “Climate action,
Environment, Resource Efficiency and Raw Materials”. Each thematic area has a clear set of overall
objectives, declined in a range of respective calls for proposals, with each call having a specific purpose
and topic.
Horizon 2020 is managed by the European Commission, either by various internal directorates general
(DGs) or by executive agencies such as EASME.
EBC dedicates particular attention to the calls for proposals dealing with digital construction (e.g. Building
Information Modelling - BIM), energy efficiency and renovation of buildings.
In this perspective, EBC is currently involved as partner in three Horizon 2020 projects: BIM4REN (“BIM
based tools & technologies towards a fast and efficient Renovation of residential buildings”) and BIMSPEED (“Harmonised Building Information Speedway for Energy-Efficient Renovation”), both funded under
the programme line H2020-EU.2.1.5.2. (Technologies enabling energy-efficient systems and energyefficient buildings with a low environmental impact); and the just started DigiPLACE, funded under the
programme line H2020-EU.2.1.1. (INDUSTRIAL LEADERSHIP - Leadership in enabling and industrial
technologies - Information and Communication Technologies), and aiming at assessing the feasibility of a
digital construction platform in Europe.

 SME Instrument - EIC Accelerator (H2020 programme)

The SME Instrument (EIC Accelerator) is part of the European Innovation Council (EIC) pilot that supports
innovators, entrepreneurs and small companies with funding opportunities and acceleration services.
The SME Instrument supports high-risk, high-potential SMEs and innovators to help them develop and
bring onto the market new innovative products, services and business models that could drive economic
growth.
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Selected companies receive funding and optional equity, but also business coaching and mentoring to
scale up their innovation idea. They get extra acceleration services to connect with investors, corporates
and likeminded entrepreneurs.
The support offered by the SME instrument is divided into 3 phases:


Phase 1: It focuses on the R&D, technical feasibility and commercial potential of an innovative idea
and on the development into a credible business plan for scaling it up. Projects receive a lump sum of
€ 50 000 and should last around 6 months.



Phase 2: It focuses on helping SMEs to develop the business concept further into a market-ready
product, service or process aligned with the company's growth strategy. Projects will receive between
€ 0.5 and € 2.5 million in the form of grants and should normally take 12 to 24 months to complete.



Phase 3: The SME Instrument offers free coaching, business acceleration services and mentoring to
help SMEs to scale up and grow their businesses. These services are open to all small businesses that
are EIC clients, simultaneously to their grant.

The SME Instrument consists of two separate grant phases, both complemented by coaching and business
acceleration services (phase 3). Participants can apply to Phase 1 with a view to applying to Phase 2 at a
later stage, or directly to Phase 2 if the idea has sufficient maturity and proven feasibility.
To apply it’s required to register and submit a proposal on the Funding & Tenders Portal – SME
instrument.

 INNOSUP (H2020 programme)
INNOSUP is the Horizon 2020 funding programme aiming at testing new approaches for better innovation
support through several funding opportunities for innovation actors across Europe, such as: Cluster
facilitated projects for new industrial value chains; Workplace innovation uptake by SMEs; European Open
Innovation network in advanced technologies; European SME innovation associate – pilot; Social
Challenges Innovation Platform, etc.
As example of one of the funding opportunities offered through INNOSUP, can be mentioned the case of
the “Cluster facilitated projects for new industrial value chains”:


The submission of proposals to this funding opportunity must be electronical, using the
electronic submission system of the Participant Portal. The action aims at organisations providing
innovation support to SMEs, for example clusters, innovation agencies and other SME intermediaries,
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in view of creating new industrial value chains that foster the development of emerging industries in
Europe.


The aim of these projects is to connect SMEs with other SMEs or larger organisations across many
sectors to create new value chains. By doing so, the programme enables SMEs to transfer
technologies, strategies and approaches.



The projects funded so far through INNOSUP-1 (carried out by consortia of experts coming from SMEs,
consultancies and research organisations) have reached more than 3,200 SMEs and provided
innovation supports services for over 1,600 of them. Innovation support services can take the form
of funding, vouchers for specialised services, workshops, mentoring, and online platforms. To date,
SMEs have received over €26 million in innovation support services from INNOSUP-1. As the projects
continue, this figure will rise to over €63 million.

II. Indirect Funds
a) Cohesion Fund (CF)

The Cohesion Fund (CF) aims to reduce economic and social disparities and promote sustainable
development and is intended for Member States whose Gross National Income (GNI) per inhabitant is
less than 90 % of the EU average (for the 2014-2020 period: Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, the Czech Republic,
Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia).
The Cohesion Fund has a total budget for the 2014-2020 period of € 63.4 billion, with the Managing
authorities of each country responsible for managing cohesion funding on their own territory.
The Cohesion Fund mostly focuses on activities related to transport and environment, with support given
to projects that benefit the environment such as by reducing greenhouse gas emissions, increasing the
use of renewable energy or improving energy efficiency.

9

Improving the competitiveness of SMEs is also one of the 11 thematic objectives for Cohesion Policy in
2014-2020.

b) European Social Fund (ESF)

The European Social Fund (ESF) aims to support employment and education in the EU Member States and
to promote economic and social cohesion.
For the 2014-2020 period, with a budget of around € 80 billion, the ESF investments cover all EU regions
and focuses on the following thematic objectives:
1. Promoting employment and supporting labour mobility
2. Promoting social inclusion and combating poverty
3. Investing in education, skills and lifelong learning
4. Enhancing institutional capacity and an efficient public administration
The ESF provides support to SMEs to help them improve their competitiveness, for example through
training.
The EU distributes ESF funding to the Member States and regions to finance their operational programmes.
These programmes fund employment-related projects ran by a range of public and private organisations
called beneficiaries. Organisations interested in ESF funding for a project should contact the ESF
Managing Authority in their country or region.

c) European Regional Development Fund (ERDF)
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The European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) provides financial support for the development and
structural adjustment of regional economies, economic change, enhanced competitiveness as well as
territorial cooperation throughout the EU.
For the 2014-20 period, the budget for the ERDF amounts to more than € 250 billion.
The ERDF fund supports projects under the 11 thematic objectives for cohesion policy, and focuses in
particular on four key priorities:
1. Strengthening research, technological development and innovation
2. Enhancing access to, and use and quality of ICT
3. Enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs
4. Supporting the shift towards a low-carbon economy in all sectors
The ERDF also funds cross-border, interregional and transnational projects under the European territorial
cooperation objective, such as the Interreg programmes.

 INTERREG (ERDF programme)

INTERREG is a series of programmes to stimulate cooperation between regions in Europe, funded by the
ERDF for the 2014-2020 period with a budget of € 10.1 billion.
Interreg aims to jointly tackle common challenges and find shared solutions in fields such as health,
environment, research, education, transport, sustainable energy and more.
INTERREG has three types of cooperation programmes:
 Cross-border
60 programmes - see the full list
An example: Interreg Italy – Switzerland
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The Interreg Italy-Switzerland programme finances projects aiming at identifying the common needs
on both sides of the border. The programme’s financial allocation for the 2014-2020 period amounts
to € 158 million (€ 100 million provided by the ERDF and € 41 million by the Swiss Confederation).
It responds to five thematic objectives: Competitiveness of SMEs; Environment and resource efficiency;
Sustainable transport; Social Inclusion; and Better public administration.
 Transnational
15 programmes - see the full list
An example: Interreg North West Europe

The Interreg North West Europe supports cooperation across borders in a large European area: NorthWest Europe (Belgium, France, Germany, Ireland, Luxembourg, The Netherlands, Switzerland and the
United Kingdom). For 2014-2020, the ERDF invests € 370 million in this transnational programme for
activities and projects involving partners from at least three different countries with a joint approach
to tackle common issues.
The programme focuses on three thematic priorities: Innovation (with a specific focus on “SMEs
innovative capabilities”); Low carbon; and Resource and materials efficiency.

 Interregional
4 programmes - see the full list
An example: Interreg Europe

Interreg Europe aims to help regional and local governments across Europe to develop and deliver
better policies. It is financed with € 359 million from the ERDF for the period 2014-2020.
Any actions developed with financial support from Interreg Europe must fall into one of the following
four categories: Research and innovation; SME competitiveness; Low-carbon economy; and
Environment and Resource efficiency.
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To achieve these objectives, Interreg Europe offers opportunities for regional and local public
authorities, agencies, research institutes, thematic and non-profit organisations across Europe to
share ideas and experience on public policy in practice, in the form of:


Interregional cooperation projects: Interreg Europe will co-finance up to 85% of project activities
carried out in partnership with other policy organisations based in different countries in Europe,
with an average total project budget expected to amount to € 1-2 million and a duration of 3-5
years.



Policy Learning Platform: The Policy Learning Platform is a new feature to Interreg Europe to open
up the programme’s knowledge for the benefit of all the project partners and the whole
community of regional policy stakeholders. It aims to facilitate continuous learning among
organisations dealing with regional development policies in Europe.

It is also possible to directly register your personal / association profile in the Interreg Europe
database, in order to monitor calls and be contacted by potential partners.
All INTERREG cooperation programmes regularly publish specific calls for proposals for projects, with
which they pursues their strategic objectives. We therefore invite you to monitor the websites of the
cooperation programmes concerning your region/country, in order to be constantly updated on the new
opportunities arising.
Given the transnational nature of the INTERREG projects, a good knowledge of English (or at least of a
language shared with the neighbouring countries), is required.

III. Other opportunities
a) Microfinance Facility (EaSI programme)
The EU Programme for Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI) is a financing instrument at EU level to
promote a quality and sustainable employment, guaranteeing social protection, combating social
exclusion and poverty and improving working conditions.
The total EaSI budget for 2014-2020 is € 919 million. EaSI is managed directly by the European Commission
and it brings together three EU programmes managed separately between 2007 and 2013
(PROGRESS, EURES and Progress Microfinance).
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The European Progress Microfinance Facility (Progress Microfinance) was launched in 2010 to increase
the availability of microcredit – loans below € 25 000 – for setting up or developing a small business.
The EaSI programme does not directly finance entrepreneurs, but enables selected microcredit providers
in the EU to increase lending, by issuing guarantees. The microcredit providers may be private or public
banks, non-bank microfinance institutions and not-for-profit microcredit providers.
The conditions for microloans to entrepreneurs – amount, duration, interest rates and fees, timeframe to
get a loan – depend on the particular microcredit provider.
Find out if there are already microcredit providers in your country. They can inform you about specific
application requirements and procedures. You can send them your application for a microloan directly.

b) Enterprise Europe Network (EEN)

The Enterprise Europe Network (EEN) is the world’s largest support network for SMEs with international
ambitions. Co-funded by the European Union's COSME and Horizon 2020 programmes, the network's aim
is to help businesses innovate and grow internationally.
The Enterprise Europe Network is active in more than 60 countries worldwide and brings together 3,000
experts from more than 600 member organisations, offering three broad ranges of services to SMEs:
International partnerships; Advice for international growth; and Support for business innovation.
For information and advice, find a local Network contact point in your region.
Network member organisations, grouped in regional consortia, are selected through calls for proposals.
Calls for EU and neighbouring countries eligible for COSME funding are closed for the current contractual
period (2015-20).
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3. Requirements for the participation to EU projects
The requirements for applying to and participating in all the above-mentioned funding opportunities vary
considerably depending on the programme and the specific call for proposals. However, some general
requirements are identified for organisations wishing to participate in EU projects:

 Clear financial management and accounting
Grant beneficiaries must apply clear financial rules that enable the European Commission and any other
auditing authorities to check how the EU funding is used.
An advanced accounting system must therefore be put in place to allow accurate and secure management
of EU contributions in relation to each EU-funded project.
This requirement is valid for both direct and indirect funded programmes.

 English knowledge
One of the clear requirements, linked to the inherent transnational nature of EU projects, is the ownership
of a good level of English, which is the main language of communication when it comes to EU projects.
This requirement is normally valid only for direct funding programmes.

 Human resources / staff dedicated
It is essential to have sufficient human resources that can be involved, almost on a full-time basis, in the
management and implementation of EU projects. Staff members will need to carry out different
administrative, management and intellectual activities in relation to each EU project. These activities will
then be reported in detailed time sheets to be sent to the European Commission and its agencies to justify
the coverage of staff costs with EU funding.
This requirement is valid for both direct and indirect funded programmes.
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4. Conclusion
EBC will continue to monitor all relevant calls for proposals and funding opportunities that arise at EU
level and will share with its members all pertinent participation opportunities, emanating from the EBC
secretariat initiatives or from invitations to join consortiums.
However, EBC cannot be in charge or directly involved in the drafting of proposals, due to the lack of
sufficient human resources for such a demanding activity.
If EBC members find a call or project idea of interest to them and decide to apply, the EBC Secretariat will
always be available to help, clarifying any points that may not be clear in the call for proposals, connecting
its members with European institutions and relevant actors and supporting them to find partners at
European level.
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