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1.Introduction and objectives of the I3DG

The I3 Discussion Groups (I3DGs) - developed within the Policy Lab hosted by the
Support Facility for Interregional Innovation Investments (I13) - provide a platform for
exchange between policy makers already actively engaged or willing to be engaged in
innovation policy and interregional collaboration. By fostering dialogue and collaboration
among experts, the Discussion Groups aim to strengthen interregional innovation
ecosystems and accelerate the market uptake of research results in shared Smart
Specialisation Strategy (S3) areas.

This peer-learning and knowledge-sharing space for exploration and innovation in
policymaking aims to:
e Leverage on I3 project results
e Collect examples of good practice in the field of interregional innovation
investments
e Enhance capacities of policy makers to develop and test new policy solutions
supporting interregional collaborations

Figure 1. Main elements of the I3 Policy Lab
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Source: Own elaboration

The ISDGs aim to address policy makers interest in the refinement of their innovation
policies and testing new policy approaches. Their ultimate goal is to serve as a practical


https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/news/launch-i3-support-facility-strengthen-interregional-innovation-investments-ecosystems-2025-01-08_en
https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/news/launch-i3-support-facility-strengthen-interregional-innovation-investments-ecosystems-2025-01-08_en
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a useful tool for beneficiaries, including policy makers, business and business
organisations and research institutions.

For 2025, and based on the Expression of Interest launch in mid-January 2025, three
I3DGs have been kicked off:
1) 13DG on how to engage better Managing Authorities (MAs)
2) 13DG on regional, national, European, and global value chain creation, and
challenges for EU regions (focus on the less developed areas)
3) I3DG on regional innovation ecosystem management, promoting the
entrepreneurial discovery process and links among quadruple-helix players

This scoping note focuses on the I3DG on how to engage better Managing Authorities
(MAs). It is based on an analysis of relevant documents on the topic, as well as insights
gathered from the discussions held during the Kick-off meeting'.

2.13 instrument: from regional to interregional
innovation

The idea of interregional collaboration in science, technology and innovation (STI) is not
new in EU policy. What is new is that, today, this collaboration requires full policy
integration, aligning strategic and technical agendas. Within Cohesion Policy, in broad
terms, regional approaches can range from simple opportunities for exchange of policy
practice, at one end of the spectrum, to proper strategic cooperation at the other end,
evolving from policy learning to policy alignment, to policy integration? (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. A simplified view of instruments for interregional cooperation within Cohesion Policy

Policy learning Policy alignment Policy integration
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Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Mariussen, et al. 2016; Uyarra et al., 2018; 201434

" The KO meeting took place online on 2™ April 2025.

2 Mariussen A; Rakhmatullin R; Stanionyte L (2016). Smart Specialisation: Creating Growth through Trans- national cooperation and
Value Chains. Thematic Work on the Understanding of Transnational cooperation and Value Chains in the context of Smart
Specialisation. Luxembourg (Luxembourg): Publications Office of the European Union.

¥ Mariussen, Age and Fatime Barbara Hegyi, Creating Growth by Connecting Place-Based Development Strategies,

EUR 30417 EN, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, 2020, ISBN 978-92-76-23863-8. JRC122247

4 Uyarra, E., Marzocchi, C., & Sérvik, J. (2018). How outward looking is smart specialisation? Rationales, drivers, and barriers.
European Planning Studies, 26(12), 2344-2363
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The Interregional Innovation Investments (I13), funded by the European Regional
Development Fund (ERDF) for the 2021-2027 period and centrally managed at EU level,
aims to bolsterinterregional collaboration and innovation in the European Union. Its main
objective is to support the commercialisation and scaling up of interregional
innovation projects in shared smart specialisation priority areas.

To understand the complexity of the instrument, and therefore the rationale for the I3
Support Facility and its Policy Lab, it is important to understand how this shift of focus
from regional to inter-regional innovation took place and the challenges therein. In the
current programming period, regions have been asked to include “measures for
international collaboration” for the fulfilment of the enabling condition “Good governance
of national or regional smart specialisation strategy”. Outward-looking specialisation
emphasises the identification of niches, clusters, cross-sectoral innovation, and value
chain linkages to find a region’s competitive advantage in international markets and
identify partners to deliver new solutions and solve common challenges. This
interregional dimension of S3 has been a much-debated topic. The literature on
interregional collaboration had consistently found different degrees of ‘outward
orientation’ in R&l policy collaborations from one-off cooperation for specific purposes to
the development of integrated innovation strategies®.

The 13 has entered this necessary yet challenging policy space complementing other EU-
level preparatory initiatives. In the last decade, the EC also launched the Smart
Specialisation Thematic Platforms, and their related partnerships (TSSP)¢, thereby
marking a new policy phase. Knowledge-based development, which so far had been
addressed either from the dimension of excellence (through the framework programme
and subsequently Horizon Europe) or from a territorial dimension, through ERDF
operational programmes and in particular Smart Specialisation, was for the first time
addressed from an interregional perspective: knowledge, collaboration and integration
were acknowledged as critical to develop value chains at the European level.

The logic behind this shift, is that when local learning meets external connections,
opportunities to join new value-chains open-up. Hence, the challenge for the
policymakers is to create "open regions" through smart policies, which leverage local
strengths to increase openness and access to external opportunities.

Thus, 13 responds precisely to these needs. Indeed, the Commission's 2017 Innovation
Communication” emphasised the need for stronger interregional and cross-border
collaborationin globalised economies and introduced the 13, within the ERDF Regulation,
to support and encourage TSSP to step-up European cooperation with a view to
strengthen European value chains. Remarkably, if the development of S3 represented a

5 For more detailed information see the work being done by the S3CoP Working Group on interregional collaboration:
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/policy/communities-and-networks/s3-community-of-
practice/interregional_collaboration_en
5 For more information on S3 Thematic Platforms and Thematic Smart Specialisation Partnerships, see
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/policy/communities-and-networks/s3-community-of-practice/thematic_platforms_en
7 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM:2017:0376:FIN



https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/programmes/interregional-innovation-investments-i3-instrument_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/policy/communities-and-networks/s3-community-of-practice/about_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/policy/communities-and-networks/s3-community-of-practice/about_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/policy/communities-and-networks/s3-community-of-practice/interregional_collaboration_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/policy/communities-and-networks/s3-community-of-practice/interregional_collaboration_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/policy/communities-and-networks/s3-community-of-practice/thematic_platforms_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM:2017:0376:FIN
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challenge for regional policy makers, the added interregional dimension, amplifies both
the opportunities and the complexities at stake. Indeed, for collaborative interregional
investment projects to succeed, robust regional innovation ecosystems and established
stakeholders’ networks need to be in place. Both aspects are particularly challenging for
less developed regions, which nevertheless have strong potential to deploy.

The main dimensions of the I3 instrument are summarised in the box below.

¢ Interregional: creating links between EU regions around shared or complementary
smart specialisation areas and involving all components of the regional or national
innovations ecosystems

e Innovation: Testing, demonstration, piloting, large-scale product validation and
market replication, adaptation of existing prototypes. Accelerating innovation,
bringing solutions and new products supporting Digital and Green transitions and
smart manufacturing. —

e Investments: Financial and advisory support for joint innovation projects, advancing
from ideas to implementation, direct investment in companies.

More recently, the Commission has proposed targeted changes to Cohesion Policy funds
enabling Member States to reprogramme part of their 2021-2027 allocations towards new
EU priorities: competitiveness, defence, affordable housing, water resilience, and energy
transition®. They would also have the option to reallocate ERDF resources to the 13
Instrument to support innovation-driven partnerships and actors from their regions. The
proposal introduces additional pre-financing, the possibility of up to 100% EU financing,
and extended implementation deadlines for programmes aligning with these objectives.

3.Engagement of Managing Authorities (MAs) in 13

Main rationale

The support of MAs is crucial for I3 projects as they play a key role in ensuring the
project’s success, sustainability, and alignment with regional priorities.

Moreover, the existing multilevel governance context of the I3 might hinder the efficient
information and knowledge flow across the different governance levels. Also, the
asynchronous regional, nationaland EU policy cycles and unforeseen policy events might
distort the planning of the I3 calls. Thus, a close interaction with regional and/or national
ERDF MAs will help us address issues related to policy and political alignment, thereby
maximising the impact of the activities implemented.

8 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/api/files/document/print/en/ip_25_929/IP_25_929_EN.pdf
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There are no I3 Instrument National Contact Points (as for other funding programmes as
Horizon Europe), but there is a list of managing authorities per country and region.®

The mainreasons behind the need to engage MAs in I3 projects are summarised below:

a) Strategic alighment with regional priorities: MAs oversee regional innovation
policies and S3. Their support ensures that the project:
Fits within the regional development goals.
Contributes to long-term economic transformation and innovation.
Avoids duplication of efforts and maximises impact.

b) Access to complementary funding: many I3 projects require co-funding from
national/regional budgets. MAs can:
Facilitate funding synergies between I3 and regional programmes.
Help beneficiaries access additional financial resources to sustain the
project.
Support the integration of the project into local innovation ecosystems.

c) Policy and regulatory support: projects often need alignment with local
regulations and innovation policies. MAs can:
Provide guidance on compliance with EU and national regulations.
Ensure smooth administrative and legal processes.
Support necessary policy adaptations to maximise project impact.

d) Strengthening the project’s credibility:
Shows institutional backing, increasing confidence among investors and
stakeholders.
Strengthens the application during the I3 evaluation process.
Helps facilitate partnerships with other regions and stakeholders.

e) Long-term sustainability and scalability: for a project to have lasting impact, it
needs integration into regional / national innovation strategies. MAs help by:

Supporting scaling-up opportunities beyond the project’s initial funding
period.
Ensuring the project’s outputs contribute to wider regional and EU
economic policies.
Encouraging collaboration between businesses, research institutions, and
public authorities.

® https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/in-your-country/managing-authorities_en



https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/in-your-country/managing-authorities_en
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Beyond the formal endorsement

In the current call opened in May 2025, for I3 projects proposalin Strand 1'°and 2a'" to be
completed, projects must include, as mandatory annex (template provided by the EC),
a self-declaration, only from the Coordinator, to confirm the alignment of with the
national/ regional S3 policies, strategies and priorities of all Member States and regions
represented by organisations participating in the application. This declaration serves as
formal recognition that the proposed initiative aligns with S3 and contributes to the
economic development of the region. This endorsement is crucial for applicants, as it
demonstrates regional backing and strengthens the proposal’s credibility within the 13
evaluation process.

Moreover, as mandatory deliverable, projects must submit an annual report on the
engagement of MAs of ERDF programmes and the authorities responsible for S3 in
the regions represented in the consortium.

In the case of Strand 2b', MAs from all partners in the projects must sign an
endorsement letter.

However, after getting the support from MAs at the proposal submission level,
mobilisation of the MAs in the I3 instrument remains a challenge.

Based on the study “Analysis of the implementation of the i3 instrument as perceived by
the first generation of I3 consortia” on the perceptions of the first generation of I3
Consortia and the discussions held during the kick off meeting of the I3DG, the main
barriers and challenges that has led to a lack of engagement of MAs in I3 projects are as
follows:

National and regional MAs are often not familiar enough with the I3 instrument or don’t
fully understand the role they could play in supporting the development of consortia or
project applications. Moreover, MAs often lack a clear understanding of the added
value that I3 projects can bring for the region such as, creating economies of scale and
the cascade funding for SMEs.

Limited awareness about I3 opportunities has negative implications for applications,
experience with the I3 instrument, including the specific scoping, consortium building
and skills for proposal development required for I3 applications. However, with each new
call, more project applications are submitted, more projects are funded and more

0 strand 1: support for investment in interregional innovation projects shared S3 areas. For more information:
https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/funding-opportunities/calls-proposals/interregional-innovation-investments-strand-1-i3-2025-
invli_en

" Strand 2a : support for investments in interregional innovation projects for the development of value chains in less developed
regions. For more information: https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/funding-opportunities/calls-proposals/interregional-innovation-
investments-strand-2a-i3-2025-inv2a_en

12 https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/circabc-ewpp/d/d/workspace/SpacesStore/432800f2-2fc3-4ea1-88bc-338d2e45386f/download

'3 The overall objective of the I3 Strand 2b is to build capacity in less developed regions to develop and strengthen their regional
innovation ecosystems and value chains through coordinated and interlinked investments in several regions. More information:
https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/funding-opportunities/calls-proposals/capacity-building-strand-2b-i3-2023-cap2b_en



https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/funding-opportunities/calls-proposals/interregional-innovation-investments-strand-2a-i3-2025-inv2a_en
https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/funding-opportunities/calls-proposals/interregional-innovation-investments-strand-2a-i3-2025-inv2a_en
https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/circabc-ewpp/d/d/workspace/SpacesStore/432800f2-2fc3-4ea1-88bc-338d2e45386f/download
https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/funding-opportunities/calls-proposals/capacity-building-strand-2b-i3-2023-cap2b_en
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awareness and capacity for proposal development is gained, thus influencing the needs
of both policymakers and innovators. Therefore, it is important that the needs of different
target audiences are continuously mapped and identified.

Difficulties starting already at the submission stage to identify the correct contact point
or responsible unit to whom address the request to sign the letter of support.

Related to the previous point, MAs are often involved in the I3 projects too late. This
poses an issue as the MA needs to ensure that the 13 project is aligned with the regional
priorities, notably when it comes to substantial amounts of financing. Thus, project
coordinators must try to actively involve the managing authorities of ERDF programmes
(and the authorities responsible for S3 design and coordination in the regions) in an early
stage so the proposal are part of a cocreation process. Furthermore, Mas, and local S3
authorities, should engage in the project during its implementation phase. This would
entitle, among others, the organisation of meetings and information events with the S3
managing authorities of the regions that are represented in the consortium by the
applicants.

Capacity constraints of MAs make it extremely difficult to follow or engage in several
projects at the same time. The capacity-building for the MAs could be a mechanism to
enhance MA participation in I3. In fact, exploring what is available in the region, its
capacities and its needs and how these could be covered through I3 projects, could be
beneficial for incentivising the MA to be part of I3. The resources allocated to S3 local
authorities (and the entities financing innovation in the region) and the capacities to
follow and engage in I3 initiatives should also be considered to ensure full integration of
I3 projects in regional innovation policy making. The limited capacity and competing
priorities in rural areas are especially challenging.

Multi-fund synergies approach should be better leveraged to release substantial
resources for I3 projects. In addition, it might be worth considering aligning the financial
support to third parties with the regional priorities as defined by the S3.

There is a need for drawing clearer links between 13 instrument and other interregional
collaboration programmes and initiatives to identify and build on the complementarities
these programmes have for the progress of the regions.

MAs are perceived as slow and bureaucratic by clusters-led Consortia perceive, which
may hinder project progress.
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The work of the I3DG in 2025 intends to significantly strengthen MAs engagement in the
I3 projects making actionable recommendation and proposing new policy
approaches around the following questions:

How to ensure political engagement for interregional collaboration along the
project?

How to obtain strong and political mandate for inter-regional collaboration?
Who are the ERDF Managing Authorities supporting the projects?

Should S3 regional authorities be also considered?

How to best justify/communicate the value-added (outcomes) of interregional
collaboration to regional decision-makers?

How to reinforce the capacities and willingness of structural funds’ managing
authorities to facilitate the implementation of interregional collaboration
projects?

What specific skills or competencies do managing authorities currently lack for
supporting interregional collaboration projects?

What training or support programs could be implemented to build these
capacities?

What are the main barriers (institutional, political, or motivational) that affect the
willingness of managing authorities to engage in interregional collaboration?

How can incentives be structured to enhance the motivation of managing
authorities to support such projects?

As a result of the upcoming two meeting of the I3DG, a policy brief will be produced
including the following elements:

Clear definition of what a MA is and could be (ERDF MAs, S3 regional authorities,
etc.)

Proposal of the specific role(s) that can be attributed to MAs in the 13 projects to
simplify and accelerate such engagement (including, atarget action for MAsin less
developed regions).

Communication strategy to visualise better the value added of the I3 projects to
the MA to enhance engagement, including the contribution of I3 projects to
creating the economies of scale, the cascade financing that is generated through
such projects, or the importance of engagement of SMEs into the 13 projects as a
means to bring investment to the region.

1
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Identification of capacity-building opportunities for MAs on the I3 instrument to
enhance their understanding of the instrument and increase their involvement in
the I3 projects going forward.

Consideration of establishing a peer-to-peer network for MAs to share lessons
learned and strategies for successful I3 project implementation—subject to
further discussion on its necessity and potential benefits. Identification of
three/four good practices (among the participating regions in the 13DG), in topics
such as the generation of multi-fund synergies or the involvement of MA as active
partners in I3 projects.



