Factsheet Subsidy Scheme for Innovation Vouchers

Innovation by small and medium-sized enterprises (SME)  is important to the knowledge economy in the Netherlands. The exchange of knowledge between SMEs and knowledge institutions is less than optimum at present. SMEs are making far too little use of knowledge available from other parties. The knowledge is often readily available from knowledge institutions and can contribute to Innovation. The Innovation vouchers were introduced to allow this "ready to go knowledge” at knowledge institutions to play a role in developing new products, processes and services. An innovation voucher enables SMEs to get acquainted with knowledge institutions by submitting research questions to them. The vouchers stimulate a transfer of knowledge between knowledge institutions and SMEs. 
The Subsidy Scheme for Innovation Vouchers started with three pilots which resulted in 6.000 vouchers per year in 2006 and 2007. Surveys conducted among SMEs and knowledge institutions confirm that the vouchers meet a need. It is a useful and above all unique instrument of its kind. Its power lies in its accessibility and wide reach. For this reason the instrument is also widely deployed for service innovation. It has developed in an important subsidy instrument for SMEs. In turn, the voucher scheme has also initiated a more active approach of SMEs by the knowledge Institutions. 
In short: the voucher scheme delivers a great contribution to the interaction between SMEs and knowledge Institutions. Through the Subsidy Scheme for Innovation Vouchers 8,000 vouchers will be available to SMEs in 2008.

Two types of innovation voucher

Since 2006 there are  two types of innovation voucher available, i.e. a small voucher and a large voucher.

· The small voucher is worth EUR 2,500. Each SME may get a "small" voucher once-only. The objective is to encourage the enterprise to approach a knowledge institution. A total of 3,000 small vouchers are available. This small voucher is one-time-only for every SME to make a first acquaintance with a knowledge institution. 
· The large voucher is worth EUR 7,500. To qualify for these vouchers it is compulsory for an enterprise to contribute one-third of the total project costs. The government will provide an amount not exceeding EUR 5,000. A large voucher allows the enterprise to submit a more extensive question to a knowledge institution. Additional to a small voucher, enterprises may obtain one large voucher each year. A total of 3,000 large vouchers are available.
Since 2008 it is also possible to use a (small or a large) voucher once to refund the cost for applying and obtaining a patent. 
How does an innovation voucher work?

A SME can apply at SenterNovem for a voucher. After receiving the voucher the SME can submit a question to a knowledge institution on presentation of  the voucher. After answering the question (in a knowledge transfer project) the knowledge institution in turn surrenders the voucher to SenterNovem to claim a subsidy for the costs it incurred in answering the question. The maximum for the subsidy is € 2,500 for a small voucher and € 5,000 for a large voucher. A voucher is valid for twelve months. Therefore, the knowledge institution must present the voucher to SenterNovem for payment within twelve months of the date it was issued to the enterprise.

In the case of a large voucher a subsidy is also obtainable for a project for which enterprises have bundled several innovation vouchers that have been issued to them. The maximum number of enterprises that may submit question jointly is ten; they are required collectively to surrender all the received vouchers to a knowledge institution. Vouchers are not tradable because they are issued in the enterprise’s name.

Finally the SME can also apply for a voucher in order to refund the costs for a(n) (inter)national patent. After receiving the voucher an entrepreneur can start and later hand in his bills to SenterNovem together with his voucher. SenterNovem will pay out the subsidy for the voucher amount. 

How to use a Innovation Voucher?

An Innovation voucher can be used for a knowledge transfer project that transfers knowledge that is new to the enterprise. The enterprise may use the new knowledge to innovate a product, production process or service. The knowledge will be presented to the enterprise in a usable form appropriate to the question that was submitted to the knowledge institution. A requirement is that the results must largely benefit the Dutch economy.

A knowledge question cannot be answered simply by submitting goods - like software - or giving training courses without the knowledge institution performing any further work. Similarly, the scheme excludes undertaking activities with a view to sales in the market. This rules out activities for the purpose of promoting and selling products or processes, like the design and production of advertising material and other sales activities. Costs of internships for students of knowledge institutions are also excluded from the subsidy scheme. The cost of applying and obtaining a (inter)national patent made before receiving the voucher will not be refunded. 
Where can an innovation voucher be used?

Knowledge institutions that accept vouchers for transfer of knowledge projects under the Subsidy Scheme for Innovation Vouchers are public knowledge institutions and some private institutions. An enterprise may select a knowledge institution to carry out the project. For a full list of the participating knowledge institutions visit www.senternovem.nl/innovatievouchers.

Public knowledge institutions

1. Universities, colleges and academic hospitals.

2. Institutions of higher education within the meaning of Sections 6.9 or 16.14 of the Higher Education and Research Act. These institutions are required to register with SenterNovem beforehand.

3. Institutions of senior vocational education.

4. Research institutions that perform research and development on a non-profit basis and receive structural multi-year government funding of at least 10%.

5. Knowledge institutions established in other European Union member states provided that they are similar or equivalent to Dutch knowledge institutions within the meaning of items 1, 2, 3 and 4. 

6. Legal persons that carry out activities that increase general scientific and technical knowledge. The policy of these legal persons must be influence able by an institution within the meaning of items 1, 2, 3 or 4 that:

· provides more than half the issued capital;

· is a fully liable partner; or

· holds a controlling interest.

Private knowledge institutions

7. Research organisations under private law that work on a non-profit basis to increase technological knowledge in a specific field by conducting their own research and developing and testing technical applications. These institutions are required to register with SenterNovem beforehand.

8. Research institutions that form part of an enterprise or group that does not have R&D as its principal objective and that incurred research and development costs of at least EUR 60 million in 2005.

Who can apply for a voucher?

A SME can qualify for an innovation voucher, if:

· it is registered in the Netherlands and is not subject to a suspension of payments for protection against creditors;

· it satisfies the European definition of a small or medium-sized company

· it hasn’t received in the three years preceding its application for a voucher subsidies totalling over a period of three years the amount that’s applicable for its sector under the "de minimis" regulation2
·  it has not entered into any commitments, prior to receiving a voucher, with the knowledge institution that will carry out the project.

For companies that specialise in producing, processing or trading primary agricultural or fisheries products or aquaculture products or operate in the transport sector are different sums applicable. 

Evaluation Innovation Vouchers 2006

The main conclusion of the evaluation in 2007 is that the innovation voucher is a useful and above all unique instrument of its kind. Its power lies in its accessibility and wide reach. For this reason the instrument is also widely deployed for service innovation.
The evaluation showed that the additionality including time effect is 79.8% for the large voucher and 81.5% for the small voucher. This indicator is used to designate the degree to which entrepreneurs issue assignments to knowledge institutions using a voucher which they would not otherwise have commissioned or only later.

Over 90% of voucher holders who have redeemed their voucher are of the opinion that the contribution made by the knowledge institution is (potentially) valuable. The vouchers 2006 were used for research at Universities (32% ), Higher education (34 %), Institutes (27%) and other knowledge providers (7 %). 
The vouchers tend to be used by more innovative SMEs. It also tends to be the less innovative SMEs that apply for vouchers and ultimately fail to redeem them. As at 31 December 2007, 59% of the large vouchers and 54% of the small vouchers had been declared to SenterNovem by knowledge institutions. This percentage redemption rate must be considered in the light of the instrument’s accessibility. If it is easy to apply for a voucher this can easily result in vouchers not being redeemed. Reasons given by entrepreneurs for deciding not to redeem vouchers included lack of time or additional information becoming available. 
The evaluation does not demonstrate that entrepreneurs who have used a voucher then go on to issue repeat assignments without a voucher, although entrepreneurs do express a willingness to remain in contact with the knowledge institution. The voucher has prompted many knowledge institutions to adopt a more active approach to SMEs. Increasing numbers of institutions contact the company after completion of the voucher project to enquire about follow-up (from 55% of holders of large vouchers in 2005 to 74% in 2006).They are increasingly introducing systematic aftercare, and this applies particularly to institutions whose contact with SMEs takes place via special offices set up for this purpose. As such, the voucher does make a valuable contribution to interaction between SMEs and knowledge institutions. 
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