Funding STREPs

Questions have arisen about funding of STREP projects in ICT. The notes in the Guide for applicants (and the pop-up instructions in the EPSS for STREPs in ICT) give the following three definitions for activities in a STREP:

· RTD activities means activities directly aimed at creating new knowledge, new technology, and products, including scientific coordination.

· Demonstration activities means activities designed to prove the viability of new technologies that offer a potential economic advantage, but which cannot be commercialised directly (e.g. testing of product like prototypes).

· Management activities include the maintenance of the consortium agreement, if it is obligatory, the overall legal, ethical, financial and administrative management including for each of the participants obtaining the certificates on the financial statements or on the methodology and, any other management activities foreseen in the proposal except coordination of research and technological development activities.

The coordination of the scientific work of the project is therefore explicitly included among the RTD activities. Only the financial/administrative coordination of the partners can be included under Management. If a STREP finds that it also needs to coordinate and communicate with other projects, then this can only have arisen from its research goals and so it is covered by RTD activities.
Dissemination activities are not as significant in a STREP as they are in an IP. An Integrated project is supposed to be an important development initiative significant to a whole industry sector, so it is essential to communicate its outcome widely in Europe and maybe overseas. As IPs can have dissemination funded at 100%, we have decided that for STREPs it can be included in Management activities, but if the proposers choose, dissemination can be included under RTD activities instead.

IPR protection is not specifically mentioned in the notes, advice seems to be that, preparing and securing patents etc. is plainly one of a project's Management activities

Normally the exploitation of the results of a project (i.e. producing and selling the actual applications, services or systems) is a commercial activity that takes place after the project is finished, and is therefore outside its scope. So no funding for exploitation. The last funded workpackage in a STREP is most often a demonstration phase.

There should be no training activities in a STREP. Getting through the evaluation successfully means that the participants themselves are considered to be already sufficiently skilled to carry out the work, and training other people to do something is not part of a research-focused action.

Management activities
There is no formal limit in FP7. However the Commission would probably remind proposers to be aware that management requirements have been substantially simplified from FP6 to FP7. The number of audit certificates has been reduced (only required when the cumulative EC contribution to an organisation in one project is more than € 375,000). The requirements for bank guarantees have been removed and replaced by the guarantee fund. The reporting requirements have been lightened. The requirements for the cost claims have been more clearly specified. The management burdens on the consortia should thus be significantly less in FP7 than in FP6.
They may thus expect that the management costs should normally be somewhere between 5% of the grant for the smaller projects and 7% for the larger ones. Higher percentages for management will be discussed during the negotiations. Very clear justifications will probably be needed for higher percentages.
The transitional overhead rate & SMEs
A major change between FP6 and FP7 was the abolition of the old Additional cost model. This model was principally designed for universities and academic research institutes – which did not know how much time was spent on a project by their permanent "statutory" staff, so they could never calculate the real total cost of their work.
The old AC model is gone. Helping to bridge this gap in IPs, STREPs and NoEs is the 60% "transitional" overhead rate. This is for use where total costs reported by the institute are still incomplete, here the Commission will pay an overhead of 60%
.

But there is an important point here. As mentioned in the Guide for applicants and also shown in the EPSS, this special transitional arrangement is available for "Non-profit public bodies, secondary and higher education establishments, and research organisations and SMEs which are unable to identify with certainty their real indirect costs for the project."
There may be a large number of SME proposers who are not reading that last clause. To be granted the transition rate it is not enough merely to belong to one of those categories, you also have to be unable to accurately quantify your costs. As mentioned above, this is typically the case for a university. It would however by surprising to learn of a normal commercial organisation, registered under and conforming to the laws of its country, which does not keep adequate accounts. It is not expected that many SME proposers will be granted the 60% transition rate.

And finally:  Succour for the troubled
We hear that the Commission is currently responding to a lot of financial questions. It seems that there are worries about the Commission’s own interpretation of its financial rules and the impact that could have upon evaluation of proposals. They seek to allay fears saying 

‘Evaluation experts are firmly instructed to focus on the technical content of the proposal. They may certainly analyse the use of resources being foreseen by the proposers, and suggest there are too many person-months here and not enough there, but the amount of funding which is being requested, or the cost categories under which it is being claimed, are of no concern to them.

These matters are Commission business. The final selection of proposals is made, based on the rankings supplied by the technical evaluation.  The Commission analyse the funding requested by each of the successful proposals. If there are errors in the proposers' calculations –and of course these occur from time to time – they are simply re-calculated and a funding offer is made taking this into account which fully conforms to the rules’
