Research Challenge Fund (RCF) 2017 Information Briefing - FAQ

DAERA’s Research Challenge Fund team will hold an information session for potential applicants to the DAERA Research Challenge Fund (RCF) on Wednesday 22 March 2017.  The event will be attended by a broad spectrum of industry representatives and researchers and will comprise a formal presentation and a question and answer session.  Those unable to attend on the day may find the frequently asked questions below useful.
	Eligibility to Apply

	Q
	Would a consortium of one small/medium enterprise (SME) and a research provider be eligible to apply?

	A
	No, consortia must be one of the following:

· Two, or more SMEs and a research provider

· An SME and a large company and a research provider

· An industry levy body and a research provider

	

	Q
	What is the definition of a SME?

	A
	We are using the EU definition which says an SME is a limited company with less than 250 employees.  There is no minimum requirement on the number of employees.

	

	Q
	Why does one levy body with research qualify but 2 SMEs are required (along with research partner)?

	A
	Levy bodies typically represent many SMEs and therefore the Fund’s requirement for industry collaboration is met. Levy bodies do not require an additional, individual SME partner.



	Q

Can a large organisation be the lead industry partner?  

A

Yes. However, the SME partner(s) involved in this type of consortium must actively contribute to the project. Silent partners are not acceptable.


	Q
	Are export activities allowed?

	A
	No, export related activities are not allowed.  The theme of the fund is to further the sustainability and competitiveness of Northern Ireland’s agri-food and rural enterprises.

	

	Q
	Are electronic signatures acceptable on applications submitted electronically?

	A
	Yes, electronic signatures are acceptable – we will acknowledge receipt electronically

	

	Q
	Does an application have to focus on one individual sector?

	A
	Applications can address the needs of either an individual sector or be cross-sectoral, as long as there are clear benefits to primary production in Northern Ireland.


	

	Q
	Are global companies eligible to apply if they have products in the NI market?

	A
	Yes - provided they collaborate with 1 or more local SMEs who are fully committed to the project.  The project must also demonstrate its benefits come back to Northern Ireland

	

	Q
	The timescales for the benefits/outcomes of a project may be long term, some may take 10 years or longer, will this be an issue?

	A
	This is not an issue - we are aiming to help develop an innovative rural economy and society and understand that it can take time to realise the full impact of new ideas, technologies and processes. Having first access to new technology/processes is important in giving Northern Ireland a competitive advantage.  The Department will seek updates on the realisation of benefits after the project has completed as part of a Post Project Evaluation and an overall Benefits Realisation exercise to determine the success of the RCF as a whole over a longer period of time.

	

	Assessment Process

	Q
	Who evaluates the scientific merit of proposals submitted to the RCF?

	A
	The scientific element of a project will be evaluated by DAERA’s Science Advisory Branch.

	

	Q
	What if the science lies outside the expertise of DAERA’s scientists?

	A
	DAERA’s Science Advisory Branch has an excellent network of scientific contacts which they call upon as and when required to advise on areas outside their own particular area of expertise.

	

	Q
	Is more weight given in the assessment to fundamental or applied science projects?

	A
	It’s important to look at the markframe to see the key areas of importance.  We are looking for projects that deliver real benefits to rural businesses and society, rather than more fundamental work. 


	Q
	Will the science be externally reviewed?

	A
	No – our team of scientists use well-established techniques to review the scientific quality of the project. Also, scientific merit is only one part of an RCF project and a balance must be struck between good science, innovation, genuine collaboration between industry and scientists and knowledge/technology transfer.


	Benefits

	Q
	What type of benefits are expected from projects?  Can these include benefits to the consumer?

	A
	The definition of benefits is broad. They can be tangible e.g. lower costs, as well as intangible e.g. improvements in social well-being, quality of the environment, reduction in pollution and include consumer benefits.  It is important that applicants include reasonable assumptions on the uptake/benefits of the project.  
In defining potential benefits you should be aware that the Department will seek information on the progress towards achieving benefits are part of a Post Project Evaluation and in the longer term as part of a Benefits Realisation exercise to measure the impact of the RCF as a whole.


	Economic Appraisal (EA)

	Q
	Will the economic appraisal of a potential project be carried out internally?  Will it be shared and can it be questioned? 

	A
	Economic appraisals will be completed by DAERA – we will liaise with the project partners during the process and it is important that they include reasonable assumptions on the benefits of the project and solid justification for any expensive equipment.
The final appraisal will be shared with the applicant but belongs to DAERA, since we are accountable for the public funding awarded to successful projects. 

	

	Presentation

	Q
	Must the Lead Industry Partner - who gives a presentation to the RCF Assessment Panel - have a detailed knowledge of the science proposed?

	A
	No. The focus of the RCF is on the potential impact of the project on the competitiveness and/or sustainability of rural businesses and how science can help achieve that. Therefore, the Lead Industry Partner really only requires an overview of the science behind the project and they will not be expected to answer detailed questions about the methodology or laboratory practices.  

	

	Funding

	Q
	Is there a set annual budget?

	A
	This is dependent on the number of projects, their proposed start dates and duration.  It is anticipated that projects will last between 1 and 2 years and the total budget available for the duration of this call is £877,000.   

	

	Q

Will the rate of grant be increased to 75% rather than 50% if there is disparity between match funding to help the industry?
A

The RCF Assessment Panel will decide the rate of grant based on business size and research category.  This will be a maximum of 50% of total eligible project costs up to a ceiling of £250,000 and will need to be justified  through additionality.  This is tranche 5. It may also be worthwhile considering other funding schemes as well such as Horizon 2020 or Innovate UK.


	Eligible Costs

	Q
	Can a portion of the 50% funding provided by the industry partners be made up of in-kind costs?

	A
	In-kind costs are allowed only where conversion into cash costs is possible and easily documented e.g. attendance at meetings and minutes of meetings. Some in-kind costs are not permitted e.g. land/buildings costs and further information can be found in the explanatory booklet.


	Q
	Are actual vouched and approved salaries acceptable?

	A
	Salaries will be taken as the basic gross contractual entitlement before any deduction or sacrifice - this should be the amount as shown on the payslip at the claim start period or any lower salary amount paid during the claim period.


	Q
	What happens at the end of the project if costs are lower than the actual grant amount?

	A
	You will receive the lower amount of grant.
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