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INTRODUCTION

This staff working document presents the European Commission staff’s views on the interim
evaluation of STEP, building on multiple sources.

The Strategic Technologies for Europe Platform (STEP) was set up in March 2024 by
Regulation (EU) 2024/795 (the ‘STEP Regulation’) as part of the mid-term review of the current
EU multiannual financial framework (MFF). It operates until the end of this MFF period
(end-2027) and aims to enhance the EU support to the Union’s long-term competitiveness
and sovereignty in critical technologies.

Designed as part of the EU strategic response to emerging geopolitical and industrial challenges, STEP
aligns and steers 11 existing EU funding instruments to mobilise resources in support of critical
technologies in three strategic areas: (i) digital and deep technologies; (ii) clean and resource-efficient
technologies; and (iii) biotechnologies. While equipped with limited extra funding (except for a
EUR 1.5 billion reinforcement for the European Defence Fund), it introduces targeted incentives to
facilitate reorientation/reprioritisation of funding, as well as new tools — such as the STEP (Sovereignty)
Seal and the STEP (Sovereignty) Portal.

As required by the STEP Regulation (Article 8), this interim evaluation provides a mid-term
assessment of how STEP is delivering on its objectives, with a view to inform future
decision-making. The evaluation also fulfils the requirements of the Commission’s Better Regulation
Guidelines and the Interinstitutional Agreement on Better Law-Making'. It assesses the extent to which
the objectives have been achieved (i.e. ‘effectiveness’), the efficiency in the use of resources and the
comparison between costs and benefits (i.e. ‘efficiency’), the European added value, the consistency of
STEP with other EU initiatives (‘coherence’), and the relevance of STEP objectives and actions. In addition,
it: (i) provides an overview of the EU regions where cohesion programmes have been amended in line
with the partnership principle; (ii) evaluates the feasibility of a single EU portal to consolidate
information on EU programmes, improving transparency and accessibility for the public; and (iii)
examines the feasibility of a simulator to guide project promoters, especially small to medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs), in identifying suitable EU funding opportunities.

This mid-term evaluation covers the first 13 months of implementation of the platform in
all Member States, with the cut-off date of 31 March 2025. It encompasses the full scope and
objectives of STEP as specified in the STEP Regulation and further clarified in the Guidance Note?. The
extension of STEP to cover defence technologies as a fourth priority area, as proposed by the
Commission on 22 April 20253, is not assessed in this evaluation.

! European Commission Better Regulation Guidelines (2021), available at: https//commission.europa.eu/system/files/2021-
11/swd2021 305 en.pdf.

2 Commission Communication C/2024/3209, Guidance Note concerning certain provisions of Regulation (EU) 2024/795 establishing the
Strategic Technologies for Europe Platform (STEP), 2024, available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/C/2024/3209/oj.

> Proposal for a regulation incentivising defence-related investments in the EU budget to implement the ReArm Europe Plan,
COM(2025) 188 final.
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This report is published at an early stage in the implementation of STEP, which hinders a
fully-fledged impact evaluation®. For example, not all financial resources allocated to STEP
objectives have yet been channelled into the financing and implementation of actual projects within
the targeted technology sectors. As a consequence, a systematic assessment of results and impacts is
not feasible at this point (in other words, most of the information available at this stage consists of
output indicators). Still, the report takes stock of progress and evaluates the impact of STEP where
possible. To do so, it outlines the steps taken to steer EU funding towards STEP-relevant technologies
and highlights progress on two key tools: (i) the STEP (Sovereignty) Seal, a label awarded by the
Commission to high-quality projects; and (ii) the STEP Portal, a user-friendly one-stop shop for STEP-
relevant funding and investment opportunities across the EU.

The assessment is primarily based on: (i) the experience and data gathered from relevant stakeholders,
including relevant national public authorities, during the implementation of STEP, and compiled by the
Commission’s staff (see Annex V on stakeholder consultations); and (ii) a dedicated call for evidence®.
Overall, the evaluation process went as planned, and the data gathered are considered reliable. No
significant difficulties were encountered in reaching key stakeholders involved in the implementation
of STEP. Therefore, even with the limitations linked to the still early stage of STEP’s implementation,
the conclusions and lessons learned can be considered sufficiently robust for an interim evaluation.

To ensure the quality of the evaluation, a Commission interservice steering group oversaw
the evaluation process. The group provided information, expertise, steer and quality assurance in
line with evaluation standards. The members of the group represented 15 Commission services® that
are responsible for EU funding programmes and EU policies relevant to STEP.

The results of the evaluation will serve two aims. First, they can help identify possible
improvements in implementing STEP over the remaining period (until the end of the current MFF)’.
Second, early lessons from STEP may also inform the design of the future MFF, including the European
Competitiveness Fund.

This staff working document is structured as follows: Section 2 summarises the objectives and
expected outcomes of STEP. Section 3 describes how the situation has developed since STEP’s inception
in 2024. Section 4 presents the main findings of the evaluation based on the above-mentioned criteria.
The fifth and final section provides conclusions and lessons learned. The annexes provide additional
information about the methodology used, the stakeholder consultation, and the process and procedures
followed for this interim evaluation.

4 The STEP Regulation (Article 8) requires that an interim evaluation be concluded by end-2025.
° See Annex V for further information on the call for evidence.

& The interservice steering group is composed of representatives of the Directorate-General (DG) for Budget; DG Climate Action; DG
Communications Networks, Content and Technology; DG Competition; DG Defence Industry and Space; DG Economic and Financial Affairs; DG
Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion; DG Internal Market, Industry, Entrepreneurship and SMEs; the Health Emergency Preparedness and
Response Authority; the Legal Service; DG Regional and Urban Policy; DG Research and Innovation; DG Health and Food Safety; the Secretariat-
General; and the Reform and Investment Task Force.

7 Article 8(3) of the STEP Regulation provides that ‘where appropriate, the interim evaluation report shall be accompanied by a legislative
proposal for an amendment of this Regulation’.



WHAT WAS THE EXPECTED OUTCOME OF THE
INTERVENTION?

2.1 Description of the intervention and its objectives

Context of the intervention

The EU set up the Strategic Technologies for Europe Platform as part of its response to the urgent
need to strengthen its technological leadership and resilience in strategic sectors. It was
deemed essential to reorient the EU budget in support of strategic investments in critical technologies
against the backdrop of increasing supply chain vulnerabilities, aggravated by the COVID-19 crisis and
Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine, which affect the EU’s ability to pursue its goals in terms of
green and digital transitions and undermine the EU’s industrial competitiveness, as well as in the
general context of not always fair competition in a fragmented global market. Several major economies
launched ambitious initiatives to support strategic industries®,

To remain competitive, the EU must have in place well-coordinated public funding mechanisms
that match the scale and ambition of those of global counterparts and that can also act as leverage to
mobilise private funding - as stated in the Commission Communication on the Savings and Investments
Union®. Mobilising private capital is also essential, since massive investments are required to boost
innovation and productivity growth in the EU and secure Europe's freedom, security and autonomy. As
an illustration, the Draghi report!® estimates them at EUR 750-800 billion in the EU per year until 2030.

STEP also reflects long-standing EU sectoral policy initiatives, such as the Green Deal Industrial Plan!!
and the Digital Decade Policy Programme 2030*?, as well as more recent strategic frameworks such
as the Competitiveness Compass®® and the Clean Industrial Deal*?, with a strong focus on regions and
territories, consistent with EU cohesion policy.

Objectives, tools and functioning of the intervention

STEP was created with the ambition to help ensure that the future of industry is made in
Europe. The instrument was set up to reorient existing EU funding instruments, ensuring
consistency among them, to the benefit of projects and technological areas that were identified as
crucial for Europe’s technological leadership, industrial competitiveness, and strategic autonomy.

8 The United States, through the Inflation Reduction Act, plans to mobilise over USD 360 billion (approx. EUR 330 billion) by 2032 for clean
technologies, while Japan's green transformation strategy aims to direct up to JPY 20 trillion (approx. EUR 140 billion) to sustainable industries.
Other countries, including India, the United Kingdom, and Canada, have also implemented targeted investment strategies to strengthen their
strategic technology sectors.

% See COM(2025) 124 final.

10 See the Draghi report on EU competitiveness.

! See COM(2023) 62 final.

12 See Decision (EU) 2022/2481 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 14 December 2022.
1% See COM (2025) 30 final.

14 See COM(2025) 85 final.
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STEP pursues two specific objectives, as set out in Article 2 of the STEP Regulation:

1. supporting the development or manufacturing of critical technologies throughout the
EU, or safequarding and strengthening their respective value chains, in the following three
sectors: digital and deep innovation technologies, clean and resource-efficient technologies,
and biotechnologies; and

2. addressing shortages of labour and skills across these strategic industries, ensuring
Europe has the workforce necessary for innovation and production.

To achieve its objectives, STEP was designed to boost flexibility and synergies across
existing EU funding instruments, as illustrated in the intervention logic below. Its main
implementation tool is the reprogramming of 11 EU funding instruments (see below), supported - in
some cases — by financial incentives offered by the STEP Regulation, such as those set out below.

9 For cohesion policy funds (the ERDF, CF, ESF+ and JTF'®), Member States benefit from: (i) the
possibility to finance productive investments in enterprises other than SMEs'® under the
ERDF’s STEP-dedicated priorities; (ii) higher co-financing rates of up to 100% at the level of
the STEP-dedicated priority; and (iii) 30% of the allocation to STEP priorities being paid by
the Commission as one-off pre-financing®”’.

9 Additional funding of EUR 1.5 billion for the European Defence Fund for projects that
contribute to the STEP objectives.

1 Under InvestEU, Member States can further support the identified critical technologies by
allowing an additional transfer of up to 6% of the resources in their national recovery and
resilience plans to their InvestEU Member State compartment?&,

The STEP Regulation introduced a new quality label, the STEP (Sovereignty) Seal, awarded by the
Commission under the five Funds in STEP’s remit that are directly managed by the Commission (i.e.
‘under direct management’), namely the Innovation Fund*®, the European Defence Fund, Horizon Europe,
the Digital Europe Programme, and EU4Health. The STEP Seal is to be awarded to projects that align
with STEP objectives and meet the evaluation standards of STEP-relevant calls for proposals. The
objective is to increase the visibility of these projects to help them attract cumulative or alternative
public funding, including from cohesion policy funds and the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF), as
well as funding from private investors.

Additionally, the STEP Regulation required the launch of a STEP (Sovereignty) Portal?’to simplify
access to all relevant information on EU funding for STEP, be it at EU, national or regional level. This
new hub of the Commission provides - in an integrated manner - all relevant funding opportunities for

15 European Regional Development Fund, Cohesion Fund, European Social Fund Plus and Just Transition Fund.

16 For less developed and transition regions, as well as more developed regions in Member States whose average GDP per capita is below the
EU-27 average.

17 Upon adoption of the STEP Regulation, 30% pre-financing was also paid to all JTF programmes.

18 The resources transferred from the RRF to InvestEU are implemented according to the rules of InvestEU, allowing to sign contracts between
implementing partners and the recipients up until end-2028 as set out in the InvestEU Regulation.

!9 The Innovation Fund is funded with revenues from the Emissions Trading System (ETS).

2 See Strategic Technologies for Europe Platform - European Union (STEP).
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project promoters and includes a dashboard showcasing the projects awarded a STEP Seal for the
benefit of private investors and public authorities.

Finally, the implementation of STEP is supported by a dedicated Commission team - the STEP Task
Force - responsible for central coordination within a broad Commission network, and in support of the
new network of STEP national contact points, which aims to facilitate implementation in Member
States.

Intervention logic

The STEP intervention logic framing the purpose, actions and expected outcomes of the
platform, is presented in Figure 1. This captures the consecutive steps of STEP from the initial needs
to be addressed to the ultimate goals to be achieved.

The STEP intervention logic operates as follows: with increased focus of EU investment on strategic
technologies and a EUR 1.5 billion top-up for the European Defence Fund, the Commission, supported
by the network of STEP national contact points and by managing authorities, coordinates the
reallocation of EU financial instruments across 11 EU funding programmes to align with STEP
objectives.

These 11 instruments fall under three management modes:
1 direct management by the Commission;
9 shared management between the Commission and Member States; and
1 indirect management through implementing partners.

As a result, calls for proposals are launched at both EU and national levels to fund STEP-relevant
projects. For direct management programmes, and in the selection process of the relevant calls, the
Commission also awards the STEP Seal to high-quality projects (see Section 4.1 on effectiveness).
This quality label, introduced above, enables projects to benefit from special conditions when seeking
additional or alternative funding from national sources, including cohesion policy funds and the RRF.
For example, under the ERDF and the ESF+, such projects may be awarded additional or alternative
funding directly, i.e. via a simplified/fast-track selection process.



FIGURE 1: INTERVENTION LOGIC OF STEP
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2.2 Point of comparison

STEP is not a new spending programme, but rather a coordination instrument meant to
mobilise higher amounts of financial support for the priority areas through a more coordinated,
effective, efficient and targeted use of EU funds. Hence, there is no immediate point of
comparison in terms of a similar initiative under the EU budget.

At the time of entry into force of STEP, all 11 EU funding instrument contributing to STEP
were already providing support to the strategic sectors identified under STEP, albeit to
varying degrees and with limited coordination among them. These programmes pursue multiple
objectives beyond those introduced by STEP. They are listed below.

i Cohesion policy is the EU’s main investment policy, targeting all regions and cities to
support business competitiveness, economic growth, sustainable development, improvement
of people’s quality of life, and job creation?. It operates within pre-allocated budgets for
each Member State, who are in charge of implementation. Cohesion policy contributes to the
social, economic and territorial cohesion in the EU and aims to correct imbalances between
countries and regions. It delivers on the EU’s political priorities, especially the green and
digital transitions. Its investment firepower includes a total of EUR 225 billion under the
European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), EUR 39 billion under the Cohesion Fund (CF),
EUR 20 billion under the Just Transition Fund (JTF) and EUR 95 billion under the European
Social Fund Plus (ESF+)%.

1 The Recovery and Resilience Facility (total financial envelope of EUR 650 billion in grants
and loans as included in the national recovery and resilience plans (RRPs) as of mid-October
2024) is a temporary performance-based instrument launched in 2021 and running until
December 2026 that finances reforms and investments in Member States for the EU to
emerge stronger and more resilient from the COVID-19 pandemic. It also operates with pre-
allocated national envelopes for grants and loans. RRPs had to allocate at least 37% and
20% of their envelopes to green and digital measures, respectively®.

1 The Innovation Fund is managed by the Commission and supports the European industry’s
transition to climate neutrality for 2020-2030. The fund is financed through revenues
generated by the EU Emissions Trading System (ETS). Although its financial capacity varies
in line with fluctuations in the carbon price, it is currently estimated at about EUR 40 billion
for 2020-2030, calculated by using a carbon price of EUR 75 per tonne of CO,. The fund
supports innovative low-carbon technologies, including the manufacturing of these
technologies, for instance to reduce the carbon footprint of energy-intensive industries and
develop carbon capture and storage, innovative renewable energy generation, or energy
storage®*.

21 See Inforegio - Cohesion Policy.

22 See New Cohesion Policy.

2 See Recovery and Resilience Facility.

24 See Climate Action.
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1 InvestEU is a programme managed indirectly via the implementing partners of the
Commission. It contributes both to the green transition and to digitalisation, with a total
EU guarantee of EUR 26.2 billion®® over the 2021-2027 MFF period. Two of its windows are
especially relevant for STEP: (i) the research, innovation and digitisation window
(EUR 6.6 billion), supporting R&D, technology transfer, and scaling up of innovative
companies®®; and (ii) the sustainable infrastructure window (EUR 9.9 billion), focusing on
clean transport, renewable energy, energy efficiency, and digital connectivity. At least 30%
of total investments across all policy windows and at least 60% of those under the
sustainable infrastructure window target climate objectives.

1 Horizon Europe is a flagship EU programme managed by the Commission to support
research and innovation with a total budget of EUR 93.5 billion over the 2021-2027 MFF
period?. In particular, the European Innovation Council (EIC) under the ‘Innovative Europe’
pillar of Horizon Europe is Europe’s flagship innovation programme with a budget of
EUR 10.1 billion for 2021-2027. The EIC plays a pivotal role in supporting the scale-up of
critical breakthrough and deep tech innovations across Europe. Its mission is to turn
cutting-edge science and technology into globally competitive solutions, driving economic
growth and strengthening the EU’s technological sovereignty. Pillar I ‘Global Challenges and
European Industrial Competitiveness’ also supports strategic technologies.

91 The Digital Europe Programme, with a total budget allocation of EUR 8.1 billion over the
2021-2027 MFF period, supports digital transformation while strengthening the EU’s
resilience and digital sovereignty?2.

9 The European Defence Fund, with an initial budget of nearly EUR 7.3 billion for 2021-2027,
supports research and development of state-of-the-art and interoperable defence
technology and equipment. As mentioned, the STEP Regulation provided a EUR 1.5 billion
budgetary reinforcement for the EDF for STEP actions?®.

9 EU4Health invests EUR 4.4 billion over 2021-2027 to build stronger, more resilient health
systems and improve health across the EU. It supports crisis preparedness, disease
prevention, healthcare workforce capacity, digital health, and access to medicines and
medical devices®.

% Based on the InvestEU Regulation, the amount of the EU guarantee is EUR 26.2 billion. However, the total amount of guarantee with top-
ups and MS contributions currently stands at EUR 30.15 billion.

% See InvestEU.

7 See Research and Innovation.

28 See The Digital Europe Programme.

2 See Defence Industry and Space.

30 See EU4Health.
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The main benchmark for assessing the implementation and expected impact of STEP is the
counterfactual scenario, i.e. what would have happened without it.

In the absence of STEP, support for the strategic technologies identified would likely have
continued on the same trend observed during the initial years of the 2021-2027 MFF. This
level of support cannot be easily quantified, including because at its inception, the MFF did not feature
a common definition of what constitutes ‘strategic technologies’. It is this drawback, however, that
offers the opportunity of a qualitative comparison. The counterfactual provides a benchmark for
evaluating STEP’s impact: a context in which EU programmes under direct management operated
independently and without coordination with the programmes under shared and indirect management
and where, especially given the narrow and focused scope of STEP, EU funding programmes aligned
only partially and incidentally with its priorities.

The main goal of STEP, and the dimension against which its effectiveness should be
measured, was to reprioritise the EU budget, adapting it to changing political and
technological needs. At the start of the 2021-2027 MFF, many EU programmes set predefined
priorities, which, in the absence of STEP, would have likely remained largely stable throughout the
period. However, since 2021, the EU’s strategic priorities have shifted significantly - particularly in light
of geopolitical tensions, supply chain vulnerabilities, and the accelerating pace of technological change.
STEP responds to these changing circumstances by introducing incentives and tools for dynamic
reprioritisation, stimulating the redirection of existing EU funds towards critical and emerging
technologies. The complexity of adjusting funding allocations halfway through the programming period
should not be underestimated, especially given that 90% of resources under the 2021-2027 MFF and
NextGenerationEU - in particular its main instrument, the RRF - are already pre-allocated to specific
objectives, programmes, or national envelopes®’.

Another dimension along which to measure the impact of STEP is the ease with which
relevant EU funding information can be found. Before STEP, applicants - particularly SMEs — had
to navigate a fragmented funding landscape. While efforts to consolidate grant opportunities through
the Funding & Tenders Portal were welcome, the portal still does not include programmes under shared
management. Survey data from 2024 (see Annex V on stakeholder consultations) show that users
rated ‘ease of finding funding information’ at just 5/10, with 33% of them relying on paid consultants
to navigate the complex universe of EU funding opportunities.

HOW HAS THE SITUATION DEVELOPED OVER THE
EVALUATION PERIOD?

3.1 Development of the political context

STEP was proposed by the Commission in June 2023 as part of the mid-term review of the
2021-2027 multiannual financial framework (MFF), as a response to growing concerns
about the EU’s technological and industrial sovereignty. Institutional negotiations in the
European Parliament (Committee on Budgets and Committee on Industry, Research and Energy) and

3! See European Commission (2023), Annual management and performance report for the EU budget, Financial year 2022. Volume 1
COM(2023) 401 final.
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the Council (under the Belgian Presidency) took place in January and February 2024. Compared to the
initial Commission proposal of EUR 10 billion of budgetary reinforcements for a number of programmes
covered by STEP, and the EUR 13 billion proposed in the European Parliament’s position, a
EUR 1.5 billion budgetary reinforcement for the European Defence Fund was adopted. The main aspects
of the Commission proposal were maintained, including the STEP (Sovereignty) Seal, flexibilities for
cohesion policy funds, the requirement for Member States to consider STEP Seal projects as priority
when revising their recovery and resilience plans, and the provision of equity-only support via the
European Innovation Council. The final agreement maintained the scope of STEP - covering
development and manufacturing, explicitly excluding deployment — and its focus on the three strategic
technologies, while adding associated services that are critical and specific to the
manufacturing/development of such strategic technologies.

At the beginning of its term of office in December 2024, the new College of Commissioners
and the Commission President identified strengthening the EU’s prosperity and
competitiveness as their priority for 2024-2029°2. In particular, the Political Guidelines*® further
underscore the need for Europe to accelerate its transformation to stay ahead in the global race for
climate neutrality and tech leadership, harnessing its strengths while removing structural barriers to
competitiveness. Among the EU’s planned actions, a European Competitiveness Fund will be
proposed as part of the EU’s long-term budget to strengthen the EU’s investment capacity in strategic
technologies®*.

STEP is well aligned with the priorities of the current mandate.

The Competitiveness Compass, adopted by the Commission in January 2025, provides a
roadmap for boosting competitiveness, by taking key measures to implement three
transformational imperatives: (i) closing the innovation gap; (ii) a joint roadmap for decarbonisation
and competitiveness; and (iii) reducing excessive dependencies and increasing security. The
Competitiveness Compass builds on the recommendations from multiple expert reports, including
Draghi’s report on the future of European competitiveness. It highlights investment as one of the four
key drivers of long-term competitiveness and emphasises the need to mobilise public and private
capital to support innovation, strategic technologies and the green and digital transitions.

In February 2025, the Commission presented the Clean Industrial Deal, a strategic push to
boost Europe’s global competitiveness by simplifying regulations, accelerating green
investments, and ensuring access to affordable energy and raw materials - empowering
industries to lead in the clean tech transition while creating quality jobs and cutting strategic
dependencies. The Critical Medicines Act, proposed by the Commission in March 2025, aims to
increase the availability, supply and production of essential medicines in the EU, reducing dependency
on external sources and addressing supply chain vulnerabilities. In March 2025, the Commission also
unveiled its strategy for the Savings and Investments Union, which seeks to improve Europeans’
access to capital markets and provide better financing options for companies, thus increasing people’s
wealth and boosting EU economic growth and competitiveness. In April 2025, the Commission put

32 Statement at the European Parliament plenary by President Ursula von der Leyen, 18 July 2024.
3 See the Political Guidelines for the next European Commission.

4 See COM(2025) 46 final.
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forward the Al continent action plan, aiming to ensure the EU becomes a global leader in artificial
intelligence (Al).

3.2 State of play of STEP implementation

As of 31 March 2025, the implementation of STEP was advancing across all main areas,
though progress is uneven.

Member States had demonstrated strong interest in reprogramming cohesion policy funds
to support STEP objectives. By end-March 2025, 38 cohesion policy programme amendments for
STEP had been submitted by France, Germany, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Italy, Spain, Denmark, the
Netherlands, Austria and Poland and adopted by the Commission, redirecting approximately
EUR 6.3 billion in funding to STEP priorities. Germany, Denmark, Italy, Latvia and Romania have
already launched STEP-related calls for proposals, with a combined budget of almost EUR 2 billion,
and project selection is under way.

Additionally, 60 calls for proposals and two calls for tenders had been launched under five
directly managed EU programmes, including the Innovation Fund (calls opened 2024), Horizon
Europe, the European Defence Fund, EU4Health, and the Digital Europe Programme®*=¢. These calls
represented EUR 9.5 billion in available funding®’, with over EUR 5 billion already allocated to projects.
Most of this funding has been directed to clean technologies under the Innovation Fund. See Annex VI
for a breakdown of the calls by funding programme.

The Commission had awarded 190 STEP Seals to projects that align with STEP objectives.
These high-quality projects are eligible for additional or alternative funding through other EU
instruments, although none had received any yet. See Annex VI for a breakdown of the Seals by
funding programme.

1 No Member State had amended its RRP to support a project that had been awarded the STEP
Seal. Similarly, no Member State had used the increased possibility to transfer RRF resources
to the InvestEU Member State compartment for STEP priorities.

Launched in April 2024, the STEP (Sovereignty) Portal has become a key tool for accessing
STEP-related information. As of the end of March 2025, it featured over 70 funding opportunities,
a database of STEP Seal projects, and contact details for STEP national contact points. Since early 2025,
the portal has attracted around 10 000 unique visitors each month. To further improve the user
experience, preliminary development is under way for an Al-powered simulator and chatbot to
assist project applicants in identifying eligible funding opportunities.

350n 1 April 2025, the Digital Europe Programme published six additional STEP-relevant topics for a total budget of EUR 208 million. These
include three topics in the field of the Digital Innovation Hubs and three topics on digital skills that were published between the 3 April and the
14 April. For further information see Get Funding.

36 On 3 April 2025, nine STEP-relevant topics were launched by the Circular Bio-based Europe Joint Undertaking under Horizon Europe, for a
total budget of EUR 150 million. For further information see Get Funding.

37 Excluding the budget of the procurement calls under EU4Health.
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3.3 Evolution in STEP implementation over the evaluation
period

Following the Commission proposal of June 2023 to set up STEP, a dedicated STEP Task
Force was created within the Commission’s Directorate-General for Budget.

Implementing STEP across programmes with different rules, timelines and legal bases and
across Member States was a considerable operational challenge, requiring large
coordination and clarification efforts. Thanks to constant dialogue and feedback, the task force
and the many Commission services involved in STEP, in particular the directorates-general managing
the 11 funding instruments, have taken various steps, as described below, to improve the
implementation of STEP within the remit of the STEP Regulation.

Increasing clarity on STEP’s scope and implementation modes

Since the set-up of STEP, the Commission has produced a range of guidance documents to
facilitate its implementation.

In May 2024, pursuant to Article 2(7) of the STEP Regulation, the Commission adopted a
Communication in the form of a Guidance Note*®, providing practical direction to ensure consistent
and effective implementation across funding programmes. The Guidance Note: (i) clarifies STEP’s
objectives, as defined in Article 2 of the Regulation; (ii) provides examples of supported sectors and
includes a non-exhaustive list of eligible technologies; and (iii) elaborates on the conditions for
technologies to be considered ‘critical’. Stakeholders, in particular STEP national contact points and
national managing authorities of cohesion policy programmes, broadly welcomed this initiative that
clarified the scope of applicability of STEP.

Additionally, in June 2024, the Commission prepared a brochure3® for STEP national contact
points and managing authorities and published it on the STEP (Sovereignty) Portal. It
provides stakeholders with practical aspects to facilitate the implementation of STEP at
national and regional level, specifically in the context of cohesion policy and the RRF. During the
first year of STEP implementation, and thanks to the support of the relevant Commission services, the
brochure was enriched to provide guidance on the most pressing questions, including on the treatment
of projects with multiple beneficiaries/promoters from different countries / Member States under
cohesion policy, and the State aid regulatory provisions applicable to STEP projects. In June 2024, the
Commission amended the Guidelines on regional State aid*’ to allow higher maximum aid
intensities in assisted areas for projects falling within the scope of STEP.

38 Commission Communication C/2024/3209, Guidance Note concerning certain provisions of Regulation (EU) 2024/795 establishing the
Strategic Technologies for Europe Platform (STEP), 2024, available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/C/2024/3209/oj.

39 See Brochure for STEP National Contact Points and Managing Authorities.

40 See Communication from the Commission supplementing the Guidelines on regional State aid with regard to the Strategic Technologies for
Europe Platform (STEP).
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Finally, in July 2024, the Commission also updated the Guidance on recovery and resilience
plans* to clarify the procedures for amending RRPs, including with respect to the allocation of
resources to STEP objectives.

Advancing STEP through stronger cooperation

The coordination effort to implement STEP across programmes and Member States required
the Commission to set up two main networks. First, an internal network of 14 Commission
directorates-general involved in STEP, in particular those managing the 11 funding instruments
listed in the STEP Regulation. This internal network met nine times over the reporting period and
engaged very actively and regularly throughout the year. Second, the network of STEP national
contact points, appointed by all Member States except Ireland, chaired by the Director for Revenue
and MFF of the Directorate-General for Budget. This network has met five times already, including once
in person in Brussels. At these meetings, national contact points shared national experiences, and the
Commission clarified STEP’s objectives and shared updates on awarded STEP Seals. A second in-person
meeting was held in May 2025 to further strengthen coordination.

Delivering a user-centric one-stop shop

In accordance with Article 6 of the STEP Regulation, on 29 April 2024, the Commission launched the
STEP (Sovereignty) Portal to serve as a one-stop shop for project applicants, public
authorities, and investors, providing streamlined access to information on EU funding for
strategic technologies under STEP. A revamped version was later released in September 2024,
featuring a user-centric structure tailored to the needs of different user groups. It introduced several
new tools, including a ‘Get Funding’ dashboard, a map of STEP national contact points, the

dashboard of the STEP Seals, and updates on regional cohesion policy funding. The technical
developments of the STEP Portal are inspired by the continuous feedback received from stakeholders,
including but not limited to the survey on access to EU funding carried out in autumn 2024 (see

Section 4.3 on efficiency and Annex V on stakeholder consultations).
Strengthening ties with stakeholders and industry

To better understand the needs of all those involved in the EU funding landscape in relation
to STEP, the Commission conducted extensive consultations with research and industry
stakeholders throughout the first period of implementation of STEP. Leveraging established
networks and platforms (such as the Industrial Forum, the Enterprise Europe Network, and the European
Cluster Collaboration Platform) as well as sectoral organisations listed in the EU Transparency Register,
the Commission primarily engaged with industry players, but also consulted public institutions, including
EU regional offices, European Institute of Innovation and Technology (EIT) Knowledge and Innovation
Communities, regional networks, investors, and other stakeholders. Around half of the stakeholders
consulted operate across multiple STEP sectors, with strong representation from the clean tech sector.
The Commission also engaged with EU-wide organisations and events — such as EuroChambres,
Hannover Messe, and the SME Assembly under the Hungarian Council Presidency — as well as

4l See Commission Notice Guidance on recovery and resilience plans.
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stakeholders from specific Member States during technical missions to Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania,
Romania, Slovenia, Greece and Portugal (see Annex V on stakeholder consultations).

EVALUATION FINDINGS

4.1 Effectiveness

This section assesses STEP’s mid-term progress towards the specific objectives set out in
Article 2(1) of the STEP Regulation: (a) supporting the development or manufacturing of critical
technologies across the EU, or safeguarding and strengthening their respective value chains in digital
technologies, clean and resource-efficient technologies, and biotechnologies; and (b) addressing
shortages of labour and skills critical to quality jobs supporting objective (a). It also evaluates the
feasibility of bringing together all relevant EU funding opportunities in a single portal, and
of setting up a simulator to guide project promoters — particularly SMEs — towards suitable
EU funding opportunities for their projects.

While significant progress has been made in mobilising EU funding towards STEP priorities,
it is too early to draw firm conclusions about the extent to which STEP has achieved its core
objectives. The Regulation setting up STEP clarifies that the initiative is meant to ‘mobilise resources
within the existing Union programmes’ and supports this with a set of tools, including the STEP
(Sovereignty) Portal and the STEP (Sovereignty) Seal. As such, and as set out in the intervention logic,
STEP operates mainly by reprogramming EU funding programmes towards its objectives. Where
available, early evidence and qualitative feedback are used to assess the ‘actions’ performed under
STEP and the achievement of its ‘outputs’. The lag between resource (re)allocation and observable
results thereof makes it difficult to provide a comprehensive assessment of the ‘results’ of STEP

at this stage.

Financial support to STEP objectives under programmes under direct
management

This section presents the progress in reprogramming resources of the five STEP-relevant
EU funding programmes under direct management in the first 13 months of implementation
of STEP. Overall, STEP has been effective in steering resources towards strategic technologies
identified in the STEP Regulation. This is noteworthy, considering that the adopted STEP Regulation
provided no specific financial incentives in this respect, except for a top-up of EUR 1.5 billion for STEP
priorities under the European Defence Fund (EDF).

At the time of the adoption of the STEP Regulation, the investment potential of STEP under directly
managed programmes was difficult to evaluate and could have been expected to be limited to the
additional funding for the EDF. This low expectation was largely exceeded in just over one year
of STEP implementation.
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In terms of programmed funding, by the end of March 2025, 60 STEP-relevant calls for proposals had
been launched #* under the five programmes under direct management. A total budget of
EUR 9.5 billion** was initially allocated to support technologies relevant to STEP under these
calls, with the bulk of the funding directed towards clean and resource-efficient technologies through
the Innovation Fund, which by design is fully aligned with the scope of STEP. This amount also includes
the new dedicated STEP Scale-Up call of the European Innovation Council (EIC) launched in October
2024 with an initial budget of EUR 300 million for 2025 (providing up to EUR 30 million in investments
per company), projected to reach EUR 900 million by 2027; and five STEP-relevant EIC Accelerator
Challenges calls for a total budget of EUR 250 million. The pie chart and table in Figure 1 display how
much budget each programme has allocated to STEP priorities out of the mentioned EUR 9.5 billion.

FIGURE 1: BUDGET ALLOCATED TO ALREADY LAUNCHED STEP CALLS AS OF
END-MARCH 2025, BREAKDOWN BY PROGRAMME

= Innovation Fund
EDF

78% EIC

m Digital Europe

Horizon Europe (ex. EIC)

EU4H

Source: Commission services’ reporting

42 Out of the 60 calls for proposals, at the time of the report, 26 were still open and accepting submissions. Additional topics will open for
submission over the course of April, May and June 2025 under Digital Europe and Horizon Europe. For further information see Get Funding.

4% This amount includes the EUR 208 million budget of six topics under Digital Europe (three in the field of the Digital Innovation Hubs and
three on digital skills) that were launched over the course of April 2025 and nine STEP-relevant topics were launched in early-April by the
Circular Bio-based Europe Joint Undertaking under Horizon Europe, for a total budget of EUR 150 million.
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Innovation Fund 7 400
EDF 762
EIC 550
Digital Europe 318
Horizon Europe (excluding EIC) 289
EU4Health 129
Total 9448

As regards already allocated funding, at the time of this report, the five programmes under direct
management within the remit of STEP had allocated around EUR 5.2 billion in funding*** to
selected projects, with only EUR 68 million awarded to projects supporting the development of skills
in the realm of digital technologies. See Figure 2 for the breakdown.

44 This amount corresponds to the total amount awarded to the projects selected for funding under the Innovation Fund, Horizon Europe, the
Digital Europe Programme and EU4Health. It may be adjusted upon the signing of the actual grant agreements, which could modify individual
contributions, and cannot be reconciled with the EUR 9.5 billion of the previous paragraph, which refers to ex ante allocated budget (vs ex post
funding awarded) under the STEP calls launched by March 2025 under all five directly managed programmes in STEP’s remit.

45 This amount includes EUR 150 million from the EIC that is exceptionally included in the scope of the evaluation, despite projects having been
selected on 3 April. Investments are pending authorisation by the Commission through the award decision and the ownership control
assessment.
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FIGURE 2: FUNDING AWARDED TO SELECTED PROJECTS UNDER STEP-RELEVANT
CALLS UNDER DIRECT MANAGEMENT, BREAKDOWN BY SECTOR AND PROGRAMME*
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These STEP-relevant projects are expected to be implemented over the next five to
tenyears, progressively contributing to strengthening EU manufacturing capacity and
addressing skills shortages in the three strategic technology areas. Given the long-term nature
of these investments, it is too early at present to provide a quantitative assessment of the extent to
which the reprogrammed financial resources under the directly managed programmes are effectively
supporting these objectives.

Moreover, additional resources are expected to be reprogrammed and awarded to STEP
projects as further STEP-relevant calls for proposals are launched and evaluated, in line
with the developing work programmes of the relevant funding instruments. Therefore, the
figures reported as of end-March 2025 regarding budget allocations and awarded funding
(EUR 9.5 billion and EUR 5.2 billion, respectively) should be understood as a snapshot in a dynamic and
ongoing process. Similarly, the currently limited volume of resources awarded to skills-related projects

“ The funding amounts under the EIC (totalling EUR 150 million) are exceptionally included in the scope of the evaluation, despite projects
having been selected on 3 April. Investments are pending authorisation by the Commission through the award decision and the ownership
control assessment. An amount of EUR 15 million falls in two technology areas (digital and clean). It is allocated to the primary sector of activity
of the relevant project: digital technologies.
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should be seen in light of the fact that, so far, only one topic on skills has been evaluated: the
‘Specialised Education Programmes in Key Capacity Areas’ under the Digital Europe Programme*’. More
skills-focused initiatives can be expected to follow as STEP implementation continues.

Financial support to STEP objectives under cohesion policy

The STEP Regulation introduced flexibilities and incentives to encourage Member States to reprioritise
their cohesion policy programmes*® by adding dedicated STEP priority axes.

As of 31 March 2025, STEP was on track to deliver a successful mobilisation of cohesion
policy resources. A total of 38 STEP-related programme amendments had been approved by
the Commission, representing commitments to implement STEP-related investments of
EUR 6.3 billion in cohesion policy funding from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF),
the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+), and the Just Transition Fund (JTF) in 11 Member States.
Investments in skills development account for about 15% of the allocation*. See Annex VI for a
complete overview of the cohesion policy programmes amended for STEP, across Member States and
regions.

FIGURE 3: COHESION POLICY FUNDING REPROGRAMMED FOR STEP, BREAKDOWN BY
MEMBER STATE AND FUND

Source: Member States’ reporting

47 Three further topics, focusing on digital skills, for a total budget of EUR 27 million, were launched under Digital Europe on 14 April 2025.

“8 The main flexibilities and incentives introduced by STEP for cohesion policy included: (i) the limited possibility to finance productive
investments in businesses other than SMEs under the European Regional Development Fund’s STEP-dedicated priorities; (ii) higher co-financing
rates of up to 100% at the level of the STEP-dedicated priority; and (iii) 30% of the allocation to STEP priorities being paid by the Commission
as one-off pre-financing. Upon adoption of the STEP Regulation, 30% pre-financing was also paid to all JTF programmes. On 1 April 2025, the
Commission published a legislative proposal with targeted amendments to the regulatory framework of the cohesion policy funds that
increases or extends incentives to reprogramming under cohesion policy. For example, restrictions linked to STEP as regards the ceiling set at
209% of the ERDF/CF allocation for reprogramming are proposed to be removed, the deadline for submitting STEP amendments benefiting from
the additional one-off pre-financing of 30% is extended to end-December 2025, and the support to businesses other than SMEs under the
ERDF for STEP is now extended to cover all EU regions.

S Data point accounting only for programmes with dedicated STEP priority axes or known amounts dedicated to STEP.
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