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Europe’s solid ďioŵass to eŶergy seĐtor is doŵiŶated ďy SMEs. What is aŶd can be their role in fostering innovation and growth in rural areas in view of the emerging bio-based circular economy? The SecureChain project demonstrated how market uptake of efficient bioenergy systems and sustainable biomass mobilisation by SMEs can be promoted with the help of a dedicated innovation mentoring approach.                        
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2. A mentoring approach for SMEs in bioenergy 
Europe’s solid biomass to energy sector is dominated by SMEs. What is and can be their role in fostering innovation and growth in rural areas in view of the emerging bio-based circular economy? SecureChain promoted the role of SMEs in bioenergy through a dedicated innovation mentoring package. Key activities included: 

• Innovation vouchers: In an open contest, SMEs could apply for specific support of their own proposed pilot projects. The best SME pilot projects were selected and received hands-on technical advice from the project team. 
• Regional Lead Partners were the main contact point for SMEs and ensured region-specific oversight and quality control of the pilots’ implementation. 
• Learning Labs and various trainings were offered to raise capabilities of SME owners and to ensure wider stakeholder engagement in the regions. 
• Sustainability checks. Life Cycle Assessments (LCA) were carried out to evaluate the environmental impacts of SME pilots. Trainings and pre-checks helped SMEs to prepare successfully for certification. 
• Financial risk assessment and advisory services to SMEs facilitated strategic business decisions and new investments into facilities and equipment. 
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3. Innovation vouchers and advisory support for local pilot projects To stimulate engagement from local SMEs, an open call for promising pilot project ideas was launched simultaneously in all model regions. The scope of the call was - on purpose - broad and open to all SMEs in bioenergy, without any preference for a given fuel type or conversion technology. The pilot project idea, however, had to show good potential to foster biomass mobilisation and/or market uptake of efficient bioenergy systems. The call was opened in June 2016 for four months. Following a thorough evaluation, all proposals were ranked according to six criteria, and the most suitable proposals were selected (20 out of 40 submitted proposals). These SMEs then engaged into a 2-years collaboration with the SecureChain team, coordinated and guided by the Regional Lead Partners.  The award of an innovation voucher of 3,000-5,000 € entitled an SMEs to obtain specific, dedicated advice from a local consultant of their choice, to support the development of the proposed solution and their business plan. Furthermore, the SMEs benefitted from the expertise of the consortium, which offered tailored advice and support for each individual pilot. The advisory services provided to SMEs through the vouchers and the consortium’s work included: 
• Assessment/mapping of locally available biomass supplies 
• Technical appraisal and testing of new or improved equipment 
• Feasibility of specific supply chain configurations and logistics 
• Life Cycle Assessments of greenhouse gas emissions 
• Cost-benefit analyses and exploitation calculations 
• Financial risk analyses, investment scenarios, business plans  
• Certification trainings and company pre-checks 
• Trainings e.g. on biomass harvesting, quality and business plan development SecureChain developed and tested this approach within a variety of companies and regional settings. The successful results show the potential of this method as a recommendable, transferable practice for support of market uptake by SMEs. 
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4. Supply chain canvas The pilot projects cover the entire bioenergy chain, from biomass harvesting and fuel production to energy conversion and recycling. In all regions at least 3 pilot projects were initiated, ensuring an appropriate geographical coverage. The topics reflect the variety of technical solutions proposed by SMEs in the open contest. Biomass → Energy  Supply  Chains  Region 
Biomass  harvesting  

Fuel  production  
Energy  conversion  

Recycling     Småland,  Sweden (4 pilots) Efficient harvesting of forest residues  Optimal biomass boilers for small municipalities Wood  ash pellets fertilizer NRW,  Germany * (3 pilots) Improve biomass collection/sorting in trade centres Valorise wood industry residues into pellets   Gelderland & Overijssel, Netherlands  (3 pilots) Low-impact harvesting in landscape maintenance Strategic storage facilities for quality wood chips   Catalonia,  Spain  (4 pilots) Optimise biomass  logistics and  trade centres Up-scaling wood chips and pellet production  Renovated heating systems, cogeneration   Western  Macedonia,  Greece (3 p.) Fast growing tree plantations;  mixed feedstocks Wood wastes  for energy use in wood industries Improved  biogas plant  Southern  Estonia (3 pilots)   Small CHP plants for village communities Wood ash fertilizer production Total: 20 pilots 8 4 6 2  
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5. Highlights of successful pilot projects The following are good examples of successful collaborations of consortium partners with regional SMEs, consultants and public stakeholders, to develop, test and implement pilot project ideas of SME owners. See further details on the Factsheets. 
• Värnamo Energi AB, Sweden. Biomass mobilisation through conversion of municipal heat plants. 14 small oil boilers in four villages are being replaced by four new biomass systems and an expansion and renewal of the district heating grid. The pilot investigated the optimal technical solution to supply heat to these communities and the interest of the potential local customers. 
• Lessebo Fjärrvärme, Sweden. Exclude fossil fuel from the energy mix. A municipal heat plant company invested in an innovative flue gas condenser to ensure peak loads could be managed using bioenergy. The pilot will lead to expanded business and decreased emissions in the grid which supplies four communities. 
• Novalia Sinergie, Catalonia, Spain. Upscaling of pellet production. The company enlarged their production by adding an extra pellet line for industrial pellets. The pilot was used to develop a commercial strategy and secure the funding for the enlargement. Furthermore, they obtained a certification for the domestic pellets. 
• AVEA GmbH & Co. KG, Germany. Improved wood recovery from green wastes. A communal waste management company improved its green waste sorting process to make the underutilised wooden fraction accessible for thermal utilisation. The pilot helped to enlarge the capacity of the biomass yard and reduced greenhouse gas emissions per ton of green waste significantly. 
• Bruins & Kwast Biomass Management, The Netherlands. Biomass mobilisation from landscape elements. The pilot included two companies, a municipality and a landscape management organisation, which aimed to select the optimal method for maintenance of a traditional cultural landscape with high ecological value. The pilot proved the feasibility under certain conditions and will be pursued in a follow-up demonstration project. 
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6. Learning Labs, stakeholder engagement and evaluation of results 
   Photo impressions from SecureChain Learning Labs and trainings To ensure participation of more SMEs and other market actors, the project organised a series of regional outreach activities. The Learning Labs included meetings and workshops to sensitize local stakeholders about sustainable biomass use and bioenergy. SME owners presented their pilot projects together, allowing for regular feedback on the progress and impulses from other SMEs, experts and stakeholders.  Other participative events involved training sessions to raise capabilities of market actors, company visits, B2B seminars, presentations at industry fairs and conferences, and roundtables with public authorities and decision-makers. During study trips to other countries (Germany, Sweden, Austria), participants could visit various bioenergy companies and learn about best practice and latest systems (benchmarking). An ex-post evaluation of the SMEs’ experience showed significant appreciation, especially of the networking activities. 70% of SME pilot project owners indicated that they had taken concrete actions based on their involvement in SecureChain. SMART performance criteria were assessed to measure the impact of each pilot at the end of the project. Substantial results were achieved (sum over all pilots, June 2018): 

• Volume of additionally mobilised biomass:  142,000 tons/year 
• Final renewable energy production:  2,300,000 GJ/year 
• Reduced GHG emissions:  40,100 tons CO2 eq./year 
• Direct and indirect jobs created:  90 FTE/year 
• Total investments triggered:  10.2 million EUR 


