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Figure 1: Map of Portugal

The Innovation and Digital Transition Programme Management 
Authority (Compete 2030) was awarded a C4T GROUNDWORK 
technical assistance (TA) assignment as part of the first call 
for applications. The assignment was started in May 2025 
and completed in March 2026.

C4T GROUNDWORK, launched by the European 
Commission, DG REGIO, supports the implementation 
of sustainability transitions investments funded 
by ERDF and CF, under Policy Objective 2 (PO2) “A 
greener, low carbon transitioning towards a net zero 
carbon economy”.

C4T GROUNDWORK provides eligible regions with tailor-
made capacity building and advisory support covering 
areas such as the energy transition, circular economy, 
water management, climate adaptation or biodiversity.

The ERDF Portuguese Innovation and Digital Transition 
Programme COMPETE 2030 plays a key role in implementing 
Policy Objective 2 (PO2) in the regions of Norte, Centro, and 
Alentejo in Portugal, by combining support for business 
competitiveness with the goal of achieving environmental 
sustainability. The programme prioritises investments in 
the climate and energy transition, supporting projects that 
address both technological and organisational barriers to 
decarbonisation and energy renewables and efficiency. 
Following the launch of the EU’s Strategic Technologies for 
Europe Platform (STEP), Portugal reprogrammed COMPETE 

2030 to redirect approximately 30% of its €3.9 billion budget 
toward strategic sectors: biotechnology, clean energy (cleantech),  
deep tech, and digitalisation.

The Managing Authority required support in translating the 
PO2 strategic objectives into practical programme operational 
tools, particularly regarding energy efficiency, decarbonisation, 
and the new STEP clean technology priorities. The Managing 
Authority faced significant operational challenges because it 
had limited internal experience from previous programming 
periods in areas such as decarbonisation, energy efficiency, and 
the development of critical clean technologies. 

Technical assistance was required to translate relevant 
European policy frameworks into operational implementation 
tools, specifically for defining potential technological 
sectors and selection criteria in the call for application 
documentation. Specialised support was required to ensure 
that the programme calls aligned with Portuguese regional 
needs and business potentials.

OBJECTIVES OF THE ASSIGNMENT

The technical assistance focused on strengthening the Managing 
Authority’s capacity to operationalise the programme’s Strategic 
Objective 2 (SO2) – A Greener Portugal. The support targeted 
three main Specific Objectives (SO):

•	 SO 2.1: Energy efficiency projects to reduce consumption 
and emissions.

•	 SO 2.2: Diversification of renewable energy production, 
particularly less used renewable technologies.

•	 SO 2.9 (STEP): Development and manufacturing 
of critical clean and resource-efficient technologies 
(Cleantech).

The C4T Groundwork TA was structured into three phases 
to enhance both the content and the mechanics of the calls 
for projects.

Step I – Strategic mapping and target group analysis.  
The TA performed a comprehensive analysis of Portugal’s 
cleantech potential to identify priority sectors, and 
potential beneficiaries in the selected programme regions.  



This involved mapping regional capabilities in offshore wind, 
wave energy, innovative solar photovoltaics and batteries. 
These are areas where Portugal holds a “Very High Potential” 
for STEP alignment and potential for funding absorption. 
This mapping can serve as a technical benchmark to support 
consistent project proposal evaluations.

Step II – Review of good practices and criteria development. 
To support the design of the Portuguese STEP call under SO 
2.9, the TA examined how other EU Managing Authorities 
operationalise the STEP relevant cleantech sector (notably in 
Poland, Spain and Italy) that implemented similar STEP and 
energy technology interventions. The resulting good practices 
note identified a set of practices of particular relevance for 
Portugal, such as the use of a two-phase evaluation with 
an expert panel. This resulted in the drafting of eligibility 
and selection criteria grid recommendations for SO 2.9 
calls with a simple scoring logic. The recommendations also 
highlighted the role of the identified Portuguese STEP Seal 
(Strategic Technologies for Europe Platform Seal, a quality 
label awarded to excellent projects selected under the STEP-
relevant calls) and IPCEI projects (Important Projects of 
Common European Interest), which are large-scale, cross-
border, and state-aided innovation projects designed to 
foster technological leadership in strategic EU industries as 
a simplified access route to ERDF financing.

Step III – Stakeholder outreach and roadmap. To maximise 
the quality and uptake of project applications, the TA took part 
in the COMPETE 2030 STEP call information sessions. This 
included a “Roadshow Avisos STEP” with information sessions 
held in Porto, Coimbra, and Évora. These sessions presented the 
mapping methodology to potential beneficiaries, highlighting 
how to demonstrate the “innovative, emerging, and cutting-
edge” character required for STEP funding.

OVERALL IMPACTS ON PO2 IMPLEMENTATION

•	 Direct application: The TA recommendations on 
eligibility and selection criteria were integrated into 
the design and implementation of 4 COMPETE 2030 
calls:  Decarbonisation and Energy Efficiency (SO 2.1), 
Renewable Energies (SO 2.2), and 2 calls under STEP (SO 
2.9, Productive Innovation and Business R&D&I), ensuring 
they were ready for launch with clear eligibility and 
evaluation criteria.Capacity building: The TA enhanced 
the Managing Authority’s technical expertise in the 
energy sector and cleantech STEP technologies, bridging 
a critical internal knowledge gap.

•	 Improved calls and proposals evaluation:  
By establishing a clear information base and strategic 
mapping of the Portuguese sectoral potential in clean 
and resource-efficient technologies, with a hierarchisation 
of technology domains and potential beneficiaries. 
As a result, the Managing Authority could adapt the 
evaluation and eligibility criteria of the STEP SO2.9 call 
requirements to market realities and thus increase the 
potential success of high-impact projects.

•	 Improved capacity to prepare applications: Outreach 
efforts, including a programme STEP calls sessions 
“Roadshow Avisos STEP” in Porto, Coimbra, and Évora, will 
improve the capacity of potential beneficiaries to prepare 
applications that meet the “innovative, emerging, and 
cutting-edge” eligibility requirements of the STEP calls.

Figure 2: Photo taken by the Managing Authority during the  
“Roadshow Avisos STEP” event.

We are very pleased with the 
contributions received, both in 
terms of the mapping of the STEP 
technological sectors with the 
greatest potential in Portugal (and 
their respective capabilities and 
already consolidated value chains), 
and in terms of the selection criteria 
for the STEP Energy Notices and 
measure 2.2 – Renewable Energies.
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