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 CONTEXT 

In the framework of the DIVA Project two open-calls devoted to support new emerging 
ideas of digital solutions for the Agri-food, Forestry and Environment sectors have been 
launched. 

As a result, close to 400 applications have been submitted, 134 projects gathering 180 SMEs 
from 9 EU countries have been selected. 

Along the 3 years of the project many feedbacks have been gathered either form the DIVA 
partners themselves or from SMEs. Moreover, in 2020, a satisfaction survey has been 
carried-out to collect more specifically information from DIVA voucher beneficiaries.  

It made it possible to draw conclusions and good practices. They cover both technical and 
organisational aspects. They concern the cascade-funding scheme proposed under the EC 
Innosup funding system and the layout and organisation specifically adopted by DIVA. 
They also cover the lessons learned on the thematic covered by DIVA, namely digitalisation 
in the agri-food, forestry and environment sectors.  

This document aims at listing all the feedbacks that have raised from the DIVA experience 
and produce recommendations intended to the European Commission with a view to 
improving future support mechanisms for clusters and SMEs.  
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 ABOUT DIGITALISATION IN THE AGRI-FOOD, FORESTRY AND 
ENVIRONMENT SECTORS 

Digital innovation is not necessarily ultra high-tech! 

Although precision agriculture has long been marked by "techno-push" approaches (where 
technology pushes for the creation of concrete applications), the development of tools or 
services useful to agricultural players does not require necessarily very complex 
technological developments. While integrating digital components, innovation can be 
relatively frugal, which often makes it more adaptable and makes it possible to propose 
robust results in variable production situations, while generating real benefits, in 
organisational terms for example. This is the case of connected traps and other simple 
remote sensing or telemetry connected objects, generating significant time savings for 
users; or collaborative platforms operating as professional agricultural social networks, 
facilitating the exchange of information and observations between farmers and their 
advisers. Generally speaking, there is a fundamental trend towards more frugal innovation 
and more usage-centred services. Frugal or low-tech innovation is to be encouraged at the 
same level as techno-centred deep-tech. 

Think "Smart Data" and not just "Big data and AI". 

Many of the proposed solutions incorporate artificial intelligence learning algorithms. 
However, in order to train these algorithms for the early detection of weeds or diseases, 
for example, large, robust and qualified learning databases must first be built up. While 
agriculture potentially generates a lot of data, the organisation of the sector is such that it 
is still premature today to qualify the flows as big data. We are still stumbling over each of 
the 4 V's that characterise big data: volume, variety, velocity, veracity. Although IA and big 
data open interesting perspectives, the most efficient decision-making tools or farm 
monitoring solutions integrate usual statistical models or mechanistic approaches based 
on well-identified and qualified data. 

Farmers are not the only target of the digital transformation of the agri-food sector  

Although the deployment rates of digital equipment or services are still very variable and 
even relatively low in some cases, many cases of use are already well mature. Precision 
agriculture and more broadly digital in agriculture are not new subjects. Many actors 
upstream (seed and agro-supply firms, public or private research centres, technical 
institutes, advisory bodies and input distributors...), downstream (collecting bodies, first 
transformation and other agro-industrial companies, traders and brokers, verification and 
certification bodies) or around farmers (insurers, land developers and managers), are 
interested and concerned by the digitisation of agriculture. It is therefore important for 
solution providers to consider all the possible players in the agrifood sector and their 
specific needs, and to decipher the value chains of the agro-digital services with which 
they already interact, in order to best position their innovation. 

Towards an integrated approach all along the value-chain 

A majority of projects supported by DIVA concern the upstream part of the agri-agro value 
chain and particularly agriculture (cf. DL 9.3). The reasons are notably that the deployment 
of digital solutions in agriculture is easier (finally having a field and having a motivated and 
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curious farmer is enough) than in industry (which requires integration into an organisation 
that is sometimes complex from both a technical and human point of view). 

However, while there may be a need to work more specifically on this part of the "industry 
4.0" theme (automation, quality control, process control, predictive maintenance), and to 
build projects along these lines, the projects supported by DIVA have also shown an 
interest in an integrated approach across the entire value chain in relation to the 
traceability of information (e.g. use of the blockchain to guarantee origin and secure data 
or market places making the link between farmers and consumers). Moreover, if the food-
processing step is important and less well covered by innovation, other steps such as 
transport (logistics optimisation) and distribution are even less so. At the end of DIVA, we 
therefore conclude that innovation in the agri-food sector still focuses on upstream and 
that major efforts must be made on the other steps of the value chain, but that future 
innovation projects must favour an integrated approach rather than a compartmentalised 
one.   

Lift the brakes on data sharing and secure data flows to exploit its potential 

It is by crossing data from various sources (characterising, for example, agro-pedoclimatic 
situations or describing in detail the practices carried out in the field throughout a 
production cycle) that knowledge can be generated and create value for stakeholders. 
However, several important conditions must be met to remove the obstacles to data 
sharing. Among them: that everyone should be able to manage precisely, according to 
their interests and in a dynamic way, their digital identity and their consent to share their 
data in the information systems deployed in the agricultural sectors; that the various tools 
and equipment should be able to interface and, more broadly, really sharing formats or 
exchange standards making them even more interoperable. On a more strategic and 
geopolitical level, it is also a question of sovereignty, which is a matter of Europe's ability 
to control IT infrastructures and services for storing, processing and analysing data without 
(too much) depend on foreign public or private actors. 

From demonstration sites to living lab approaches 

One of the most important steps identified in DIVA for the development of digital solutions 
is the demonstration phase in a real environment. To this end, specific work has been done 
to set up a network of demonstration sites, be they farms, experimentation centres or 
processing units. Several levels of demo site can be distinguished.  

- level 1: the farm site or the service provider can deploy its solution and where the owner 
sends back practical experience feedbacks, 

- Level 2: an experimentation centre where the SME can not only deploy its solution, but 
also benefit from an experimental framework run by dedicated staff to objectively assess 
the impact of the solution, 

- Level 3: an experimentation centre providing an experimental framework, enriched with 
tools and complementary data made available to the SME according to a precise service 
offer, 

- Level 4: a living lab where the proposed experimental framework integrates all the 
stakeholders of the territory and focuses on the use value of the solution in an integrated 
approach combining technical, practical, economic and social perception components, 
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In DIVA, demo-sites of level 2 and 3 have been proposed. The 4th level is the most 
complete. It requires the implementation of a complex framework. Few examples exist 
today in the agri-food sector and sustainable governance and economic models are yet to 
be found. These approaches are to be encouraged.  

Combining "IT for Green" and "GreenIT". 

Digital equipment and services for precision agriculture enable the use of inputs to be 
optimised (irrigation, phytosanitary products or fertilisers, etc.); other tools are intended to 
serve the deployment of biosolutions (biocontrol and biostimulants) which should make it 
possible in this area to further reduce the environmental impact of the practices. 
Traceability and monitoring systems allow the environmental assessment of products, 
operations or sectors, which should make it possible to orient production and even 
consumption methods. This "IT for Green" approach is today well integrated into the 
development of digital solutions and is often claimed. But with the growing use of digital 
technology in all sectors, the impact of the digital solutions that they themselves generate 
is beginning to be questioned. Thinking "GreenIT" by aiming to reduce the environmental 
footprint linked to the use of technologies right from the solution design phase is a source 
of innovation! This is demonstrated by the adoption of sensors and communication 
systems that consume less energy (more efficient battery, edge computing), more efficient 
software or algorithms in information processing (especially for large volumes of data) or 
a more efficient IT architecture. 

Authorise, by way of derogation, experiments outside the regulatory framework. 

Within the framework of DIVA, several projects have come up against regulatory 
constraints or the absence of a European framework (autonomy of robots, pesticides 
spraying by drones, etc.). It could be useful to remove these legal obstacles in the context 
of an experimental exemption that would allow the project to be implemented in order to 
identify possible regulatory changes. This would make it possible to maintain a strong 
dynamic of technological maturation and innovation in general while participating in the 
evolution of the regulatory framework. This also seems necessary for another reason: some 
innovations only make economic sense when the entire value chain has the same rules and 
standards. 

Agriculture and Forestry, 2 related sectors with similar needs 

DIVA's objective was to work on the development of digital solutions for agriculture, 
forestry and the environment. While favouring the agri-agro sector represented by a 
majority of partners, DIVA supported forestry projects whose objectives and problems 
were very close to those of the agro sector (e.g. resource characterisation, robotisation of 
tedious tasks, detection of anomalies). Although the forestry and agro sectors have long 
been compartmentalised, their issues are often similar and the digital solutions developed 
for one can find outlets for the other. Combined approaches between the two sectors need 
to be explored. Open calls for integrated projects could usefully emerge to bring these two 
actors closer to the territory. 
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Recommendations in a nutshell 

- Support a European initiative on data (data sovereignty, Consent management, standard 
for data exchange & Interoperability). This can be achieved through CSA and PPP projects 

- Anticipate the issue of the environment footprint of digital solutions and start the move 
from IT for Green to GreenIT 

- Promote the living lab approach in the agri-food and forestry sectors and give the means 
to build appropriate governance systems and business models,  
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 ABOUT THE CASCADE-FUNDING SYSTEM 

3.1 The point of view of the SMEs 

Simplicity, efficiency and speed of the voucher system 

The voucher system was not well known by the SMEs in the DIVA partner-countries. Most 
of them were more used to national or regional funding systems, which entails, long 
administrative process, delayed funding and sometimes very heavy reporting scheme. On 
the contrary, SMEs appreciated very much the voucher system proposed in DIVA that 
turned-out to be simple, fast and efficient:  

- SMEs had notification 2 months after submission of their proposal,  

- Contractualisation was carried-out within 2 months after notification. In the first round, 
paper signature was asked, which turned-out to be complicated and a real burden for the 
DIVA partners. The adoption of E-signature for the 2nd call enabled to be more efficient 
and go faster. 

- Initial payment (50%) was done after the grant signature. The final payment (remaining 
50 %) was done after the production of 4 documents: an execution report, a 1-page 
summary in English, a non-confidential summary and a final roadmap signed. All the 
payments have been carried-out in due time. No financial statement was asked.  

Facilitated access to EU fundings 

EU fundings are often considered by SMEs as out of reach. Either because the selection 
process is too tight and they consider that they have no chance to win (ex. EIC accelerator 
with selection rate of 2-3 %), or because they are not in the appropriate networks to be 
involved in RIA or IA projects funded by the European Framework programme. Except for 
a small number of them, SMEs cannot afford to take the necessary time to embark on such 
a risky adventure. 

In DIVA, the choice was made to adopt a voucher scheme allowing to have a high number 
of projects and beneficiary SMEs. As a whole 134 projects involving 180 SMEs have been 
selected. The average success rate was 32 %. The rate was lower for the Demonstration 
instrument where the highest amount was available. On the contrary, in the maturation 
instrument the selection rate was above 50 % and almost all projects above the threshold 
value were eventually selected. In the internationalisation instrument, all the projects 
above the threshold were selected. The voucher system, together with the possibility for 
companies to deal with a DIVA partner of the same nationality, was particularly adapted to 
small companies who could not have a chance otherwise to access to other EU funding 
systems. In the survey carried-out in 2020, 40 % of beneficiaries had never benefited from 
EU fundings before and were first-time beneficiaries. 

Higher amount of voucher expected 

DIVA provided vouchers from 10 k€ up to 60 k€ per project. This amount was considered 
insufficient by a majority of SMEs who expressed the need for higher amounts. Several 
comments can be made: 

- DIVA was successful as 400 applications have been received as a whole. Moreover, there 
has been a significant increase between the 1st call (150 applicants) and the 2nd one (250). 
The DIVA vouchers were appreciated by SMEs even though SMEs would have welcomed 
higher amounts, 
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-  However, the profile of the DIVA-supported-SMEs was clearly that of young and small to 
very small companies or start-up (see DL 9.4 call assessment report). DIVA vouchers failed 
to attract bigger SMEs and a different voucher scheme allowing for example to sum-up 
the 60 k€ limit / SMEs in bigger project assembling several SMEs could have solved this 
issue, 

- Small vouchers give the possibility to fund small technology bricks that could not be 
funded otherwise, 

- Small amount vouchers are adapted to pure digital projects that do not require important 
resources but are limited for other related fields such as robotics, equipments, 
manufacturing, 

- If there are funding solutions for big projects (> 1 M€), there is a gap for medium size 
projects of several 100 k€ (300 k€ to 700 k€),   

Leveraging effect, visibility and networking 

Among the important services expected by the SMEs, visibility and promotion are 
particularly sought after. Giving the chance for networking among the community built 
was also an expectation expressed by the SMEs in the survey. The soar of on-line tools has 
been one of positive consequences of the COVID crisis. The organisation of on-line event 
made it possible to link organisations all over Europe and widen the impact of the events. 
DIVA has been a precursor in this field as online events and matchmaking events have been 
hold in DIVA as soon as 2018. 

Follow-up is required 

DIVA provided different types of support to SMEs. In addition to the financial support of a 
voucher, they benefited from several online webinars (IP management, Design thinking 
and Lean methodologies, thematic webinars on robotics, on sensors and on challenges of 
the food sector). They also benefitted from direct support from the DIVA partners to build 
their project, assess the results obtained and envision follow-up perspectives. An 
additional financial support was most of the time needed to go further in the development 
of the solution. A follow-up must be done in the long term and connections ensured with 
other organisations (see list of incubators and funding opportunities listed by the DIVA 
partners in DL 2.8 and 2.9). The last steps to reach the market (TRL 7-8) are considered as 
critical and in need for particular attention. 

Recommendations in a nutshell 

- Keep and increase cascade funding tool in the Horizon Europe programming 

- Give the possibility for higher amounts of voucher to address the needs of specific sectors 

- Extend the voucher system to projects with a budget ranging from 300 k€ - 700 k€    

- Ensure the link with other kinds of support provided at Regional, National or European 
levels  
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3.2 The point of view of the DIVA partners as actor of CFP 
 
Strengths 

CFP as boosters for ecosystems of innovation 

The DIVA program was acknowledged by the DIVA partners as a great tool to complete the 
panel of services they provide to their members. DIVA has been a real catalyser to attract 
companies, help them maturate their project and give them the possibility to demonstrate 
it. DIVA led to build a real community of interest among the members. It also led to open 
SMEs to the European level and have perspectives beyond their usual geographic 
perimeter.  

Innovation clusters and intermediate organisations are good players to support CFP 

Organisations that are positioned as intermediaries between the different actors in the 
ecosystem are well positioned to steer Cascade Funding Projects. They are in direct 
contact with companies and can therefore help them to mature their projects and put 
them in contact with other actors such as research centres, investors, institutions and 
funding bodies. These include innovation clusters and Digital Innovation Hubs. Research 
centres (ex. TEAGASC, INESC TEC) can also play this role when they have a technology 
transfer centre and have developed strong links with companies and experimental centres 
(ex. CRPV) as well when they can link companies and end users through demo days. 

 

Weaknesses 

Cross sectoral approach is not that easy to reach  

In the DIVA programme, the cross-sectoral approach was approached through a 
confrontation between the actors of the application sectors and the digital actors. In 
particular, a series of application challenges have been proposed (available on the DIVA 
website https://www.projectdiva.eu/challenges-list/), for example by agricultural 
cooperatives. In the end, few of them were directly addressed by digital companies and 
many of them remained orphans. The analysis made is that the challenges expressed were 
too generic. They often required a significant amount of work to describe them more 
precisely and to transcribe the need into a functional analysis before they could be 
addressed by digital actors. The resulting conclusion is that the end-users of digital 
solutions (e.g. cooperatives, farmers, craftsmen or food processing industries) are not the 
best placed interlocutors to foster this digital vs. application sector crossover. Intermediary 
actors, such as service providers (including agronomic services), who are familiar with the 
agricultural world and have a good digital culture are actors to be favoured. Among the 
projects supported by DIVA in which a consortium configuration with 2 complementary 
SMEs was required, the majority consisted of an agro-digital service provider and an IT 
company. It is necessary to highlight the multiplicity of actors involved in the agri-agro 
value chain, and to strengthen the collaboration between living labs and other actors 
involved for their capacity to bridge the gaps between them. Beyond the primary actors of 
production (farmers, processors), many other actors intervene to provide goods and 
services to the former. They can be good intermediaries to grasp the needs of the 

https://www.projectdiva.eu/challenges-list/
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agricultural world, but they can also have needs themselves in numerical terms. This 
mapping of actors and their needs is essential for a good understanding of the needs and 
challenges of digital transformation.   

Cross-border approach neither 

The DIVA voucher has encouraged cross-border consortium but did not make it 
compulsory. As a whole, 28 % of the supported projects for which a collaborative 
configuration was required (Demonstration and Internationalisation vouchers) were cross-
border. It is an encouraging result when considering that the configuration was not made 
compulsory, but it illustrates at the same time the difficulty to build trans-national projects 
and make exchanges between countries. Language (particularly English, which is not well 
spread among traditional sectors of activity) is an obvious barrier to build trust between 
potential partners. Geographic distance is another barrier when it comes to travelling and 
spending time to participate in international events. The shift towards on-line tools 
(Webinars, On-line matchmaking events) with in the COVID situation is an extraordinary 
opportunity to facilitate these exchanges. They facilitate remote participation to events, 
they avoid wasting time for entrepreneurs and they offer possibilities of direct subtitle, 
which facilitate comprehension. Additional steps towards direct translation are awaited to 
go even further. 

Administrative burden for call launch, evaluation and contractualization 

DIVA run for 3 years and managed 2 open calls. It turned out that a significant part of the 
time was allocated to administrative tasks related to building the calls (Guidelines and 
procedures redaction), creating a platform to host the applications, processing proposals 
(FAQ, proposals management), evaluating the proposals received, contracting with the 
SMEs and monitoring projects till the end for final payment. The choice to organise 2 calls 
led the DIVA consortium to start the process very early (end of 2018), to continue directly 
on the 2nd call as soon as the 1st call was finished and to continue until the end of the 
project. On the contrary, less time was available to envisage projects in response to the 
challenges issued and to work more specifically on trans-national projects. The adoption 
of e-signature for the 2d wave of projects has been a relief for officers in charge. More 
generally, building on previous projects experience, templates, guidelines and tools would 
be very welcome to spare time on these tasks and allocate more time on project idea 
emergence and maturation for which clusters have more added value.   

Towards a longer time-frame? 

Considering the number of tasks to be carried-out and the ambition of Innosup projects, a 
longer period would be welcome. On the one hand for the reasons explained in the 
previous paragraph. On the other hand, because the agri-food sector is strongly dependant 
on seasons. Demonstration projects must be implemented within the timeframe of the 
growing season. This has been very constraining in DIVA. If demonstration projects of the 
first wave could be spread over 2 years (2019-2020) to be in phase with the agriculture 
seasons, this is not the case for the projects of the 2nd wave. 
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Evaluation process, a tricky step to be organised well 

The evaluation process has been handled in DIVA by the partners themselves. Some 40 
evaluators coming from the 10 DIVA partners and chosen among the DIVA advisory board 
took part in the process. Clear guidelines and an excel tool have been produced and made 
available to facilitate the evaluation. The evaluation process has been shared between the 
partners during specific meetings and a cross-evaluations have been made to make sure 
of a common understanding between evaluators. Additionally, rules have been defined in 
case of too important differences between the evaluation scores of different evaluators: 
an additional evaluation was done to find consensus. Ensuring a fair and equal evaluation 
to all proposals is a very important issue. In case of contestation by an SME, being able to 
provide a clear explanation to the score attributed and the decision made is essential. In 
the same way as the previous point, considering the important experience of the EC on 
these questions, guidelines and recommendations should be made available to project 
consortia in order to make sure to adopt a robust, efficient and beyond reproach evaluation 
process. 

Training for partners involved for the first time in European projects 

EU projects are demanding in terms of administrative rigor. This rigor could be alleviated 
for newcomers by a simple training at the beginning of the project. This training can be 
shared among participants of different calls. 

  

Recommendations in a nutshell 

- Propose a toolkit (gathering templates, tools, legal frameworks and guidelines) building 
on the experience of other projects to facilitate the handling of administrative tasks and 
be more efficient, 

- Propose guidelines and recommendations for the evaluation process,   

- Need for translation tools (direct transcription and translation) to facilitate cross-border 
exchanges, 

- Give the possibility to longer project duration in case of agri-food projects, 
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 CONCLUSION - THE 10 DIVA KEY MESSAGES  

1 - Digital innovation is not necessarily high-tech 

Frugal, low-tech and organisational innovation has to be considered together with high-
tech solutions.  

2 - Think “smart” and not only “Big data and AI” 

Modelling and data sciences with a limited and well qualified data set is still very relevant. 

3 - Unlock the barriers to data exchange and secure data flows to exploit the 
valorization potential 

Interoperability, standard of exchange, consent to exchange and consent management, 
are key issues. 

4 - Beyond experimentation sites and facilities, support living labs 

For a full usage-centred validation of products and services.  

5 - Farmers are not the only target of the digital transformation 

Consider the different players of the whole value chain and their specific needs 

6 - Combine “IT for Green” and “Green IT” 

Consider the environmental foot-print of the digital solutions in the innovation process. 

7 - Cascade funding schemes are particularly relevant for innovation with SME 

40 % for beneficiaries had access to EU fundings for the first time. 

8 - Need for intermediate size funding scheme 

For projects of cc 300 k€ - 500 k€ and higher TRL levels (7-8). 

9 - Give the possibility by way of derogation for experimentation outside the 
regulatory framework 

To unleash innovation and prepare future solutions. 

10 - Key role of innovation clusters to reach SMEs and act as a catalyst for 
innovation in their ecosystem 

Together with intermediary organisations such as Research and Technology Transfer 
Organisation (RTO) and Experimentation Centres. 

 

 


