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Open Call for Proposals

Provision of support to clusters in common market approach and introduction of innovative practices

1. Background

European PROGRES is a multi-donor Programme, financed by the European Union (EU), the Government of Switzerland and the Government of Serbia, designed to support sustainable development in the South East and South West Serbia. The Programme has been conceptualised jointly with the European Integration Office of the Government of the Republic of Serbia (SEIO), which has responsibility for monitoring implementation and providing assistance and facilitation. The United Nations Office for Project Services (UNOPS) has been granted with an initial budget of 17.46 million Euros and has the overall responsibility for the Programme implementation. 

Through a multi-sector approach this Programme will contribute to sustainable development of underdeveloped areas and creation of more favourable environment for infrastructure and business growth by strengthening local governance, improving vertical coordination, planning and management capacities, improving business environment and development, as well as enhancing implementation of social inclusion and employment policies. 

The Programme works towards achieving four main results, while good governance principles are interwoven as a cross cutting aspect of the entire intervention:

1.
Strengthened local governance, planning and management capacities through introduction of new, 
or improvement/elimination of existing procedures and processes in line with the principles of 
good governance

2.
Increased competitiveness of local economy through improved business environment and 
management/organizational capacities of small and medium enterprises/agricultural cooperatives 

3.
Improved access to employment, offering equal opportunities to both men and women, and social 
inclusion of the most vulnerable and marginalised groups through development and 
implementation of local policies resulting in reduced migration from South East and South 
West Serbia

4.
Effects of Serbia’s European accession communicated to general public. 

The final beneficiaries, but also the key stakeholders and financial contributors of this Programme are 34 local governments from the third and fourth group of development level, which have responsibility of taking ownership of activities implemented in their territory:

· Novi Pazar, Raška, and Tutin in the Raška District
· Nova Varoš, Priboj, Prijepolje, Sjenica in the Zlatibor District

· Ivanjica in the Moravica District

· Prokuplje, Blace, Žitorađa, Kuršumlija in the Toplica District

· Leskovac, Bojnik, Vlasotince, Lebane, Medveđa and Crna Trava in the Jablanica District

· Vranje, Bosilegrad, Bujanovac, Vladičin Han, Preševo, Surdulica and Trgovište in the Pčinja District

· Brus in the Rasina District

· Aleksinac, Gadžin Han, Doljevac, Merošina and Svrljig in the Nišava District

· Babušnica, Bela Palanka in the Pirot District

· Knjaževac in the Zaječar District.

Other beneficiaries include institutions founded by LSGs and public utility companies, civil society organisations (CSO) and media in the participating LSGs. It is the inhabitants of the South East and South West Serbia who will feel the biggest benefits of the Programme.

2. Justification of the Intervention

The importance and the responsibilities of clusters as a tool for increasing small and medium enterprises’ (SME) competitiveness has been recognised and validated throughout various EU and national documents.
In the ‘EU Policy Agenda on Cluster Excellence’
, the European Commission promotes cluster management as the key element of the EU strategy aimed to develop more competitive SMEs. The Commission points out the benefits of cooperation of SMEs in a particular geographic location, with greater opportunities for registering more international trademarks and patents through this joint approach, than it would be possible if they were to do it individually. The European Commission marked clusters as being able to facilitate cross-sectoral and cross-border collaboration, helping SMEs to grow and expand to the international markets. Europe 2020 Strategy envisages assistance to companies in developing new, globally competitive advantages in emerging industries through clusters, and in this way strengthens the role of cluster policies for the rejuvenation of Europe’s industry.

The Government of Serbia (GoS) Strategy for Development of Competitive and Innovative SMEs
 identifies clusters as a tool for facilitating the access of SMEs to large business systems suppliers. The importance of clusters has been emphasized in terms of innovation because the economy of Serbia doesn’t have an organized system to encourage innovative activities. This situation has resulted with a lack of technical and non-technical innovations, lack of research, bad reputation of domestic products, lack of support in terms of finance and infrastructure, as well as the absence of key factors - development of the innovation network. According to the Strategy, the main activities should be focussed on raising awareness about the importance of business innovation culture, the creation of innovative developments, particularly through mutual networking of SMEs with knowledge centres and educational institutions, formation of a critical mass of innovative SMEs with the international standards and the creation of conditions for the internationalization of business innovation.
According to the data from the GoS Republic Statistics Office, participation of SMEs from the Programme area in the total annual profit of the SMEs in Serbia is ranging from 0.4% in Toplica District to 1% in Pčinja District.
 The SMEs from the South East and South West Serbia participate in the total export of Serbian SMEs just with an average 2.5% (Pčinja 1.1%, Jablanica 1.2%, Toplica 0.4%, Raška 3.7%, Zlatibor 4.4%).
 The number of SMEs per 1,000 inhabitants range from maximum 18 to a minimum of three. Having in mind the EU standard of 40 SMEs per 1,000 inhabitants, it is clear that the SME concentration is rather low in all 34 LSGs.
 Thus, the local economy is focussed on the domestic market with low potential and does not offer prerequisites for further development. 

Taking into account the above mentioned strategic documents and the current status of SMEs in Serbia, the Programme is providing clusters with a viable opportunity to increase innovation and marketing management capacities of the local SMEs through appropriate technical assistance, and influence increase of the SMEs revenues. 

All clusters registered in 34 Programme local governments are eligible to apply for the assistance. The grants will be awarded to at least five clusters. The clusters will be selected in accordance with their operational capacities, relevant to the particular needs and constraints of SMEs, cost-effectiveness and sustainability, in line with the Criteria outlined in the Section 8 of this document. Any cluster willing to participate in this activity will have to prove in its application that planned actions will create positive and measurable effects to the SMEs related to the increased turnover and/or export, ensure cost savings and generate new employment.
3. Objectives of the Intervention and Policy
Overall objective:  Contribute to sustainable development by creating more favourable environment for business growth in the South East and South West Serbia.
Specific Objective: At least 15 SMEs from the South East and the South West increased their competitiveness, through introduction of new or improvement of the existing products, market extension and internationalization of the SMEs business.
Where possible the project should be aligned to the existing national/regional/sub-regional strategies and plans, including the GoS Strategy for Development of Competitive and Innovative SMEs
.
4. Scope of the Intervention

The project proposals should address one or more of the following thematic areas: 
i. Development of joint marketing initiatives in order to connect with distributors or the final customers (business to business events, meet the buyer events, participation at relevant fairs etc.) 

ii. Development of specific technical capacities and/or skills in order to enable beneficiaries to meet market requirements better
iii. Training to improve marketing management knowledge and enterprises’ formation
iv. Improvement of product quality in terms of packaging, design, product characteristics and development of add-ons

v. Development of new products

vi. Increasing adoption of new production technology and the transfer of technology 

vii. Reducing raw material usage

viii. Reducing environmental damage

ix. Reducing energy consumption

x. Improvements to business support, technical and technology services through provision or upgrade of small scale common investment into equipment or specialized software solution etc. Any procured equipment should be complemented with provision of support service, training and technical assistance to maximise the benefit of the investment and the effective use and ensure that long term sustainability is achieved.

Each project needs to consider cross-cutting issues related to gender equality, environment and inclusion of marginalized groups.

Applicants should consider combination of a number of the above mentioned thematic areas in a clear and consistent manner. 
Important Note: When proposing the above-mentioned thematic areas for financing, applicants must consider the following preconditions in relation to the selected theme:  

(1) For the marketing themes, the applicants must prove market potential and gaps for the selected common cluster products. The key information should be obtained through market research in order to rank the priority markets based on the customer or revenue potential. 
(2) For product innovation, the applicants must prepare market research and analysis of the cluster members’ business potential in order to show the gaps and justify that the companies participating in the action have sufficient financial resources, equipment, technology and workforce to carry out innovation. 

(3) The applicants must demonstrate in their application that the planned actions will create positive and measurable effects for the SMEs in accordance with the following outcomes: increased turnover and/or export, ensure cost savings and generate new employment. In order to measure the project effects, the applicants are obliged to provide baseline data for the selected outcomes.

The selection process will be conducted in two steps: based on a concept note, the pre-selection of applicants will be conducted and these applicants will be provided with technical assistance for full project proposal development during a two-day workshop.
 As a result, the final applications will have better quality, with clearly defined project structure and risks, measurable indicators, duration and course of action and allocation of appropriate resources. In the concept note, the applicants are obliged to provide basic information on the required preconditions.
5. General Conditions

a. Eligible Applicants 
In order to be eligible for a grant, the applicants must:

· Be a registered cluster listed in the register of associations in accordance with the applicable law on the territory of 34 Programme LSGs.
  Only clusters legally registered for a minimum of one year in one of the listed LSGs will be eligible for support.
· Have at least 12 active members (out of which at least nine companies and/or entrepreneurs, and three support institutions; have a minimum of 60% of the members from the small and medium enterprises and entrepreneurs)
· Minimum three cluster members, being companies or entrepreneurs, must participate in action in order to be eligible for funding.
· Be directly responsible for the preparation and management of the action and not acting as an intermediary. 
b. Eligible Partners
Applicants may act with partner organizations as specified hereafter. A partnership must contain at least two members (applicant + one other). Partners can be development bodies (for example, Rural Development Centres, Chambers of Commerce etc.), higher education institutions, industry and professional associations, tourist organisations and other clusters. The proposed partners do not necessarily need to be registered in one of the Programme municipalities. 
Organizations that are already cluster members cannot be considered as partners. Partnerships cannot involve more than two members. The lead partner in the consortium has to be cluster.

The lead partner will submit the proposal on behalf of the consortium and, in the event of a contract award, will sign the contract (as the grant beneficiary) with the contracting authority on behalf of the consortium.

· A partnership must be validated through a formal partnership contract, stipulating roles and responsibilities of each partner. This agreement must be submitted with the application.

· Partners may participate in only one proposal under this call for proposals.

When selecting the partners, attention should be paid to ensure that they have the right skills and experience within the consortium to undertake the full range of project. This includes technical delivery, expert support etc. It is not essential that the consortium partners have previous experience of working together.

Partners participate in designing and implementing the action, and the costs they incur are eligible in the same way as those incurred by the grant beneficiary. They must therefore satisfy the same eligibility criteria as the lead partner, accept for the place of registration.  

c. Eligible Costs 
The grant can be used to support the following types of expenditures:

i. Testing of product prototypes
ii. Introduction of new product design and packaging 
iii. Protection of intellectual property rights 
iv. Expert counselling and advice, training, coaching
v. Production of publications and visibility materials 
vi. Organization of meet the buyer event, trainings, fair participations, business to business events
vii. Small scale investment into equipment or special software solution if needed 

viii. Provision of staff for project management and coordination 
 
ix. Other costs justifiable in line with the project objectives. 
The costs, including debts and provisions for losses or debts, interest owed, items already financed in another framework; purchase of land and building, currency exchange losses, taxes, including VAT credit to the third parties, audit cost (auditing cost will be responsibility of the contracting authority) will not be eligible.
Recommendations to award a grant are always subject to the condition that the checking process which precedes the signing of the contract. The checks may give rise to requests for clarification and may lead the contracting authority to impose modifications or reductions to address such mistakes or inaccuracies. It is therefore in the applicant's interest to provide a realistic and cost-effective budget.

d. Duration of the project
The planned duration of intervention may not exceed 12 months. 
e. Project Budget

The overall indicative amount available under this call for proposals is 200,000 Euros. Any grant awarded under this call for proposals will not exceed 40,000 Euros. 
A grant may not be for less than 50% of the total eligible costs of the action. No grant may exceed 90% of the total eligible costs of the action. The balance must be financed from the applicant's own or partner’s resources, or from sources other than the European Union and the Government of Switzerland.
The contracting authority reserves the right not to award all available funds.

6. Monitoring and Reporting

The following reports will be expected from the awarded clusters: 

· Monthly progress reports (after the first month and thereafter);

The final report assessing and analysing the results of the intervention, covering the whole period of implementation; 

· Interim reports, as requested by the Programme. 

The European PROGRES will monitor implementation, and provide technical and programmatic advice as necessary and available. The clusters can be evaluated at any time during the project implementation.
7. Application Procedure

This is restricted call for proposal. In the first instance, only concept note with the requested supporting documents must be submitted for evaluation. Therefore, applicants who have been pre-selected will be invited to submit a Full Application Form. 

a. Concept Note

Concept Note Form (Annex A) must be in English and filled electronically only. Hand-written applications will not be accepted. Together with the concept note form the applicant is required to submit the Applicant Factsheet Form (Annex 1), Cluster Members Factsheet Form (Annex 2), other supporting documents as stated in the List of Required Registration and Other Documents (Annex 3) and the Concept Note Checklist (Annex 4). 
The applicants pre-selected based on the concept note will be provided with technical assistance during a two-day workshop in order to define some aspects of full application form (elaborate project structure and risks, formulate measurable indicators of success, determinate the course of action and duration, allocate resources in line with the schedule of activities).
b. Full Application Form

European PROGRES will provide the Full Application Form and the list of required supporting documents only to the applicants whose concept notes were preselected during the initial evaluation process.
c. How to Send the Concept Note 
The Concept Note Form with required supporting documents must be submitted in one original and one copy in A4 size, in English. The complete concept note package must also be supplied in electronic format (CD-ROM). The electronic format must contain exactly the same application as the paper version.
The outer envelope must bear the following information:

· Reference numbers of the call for proposal, 

· The title of the call for proposals

· The full name and address of the applicant, and 

· The words ‘’Not to be opened before the opening session" and "NE OTVARATI PRE ZVANIČNOG OTVARANJA PRIJAVA”.

d. Where to Send the Concept Note 

Both concept note and full application must be submitted in a sealed envelope by registered mail, private courier service or hand-delivered (a signed and dated certificate of receipt will be given to the deliverer) at one of the addresses given below, before the stated deadline:

European PROGRES 

Borivoja Gojkovića 7, 

18000 Niš, Republic of Serbia 

or

Kragujevačka 1,

36300 Novi Pazar, Republic of Serbia 

or

Kneza Miloša 52,

17 500 Vranje, Republic of Serbia

Applications sent by any other means (e.g. by fax or by e-mail) or delivered to other addresses will be rejected.

e.  Deadline for Submission of Concept Note and Full Application

The deadline for the submission of the concept note is 30 January 2015, at 15:00h local time. The deadline for the submission of full application is 13 March 2015, at 15:00h local time as evidenced by the signed and dated receipt. Any concept note and full application submitted after the deadline will automatically be rejected.

The indicative timetable for the application and evaluation process is as follows: 

	ACTIVITY
	DATE (TBC)
	TIME*

	Publication of the open call
	8 December 2014
	-

	Regional informative sessions  
	Tentatively the week of 15 December
	-

	Deadline for the submission of the concept note
	30 January 2015
	15:00

	Information to applicants on the evaluation of the concept notes 
	7 February 2015
	-

	Workshop for the pre-selected applicants
	15-20 February 2015 (TBC)
	-

	Deadline for the submission of the Full Application Form
	13 March 2015
	15:00

	Interview with the evaluation panel
	25 March 2015
	-

	The Programme Steering Committee’s approval of the proposed grantees 
	April 2015 (TBC)
	

	Notification of award (after the eligibility check) 
	End of April 2015
	-

	Contract signing 
	Early May 2015
	-


 *Provisional date. All times are in the time zone of the country of the contracting authority
f. Further Information for the Application 

Questions may be sent by e-mail no later than ten days before the deadline for the submission of the concept note and full applications to progres.procurement@unops.org, indicating clearly the reference of the call for proposals. The contracting authority has no obligation to provide further clarifications after this date.

Replies will be given no later than seven days before the deadline for the submission of applications. In the interest of equal treatment of applicants, the contracting authority cannot give a prior opinion on the eligibility of an applicant, a partner or an action.

Questions that may be relevant to other applicants, together with the answers, will be published on the Internet:  http://www.euprogres.org/konkursi.php?oblast=pozivi
It is therefore highly recommended to regularly consult the above mentioned website in order to be informed of the questions and answers published. 
8. Selection Criteria

Concept Note

The evaluation of the concept note that has passed the administrative check will cover assessment on the basis of the following criteria:

· Cluster’s operational and financial capacities and cluster governance
· Relevance of the proposed action 

· Efficiency and effectiveness 

· Sustainability and expected impact of the intervention. 

The evaluation grid provides insight into the key questions that will be considered during the assessment of the concept note as well as details on scoring. 

	Concept note selection criteria
	Score

	1. Financial and operational capacity
	20

	1.1 Does the applicant have sufficient experience of project management and sufficient management capacity?

(Including staff, equipment and ability to handle the budget for the action)?
	5

	1.2 Do the applicant and, if applicable partners have sufficient technical expertise? (Notably knowledge of the issues to be addressed.)
	5

	1.3 Does the applicant have sufficient governance structure?
	5

	1.4 Does the applicant have stable and sufficient sources of finance?
	5

	2. Relevance of the action
	15

	2.1
Relevance of the action towards the needs and constraints of the target groups and final beneficiaries in particular.

2.2
Relevance to the priorities and objectives mentioned in the Guidelines.
	5



	
	10

	3. Efficiency and effectiveness 
	25

	3.1
Assessment of the problem identification and analysis.

3.2
Assessment of the proposed activities (practicality and consistency in relation to the objectives, purpose and expected results).

3.3
Assessment of the role and involvement of all stakeholders and, if applicable, proposed partners.
	10

	· 
	10

	· 
	5

	4. Sustainability and impact
	10

	4.1
Assessment of the identification of the main assumptions and risks, before the start up and throughout the implementation period.

4.2
Assessment of the identification of long-term sustainable impact on the target groups and final beneficiaries.
	5

	· 
	5

	TOTAL SCORE
	70


Only the applications that have been given a score of a minimum of 12 points in the category "Relevance", and minimum of 12 points in the category “Financial and operational capacity”, as well as a minimum total score of 50 points, will be considered for selection. 

Following the evaluation, a table listing the applications ranked according to their score will be established as well as a reserve list in accordance with the same criteria. 

The European PROGRES International Programme Manager reserves the right to make the final decision on the selection process results. 

Full Application Forms

The evaluation of full application that has passed the administrative check will cover the assessment on the basis of the following criteria:

· Relevance of the action

· Methodology

· Sustainability 

· Budget and cost-effectiveness.
The evaluation grid provides insight into the key questions that will be considered during the assessment of full application as well as details on scoring. 

	Full Application selection criteria
	Score

	1. Relevance
	25

	1.1 How relevant is the proposal to the objectives and one or more of the priorities of the call for proposals?
Note: A score of 10 (very good) will only be allocated if the proposal contains specific added-value elements, such as promotion of gender equality and equal opportunities
	10

	1.2 How relevant to the particular needs and constraints of SME is the proposal? (Including synergy with other initiatives and avoidance of duplication.)
	5

	1.3 How clearly defined and strategically chosen are those involved (final beneficiaries, target groups)? Have their needs been clearly defined and does the proposal address them appropriately?
	10

	2. Methodology
	25

	2.1 Are the activities proposed appropriate, practical, and consistent with the objectives and expected results?
	5

	2.2 How coherent is the overall design of the action? 
(In particular, does it reflect the analysis of the problems involved, take into account external factors?)
	5

	2.3 Is the partner level of involvement and participation in the action satisfactory?
	5

	2.4 Is the action plan clear and feasible?
	5

	3.5 Does the proposal contain objectively verifiable indicators for the outcome of the action?
	5


	3. Sustainability
	15

	3.1 Is the action likely to have a tangible impact on its target groups?
	5

	3.2 Is the proposal likely to have multiplier effects? (Including scope for replication and extension of the outcome of the action and dissemination of information.)
	5

	3.3 Are the expected results of the proposed action sustainable:

- Financially (how will the activities be financed after the funding ends?)

- Institutionally (will structures allowing the activities to continue be in place at the end of the action? Will there be local “ownership” of the results of the action?)

- Environmentally (if applicable) (will the action have a negative/positive environmental impact?)
	5


	4. Budget and cost-effectiveness
	15

	4.1 Is the ratio between the estimated costs and the expected results satisfactory?
	5

	4.2 Is the proposed expenditure necessary for the implementation of the action?
	10

	TOTAL SCORE
	80


Only the applications that have been given a score of a minimum of 12 points in the category "Relevance", as well as a minimum total score of 60 points, will be considered for the selection. 

Following the evaluation, a table listing the applications ranked according to their score will be established as well as a reserve list in accordance with the same criteria. 

The European PROGRES International Programme Manager reserves the right to make the final decision on the selection process results. 
� The ‘EU Policy Agenda on Cluster Excellence’, developed by the European Commission, available at: �HYPERLINK "http://www.cluster-analysis.org/downloads/Announcement_ClusterExcellenceWorkshop.pdf"�http://www.cluster-analysis.org/downloads/Announcement_ClusterExcellenceWorkshop.pdf� 


� The European strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth 2020, available at �HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/eu2020/pdf/COMPLET%20EN%20BARROSO%20%20%20007%20-%20Europe%202020%20-%20EN%20version.pdf"�http://ec.europa.eu/eu2020/pdf/COMPLET%20EN%20BARROSO%20%20%20007%20-%20Europe%202020%20-%20EN%20version.pdf� 


� The GoS Strategy for development of competitive and innovative SMEs 2009-2013 available at: �HYPERLINK "http://narr.gov.rs/index.php/Dokumenta/Pravni-kutak/Strategije"�http://narr.gov.rs/index.php/Dokumenta/Pravni-kutak/Strategije� 


� Out of 14,925 enterprises in the South Serbia, 99% are micro (up to ten employees) and small enterprises (up to 50 employees). In addition there are 12,017 sole traders, the Ministry of Finance according to the data from Republic Statistics Office (RSO), 2011


� The Ministry of Finance according to the data from the RSO, 2011


� The European Partnership with Municipalities – EU PROGRES “Baseline competitiveness study of 34 South and South-West local government in Serbia” 2014


� The GoS Strategy for development of competitive and innovative SMEs 2009-2013 available at: �HYPERLINK "http://narr.gov.rs/index.php/Dokumenta/Pravni-kutak/Strategije"�http://narr.gov.rs/index.php/Dokumenta/Pravni-kutak/Strategije� 


� The workshop cost will cover Contracting Authority except for the travel cost


� The list of Programme LSGs is as follows: Novi Pazar, Ivanjica, Nova Varoš, Priboj, Prijepolje, Raška, Sjenica, Tutin, Prokuplje, Blace, Žitorađa, Kuršumlija, Leskovac, Bojnik, Vlasotince, Lebane, Medveđa, Crna Trava, Vranje, Bosilegrad, Bujanovac, Vladičin Han, Preševo, Surdulica, Trgovište, Brus, Aleksinac, Gadžin Han, Doljevac, Merošina, Svrljig, Babušnica, Bela Palanka and Knjaževac  


� If procured any equipment of software should remain the property of cluster and under no circumstances shall be owned by private companies. The investment  costs (section 3, Annex B Budget) may not exceed 20% of total project budget


� Eligible human resources costs are only for cluster management not for clusters members participating in actions. The cost of human resources (section 1, Annex B Budget) may not exceed 20% of total project budget.
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