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1. Introduction   

 

From 2016 onwards the chemical regions Saxony-Anhalt, Limburg, Catalonia, 

Asturias, Lombardy, Wallonia and Masovia have cooperated in the Interreg Europe 

Project S3Chem to strengthen smart specialisation strategies in the chemical and 

bioeconomy sector. All regions have given special priority to this sector in their 

Regional Innovation Strategies (RIS) due to the economic importance of the chemical 

industry.  

The RIS provides the basis for the regional innovation funding in the framework of the 

ERDF. In this context, the S3Chem project has looked at different dimensions for the 

improvement of these policy instruments: better involvement of regional stakeholders 

and governance, project generation, funding instruments and evaluation and 

monitoring. Based on good practices identified in several regions an interregional 

learning process has been initiated. After three years of intensive exchange of 

experience, the partners have developed an Action Plan, which describes further 

concrete actions to improve their policy instruments for the promotion of innovation in 

the chemical and bioeconomy sector. The Action Plan will ensure the impact and 

sustainability of project results for the implementation of measures in the ongoing 

structural funds period 2014-2020.  

Limburg has focussed its work on dedicating the final call of OP South (ERDF Program) 

more to one of the top sectors being chemicals/biobased materials. Therefore, Limburg 

has influenced the optimization of the final ‘call for proposals’ for biobased-circular 

economy. We followed the example of other S3ChemRegions in this matter. A 

dedicated part of the remaining ERDF budget has been reserved for this cause. 

Furthermore, Limburg has focussed on fostering the specialised cooperation between 

Brightlands Materials Center and Fraunhofer IMWS. Limburg will support a dedicated 

mini program called ̀ ConfiDens`. Finally, Limburg targets the setting up of a pilot action 

on interregional matchmaking with Catalonia as a result of the project actions in phase 

1.  

The implementation of the Action Plan will be coordinated by the Province of Limburg, 

in close cooperation with the other Policy Instrument Influencers in South Netherlands. 

The Brightlands partners, networks and stakeholders are intensively involved and 

support these activities.  
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2. Description of the Regional Action Plan  

 

Policy Context:  

The Action Plan Aims to impact: 

Investment for Growth and Jobs programme, ERDF 2014-2020 

 

Name of Policy Instrument addressed: 

RIS3 Zuid (Research and Innovation Strategy for South Netherlands; the region 

comprising Noord Brabant, Zeeland and Limburg) with Focus on Chemistry & Materials 

Cluster.  

 

The base for the different policy tools for innovation support is the Research and 

Innovation Strategy for Smart Specialisation (RIS3). This strategy is the foundation for 

developing the programmes for the Operational Program ERDF Southern 

Netherlands, but also for the Interreg-VA programmes in which Limburg participates 

(Interreg Flanders-The Netherlands, Interreg Germany-The Netherlands, Interreg 

Euregio Meuse-Rhine). All these European programmes align with the RIS3 

programme regulations.  

 

Regional context: 

Limburg is the southernmost province of the Netherlands. Its 

area is 2,209.5km2. With 1,117,546 inhabitants as of 2016, 

it makes up 6.6% of the Dutch population (Eurostat, 2018). 

With the province squeezed between the borders of Belgium 

and Germany, a lot of activity in Limburg has a foreign 

outlook.  To support the transition of Limburg from a mining 

society to a knowledge society, facilitating entrepreneurship 

and innovation is one of the core tasks of the provincial 

government’s economic policy. New industries, such as the 

service industry or the transition via fine chemistry to high 

performance materials, are an increasingly important economic base for Limburg. 

Innovation is defined as the renewal of Limburg-based firms, leading to new products, 

services or organisational forms. SME‘s are a specific target group of innovation policy. 

Limburg encourages cooperation between firms and knowledge centres within the 

region and with the neighbouring regions. The chemical sector (with an annual turnover 

of € 13 billion and 6,000 to 7,000 direct jobs) is a key element in the industrial make-

up of the province. 
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The current regional strategy emphasizes the strengthening of regional ‘top sectors’, 

most notably chemicals, life sciences & health, logistics, agriculture, high-tech 

manufacturing and Smart industry. In the Regional Innovation Scoreboard 2014, 

Limburg was ranked as an “innovation follower”, with a performance on par with the 

EU average. The most recent Regional Innovation Scoreboard 2017, ranks Limburg 

as an “innovation leader –”, which evidences the growing strength of innovation 

performance in recent years. 

 

Brightlands is a combined effort to create synergies and knowledge transfer between 

local/ regional players through the development of several campuses. Campus 

development is at the centre of the regional economic strategy and campuses 

development is aimed to match the national top-sectors policy. Important campuses in 

Limburg are the Chemelot Campus in Geleen (chemical production and service 

companies) and the Maastricht Health Campus (research and development around 

cardiovascular diseases and chronic diseases, public health and primary care). 

Together with the recently started Heerlen Smart Services Campus (focusing on smart 

services solutions based on data science, services design and social impact) and 

Greenport Venlo (supporting business and innovation around horticulture, agriculture, 

manufacturing and logistics) these four campuses are combined under the name 

Brightlands. 

 

Results from interregional learning: 

The basis for the S3Chem project was the joint interest of partners in each other’s 

regional innovation strategies. Partner regions in S3Chem, however, differ quite 

strongly in terms of size, governance structures, competences and juridical power. This 

limits the transferability of lessons learnt in other regions. However, for Limburg, it was 

very helpful to see how other partners opened specific calls for proposals for 

chemicals-related projects (Lombardy, Saxony-Anhalt) because the Operational 

Programme “Zuid” only has generic calls. Action 1 puts these lessons learnt in practice. 

Furthermore, some the site visits to other regions where of great interest, in particular 

those to Relight Italia (Rho- Milan, Lombardy), INCAR – CSIC (Oviedo, Asturias) and 

the Industrial and Technological Park (Płock, Masowia). 

 

An additional interest for Limburg was to see if and how effective bi- or multilateral co-

operation between stakeholders can be established. In that sense, the dissemination 

events in Lombardy (May 2017), Catalonia (October 2018) and Saxony-Anhalt 

(February 2019) were very helpful. Our Action 2 is extending one such co-operation 

between stakeholders from two S3Chem regions to involve regional industry and 

SME’s in Limburg. 
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Lessons learnt around the four themes of the S3 Chem project Limburg. 

 

Stakeholder involvement and governance. Regional partners are highly strongly 

involved in strategy development and development. Regional knowledge centres in 

particular have become key players and the Brightlands Chemelot Campus 

increasingly serves as a hub for project development. This greatly facilitates 

stakeholder involvement but also results in high coordination costs between partners 

and a strong emphasis on the Brightlands Chemelot Campus. Firms in the chemistry 

and materials sector outside the campus, in particular SMEs, need to be involved more 

strongly in governance processes. 

Project generation. The OP South does not distinguish between economic sectors, 

meaning that project proposals for the chemistry and materials sector have to compete 

for funding with project proposals from other sectors. To encourage project generation 

business development managers from the Stimulus and Interreg secretariats are 

based at the Brightlands Chemelot Campus. SMEs are supported by the LIOF regional 

development company. Project calls are actively disseminated. Knowledge centres 

and the Brightlands Chemelot Campus are the main drivers behind project generation 

in the chemistry and materials sector. Regional roadmaps have been developed to 

further encourage project generation. This has led to three projects in OP South 

(average project volume € 6.5 million) and three projects within Interreg Netherlands-

Flanders (average project volume € 4.5 million). However, the roadmaps are not clear 

to all regional stakeholders and, consequently, not all projects are based on the 

regional roadmaps. 

Funding instruments. The implementation of ERDF funding is based on the Regional 

Innovation Strategy and the roadmaps that follow from this strategy. In OP South, 

Priority Axis 1 (Strengthening research, technological development and innovation, 

€75 million) in particular is relevant for the chemistry and materials sector. Interreg is 

important for encouraging cross-border collaboration. However, the thematic nature of 

the calls does not always connect to the ambitions of industry, research centres and 

regional authorities in Limburg. Furthermore, funding applications are still considered 

labour-intensive and financial management of project is challenging. This is particularly 

the case for SMEs, who generally lack relevant financial expertise and are unfamiliar 

with the rules of the calls. Consequently, mostly knowledge centres benefit from ERDF 

funding. 

Monitoring and evaluation. Monitoring and evaluation is part of the evaluation plan 

of OP South. Constant monitoring enables timely modifications to the programme to 

increase its impact on regional development. Monitoring focuses mainly on the 

effectiveness of policy instruments and the financial development of the programme. 

Among others, monitoring results in frequent improvements to the rules of calls and to 

policy adjustments. There are no specific monitoring indicators for the chemistry and 
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materials sector which makes it impossible to assess the impact of the programme for 

this sector. 

 

 

Summary of results 
 

Stakeholder involvement 
and governance 

• Strong triple helix collaboration 

• Cross-border collaboration 

• High concentration of knowledge centres, key knowledge 
centres and chemical companies located on the Brightlands 
Chemical Campus 

• Coordination between stakeholders in time-consuming 

Project generation • Strong collaboration between stakeholders on project 
generation 

• Effective support available for project applicants 

• Project applications may exceed financial management skills 
of SMEs 

Funding instruments • Funds facilitate SME collaboration with large firms and 
research centres 

• Funding opportunities insufficiently clear to some SMEs 

• Funding opportunities not aligned to chemistry and materials 
sector 

Monitoring and evaluation • Effective and accurate monitoring instruments in place 

• No specific monitoring of the chemistry and materials sector 
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2.1.  Action 1: Optimizing the final ‘call for proposals’ for biobased-circular 
economy 

 

2.1.1. Relevance to the project 

The OP South uses tender calls for proposals for the selection of projects to be funded. 

A part of the total ERDF budget is allocated to each call. Eligible organisations such 

as knowledge centres, intermediary organisations, government organisations larger 

and small and medium sized companies can submit proposals under a dedicated call 

via the OP South web portal. 

 

The OP South aims for qualitatively strong projects. The Programme Secretariat 

(Stimulus) and the triple helix organisations in the individual parts of the programme 

area South Netherlands offer assistance and guidance to project applicants. They also 

offer technical examinations with respect to admissibility, completeness and clarity of 

the project proposals.  

 

Once the deadline for submitting proposals has passed, the Programme Secretariat 

checks the submitted proposals on completeness. Complete proposals are then 

assessed and ranked by an independent Panel of Experts. The Management Authority 

(the Province of North-Brabant) bases grant decisions on this ranking. The lead time 

from closing of the call to the grant decision is approximately 3 months. However, no 

specific budgets are assigned to specific top sectors. Consequently, project proposals 

from the chemical/bio-economy sector have to compete with project proposals from 

the other top sectors. The problem of not having specific measures or funds for the 

chemical sector is described in our analysis reports. Experiences from other regions 

(Lombardy, Saxony-Anhalt) suggest that dedicated funds for the chemical sector are 

advantageous.  

 

Funds from the OP South are nearly exhausted. The last call for proposals of 2018 

received some than 60 applications for a total amount of € 18 million with only € 6 

million available for funding. The final call for proposals is open now. 

 

2.1.2. Nature of Action 

There are two main reasons that have led to this Action that already started end of 

2018. First, the ongoing monitoring of OP South showed several top sectors to be 

lagging in terms of project generation. Their share of received programme funding is 

limited. After the last call for proposals of 2018, and keeping in mind that only one final 
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call for proposals remains in 2019, the initial was raised to dedicate this final call 

exclusively to lagging top sectors. Second, experiences from S3Chem partner regions 

with call dedicated to specific sectors (such as the chemical/bio-economy sector) have 

been favourable. This applies to Lombardy and Saxony-Anhalt in particular. Together, 

these reasons lead the Supervisory Committee of OP South to recommend focusing 

the final call for proposals exclusively on three top-sectors: biobased-circular economy, 

logistics and maintenance.  For each of these themes the prerequisite of a cross over 

with another (inter)national top cluster is to be maintained. A total funding of € 5 million 

is available for each sector. 

 

For biobased-circular economy (with specific subthemes “biomass as feedstock” and 

“carbon circularity in products”) a tender-based the call will be open from 3 December 

2018 to 13 March 2019 (for both other themes the call will be open until 7 June 2019). 

Individual SMEs or knowledge centres can apply for funding under this call, which 

contributes to strengthening the innovation system in the South of the Netherlands. 

Other companies and cluster organisations can also apply, provided SMEs are 

demonstrably part of the project and the project results will contribute to strengthening 

the innovation system in the South of the Netherlands. 

 

2.1.3. Players involved 

 

Organisation  Role 

Management Authority OP 
South 

Promotion of the call, assessment of call results, monitoring 
and evaluation of call results  

Research institutes, 
universities, SMEs 

Building partnerships and submitting project proposals  
 

 

2.1.4. Timeframe 

3 December 2018 Opening of the call, Promotion and advise to potential applicants 

13 March 2019 Closure of the call 

    Assessment by Management Authority and Panel of Experts 

July 2019  Grant decisions by the Management Authority 

2019 – 2021  Monitoring Action results 

 

2.1.5. Costs / Funding Sources 

Staff resources of Management Authority and Province of Limburg have been used to 

implement this action estimated to 4 man months, which amounts to a total of 20,000 

Euro. 
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5 Million Euro have been allocated to the funding line to support projects in the 

chemistry / bioeconomy. 

 

These 5 Mio Euro are operated in the ERDF OP South Netherlands.  

  

 

2.1.6. Indicators of success 

 

Number of projects applications from the biobased-circular economy sector. 

Number of projects granted to biobased-circular economy applicants. 

Number participating SMEs granted biobased-circular economy projects. 
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2.2.  Action 2: Development and implementation of ConfiDens mini programme 

 

2.2.1. Relevance to the project 

Together with the Province of Limburg a mini programme entitled ‘ConfiDens’ 

(Continuous fiber reinforced 3D printing with sensing opportunities), which is under 

development since early 2018, aims to support this collaboration. The project consists 

of different research activities carried out by BMC in collaboration with different 

industrial and R&D partners in the broader South Netherlands region, particularly 

Limburg, and focuses on different aspects of the technology or different applications. 

Within the overall framework of the ConfiDens mini programme, BMC shares the 

expertise gained in the activities with IMWS in order to accelerate technology 

development and industrial application. 

Over a period of three years, the ConfiDens project aims to achieve the following: 

• Creating high-level knowledge that is needed to attract industrial partners, 

ultimately leading to new job creation; 

• Supporting companies in the Province of Limburg with this knowledge, in order 

to produce new applications; 

Acquiring at least five new industrial partners for BMC.  

Through this action, we have definitely influenced the ERDF Program (OP South). The 

ERDF program needs to be seen as a facilitator of cross border cooperation through 

the ERDF funding. The ambitions to do cross border funding with Belgium, Germany 

and UK were set, but until now never met. Action 2, Confidens, as a spin-off from 

S3Chem project activities, is a first project that replies to the goal originally set. So with 

Confidens we did influence the policy on crossborder projects within the current ERDF 

program. It is the first step towards a policy change of the ERDF program of the next 

program period, towards doing more of this projects under their framework in the future. 

 

The link between Confidens and OP South (ERDF) is the fact that by supporting one 

of the WP’s in the current ERDF South Program, the Monitoring Committee was 

triggered to ensure the possibility of crossborder funding in the next Programming 

Period and is open for policy change. Confidens proves that this change is needed. 

And with the help of the ERDF funding we will make a policy change possible. 

 

The Province of Limburg will monitor the implementation of the Cofidens Mini Program 

throughout the rest of the project period of S3Chem. 
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The co-operation between Brightlands Materials Center (BMC) in Limburg and 

Fraunhofer IMWS in Saxony-Anhalt is a direct result of the S3Chem project. The 

organisations were introduced to eachother following the site visit of partner regions to 

the Brightlands Chemelot Campus in September 2016. By organising the meetings in 

Limburg within the S3 Chem project, stakeholders of both regions got to know each 

other and their know-how in the chemical sector. BMC and IMWW were both looking 

for new developments and by talking further through, they discovered that they could 

enforce eachothers developments by cooperation.  

 

That’s how first a promising collaboration originating from this initiative was reached in 

the joint project ‘Reliable-GF-3D’, generated in 2017, in which Brightlands Materials 

Center (BMC) in Geleen and the Fraunhofer Institute for Microstructure of Materials 

and Systems (IMWS) in Halle work together. The project is funded by the M-EraNet 

programme of the EU. BMC and IMWS have complementary expertise: IMWS has vast 

experience and knowledge in the field of composites, especially for the automotive 

industry, while BMC has a strong track record in the field of Additive Manufacturing 

(3D printing), introduced into BMC by the TNO research institute. 

 

BMC and IMWS believe that combining their capabilities will bring the development of 

fiber-reinforced 3D printing a significant step forward, and will also further strengthen 

the connection between the Province of Limburg and the Sachsen-Anhalt region, as 

well as different parties within both regions.  

 

2.2.2. Nature of Action 

The Province of Limburg together with Brightlands Materials Center (BMC) has 

developed the ConfiDens mini programme, which is divided into different subprojects 

(work packages WPs), focusing on different aspects of the technology and different 

application examples. For the different subprojects (6 subprojects are envisaged) BMC 

will collaborate with different partners. The emphasis of WP1, WP4 and WP5 is on the 

development of the described technology, while WP2, WP3 and WP6 focus on 

development of specific applications. The first 4 Work Packages are part of the initial 

proposal to the Province of Limburg. The Province of Limburg will support these with 

€ 200.000,00 on a total project volume of just over € 400.000,00 for these 4 Work 

packages. The official approval is on March 26st, 2019 in the Executive Council of the 

Province of Limburg.  

The other 2 Work Packages will start only after specific goals have been defined in 

collaboration with project partners, and if sufficient budget for co-financing from internal 

and external funding is available. These budgets can either be regional or national 

funds as well as ERDF from OP Zuid and/or Interreg-A/B programs. The Province of 

Limburg keeps available another € 90.000,00 for supporting these 2 Work Packages. 
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WP 1: M-EraNet Reliable-GF-3D 

This work package focuses on improving the mechanical strength of 3D printed 

products by using glass and carbon fiber (both chopped and continuous) and by 

optimizing process conditions to improve layer adhesion inside the products. 

 

WP 2: Demonstrator for bicycle parts (100% Limburg Bike) 

Here the focus is on using 3D printing with continuous carbon fibre for the production 

of components for customized bikes for local production. The project ‘100% Limburg 

Bike’ was also submitted for funding to OP South under the last call for proposals of 

2018 and has been ranked high enough by the Panel of Experts of OP South to receive 

the requested ERDF grant. In the meantime, the grant by OP Zuid has been officially 

approved by the Monitoring Committee of the ERDF Program South. This means that 

we succeeded to influence the content of the OP South program thanks to the S3Chem 

project. 

 

WP 3: Demonstrator for automotive applications 

In this part of the ConfiDens mini programme the effort will be on decreasing the 

validation time in a development project. With AM process, functional parts can be 

produced within one week instead of building a mould for injection in about three 

months. 

 

WP 4: Reliability of Deformation sensing with continuous carbon fiber 

This WP will focus on further improving of the sensitivity and the reliability of sensing 

functionality based on integrated continuous carbon fibre. 

 

The total ConfiDens mini programme has as time frame the period between October 

1st, 2019 until October 1st, 2021.  

2.2.3. Players involved 

 

Organisation  Role 

Brightlands Materials Center, 

SMEs  

Partners in the mini programme  

Province of Limburg Financial support for the mini programme from own funding  

Management Authority  Financial support from OP South for WP2 
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2.2.4. Timeframe 

April 2018   Start development of the ConfiDens mini programme 

February-March 2019 Submission of first proposal to the Province of Limburg and 

grant decision Province of Limburg 

August-October 2019 Submission of second proposal to the Province of Limburg 

and grant decision Province of Limburg 

Mid 2019-2021  Monitoring Action results 

 

2.2.5. Costs / Funding Sources 

Staff resources of Management Authority and Province of Limburg have been used to 

implement this action estimated to 2 man months, which amounts to a total of 10,000 

Euro.  

 

80,000 Euro from the Operational Program South Netherlands and 290,000 Euro from 

the Province of Limburg have been allocated so far to this funding programme to 

support innovation projects. 

 

The funding sources for this programme are a mix between regional and national 

funds, ERDF and Interreg A/B depending on availability.   

 

 
2.2.6. Indicators of success 

 

Number of companies newly settling in the region. 

Number of new business contacts for BMC. 

Number of subprojects (WPs) approved 

 

 

 



 

 
 

Thanks to all project partners 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

Contact 

Province of Limburg 
P.O. Box 5700  
6202 MA Maastricht   
The Netherlands 

Phone: +31 43 389 76 64 

Email: d.plees@prvlimburg.nl 
Web: www.limburg.nl 
 
 

  Facebook.com/S3Chem    
linkedin.com/S3Chem 


