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The EU’s pledge to achieve climate neutrality by 2050 and China’s target to achieve carbon neutrality by 2060 require a rapid and radical transformation of their energy sectors and entire economies. 

Innovative European and Chinese companies, large corporations and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have already developed market-ready low-carbon technologies and services: from cutting-edge renewable energy and hydrogen technologies to energy storage and digitalisation services, developers are following the political and economic signals and contributing to meeting these goals. However, companies face considerable challenges when bringing these innovative energy solutions to the European and Chinese markets. 

This report has twin objectives. It aims to (i) identify barriers to the diffusion of innovative energy technologies in the EU and China; and (ii) highlight best practices that support the acceleration of incubation and commercialisation of innovative solutions. SMEs make up the largest part of the economy in the EU and China and, as innovators, are making an important contribution to the energy transition, and therefore this report focuses specifically on this business sector. 

Based on an extensive series of formal and informal interviews with industry experts, business representatives from the EU and China, and representatives of associations, as well as publicly available reports and academic articles, material published in the EU-China Energy Magazine, and the results of various workshops, the key findings of this report include the following points: 


-  The incubation and commercialisation of innovative solutions is evaluated in four stages: initial idea generation, product development, local commercialisation and global commercial development. Each stage requires specific skills and resources to enable the company to grow smoothly and faster.

-  The challenges faced by large companies when developing overseas business are distinct from those confronting SMEs. Large companies tend to have better market integration and are well placed to benefit from existing public support. They also tend to share and communicate best practices for success.

-  By contrast, SMEs take a short-term, flexible approach to development, making the most of their limited development resources. Even if successful, this trial-and-error approach can hinder their commercialisation or expose their business to greater risk.

-  European and Chinese SMEs face the following difficulties in particular:


	Lack of market knowledge.

	Lack of cultural knowledge to do business efficiently.

	Difficulty navigating local regulations.

	Limited funding opportunities.

	Difficulty in staffing.

	Uncertainty about how to deal with intellectual property.

	Limited business network.

	Rapid technological change.

	Language barriers.

	Higher burden of proof for global commercialisation compared to local companies.

	Management time.

	Difficulties in accessing available public support.



-  The EU, its Member States, and China have already adopted a variety of measures to help large and small companies to market their innovative solutions. These range from administrative arrangements and policies that create a favourable business environment for companies, to dedicated business accelerators, investment funds and cooperation institutions such as the chambers of commerce.

-  A variety of bilateral innovation funds, as well as promotional activities such as the Dutch showcase website Business France’s work to support French companies in China, and the German Accelerator Program, represent some of the best practice examples of how EU Member States are promoting a global distribution of European clean energy technologies.​[1]

-  Following analysis of the challenges and best practices, this report advocates adoption of the following key measures that governments can adopt in order to help SMEs to accelerate the commercialisation of their innovative solutions: 


	Develop accurate material for public distribution, including sectoral development forecasts and up-to-date manuals detailing relevant regulations, available funding and the management of intellectual property: this will facilitate access to reliable and transparent information about the market and business procedures;

	Establish dedicated digital portals that will enable access to available resources and provide tailored information to facilitate business recruitment and address staffing issues. In addition, a list of local businesses willing to participate in pilot/demonstration projects will accelerate cooperation opportunities;

	Disseminate information through a variety of information channels (newsletter, WeChat, LinkedIn, website) and share information about business activities so they can reach a wider audience;

	Introduce grants to subsidise the cost of management and travel time;

	Organise dedicated marketing and networking events through the EU-China Energy Cooperation Platform, in partnership with the European Union Chamber of Commerce in China and the China Chamber of Commerce to the EU, to support business cooperation between European and Chinese companies.
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On 9 April 2019, at the 21st EU-China summit in Brussels, representatives of the EU and China signed the Joint Statement on the Implementation of EU-China Cooperation on Energy.​[2] According to this statement, a common objective of the EU and China is to further the clean energy transition, while responding to the associated challenges. This report, Accelerating the incubation and commercialisation of innovative technology in the EU and China forms one part of the supportive measures introduced to improve the commercial availability of low-carbon technologies. 

In the spirit of the Paris Agreement, the EU and China have ramped up their climate pledges in 2020: China now aims for carbon neutrality by 2060 and the EU for climate neutrality by 2050. The EU Commission’s ‘Fit for 55’ proposal published in July 2021, and China’s ‘30/60’ targets, are supporting strategies to ensure that Europe and China are on track for mid-century net neutrality by 2030 and that they will already have drastically reduced their greenhouse gas emissions by then.​[3]

Both the EU and China have released policies that impact the development of buildings, transport and energy, innovative solutions in electrification, energy efficient solutions, low-carbon energy production technologies, smart grids, energy storage and carbon capture solutions.

European and Chinese companies are standing ready to answer the call of policy makers and make a success out of those policies, in sectors including offshore wind, ocean energy and renewable hydrogen. Small or big, self-effacing or well-known, newly funded or pivoting, these are the creators of the energy transition and the new climate champions.

However, despite the quality of their solutions and bold vision, European and Chinese companies face considerable challenges when bringing these innovative energy solutions to market. Historical case studies show that it has taken between 20 and 70 years to achieve the widespread commercialisation of energy supply and demand-side technologies.​[4] 

This report therefore aims to identify and describe the challenges currently faced by companies in Europe and China, and to pinpoint ways to accelerate the commercialisation of innovative energy solutions. The OECD and European Commission​[5] define business incubators as ‘(...) support structures that support entrepreneurs in business creation and development’, including a wide range of services such as consultancy, training, access to networks and legal advice. The commercialisation of innovative solutions is defined as the process of transforming innovative ideas, knowledge and inventions into businesses. 

This report seeks to identify best practices and possible solutions to speed up the lengthy market introduction process and the distribution of innovative energy solutions. 

It is based on an extensive series of formal and informal interviews conducted between March and July 2021 with industry experts, business representatives from the EU and China, and representatives of associations​[6]. It also draws on publicly available reports and scientific articles, material published in the EU-China Energy Magazine and the results of various workshops. Two workshops in particular are worth mentioning: the Carbon Neutral by 2060 Series – Workshop 1: Innovation that was co-hosted by ECECP and EnergyPost in December 2020; and Promoting Innovation in Energy Technologies - Opportunities for Cooperation Between EU and China: Challenges in introducing innovative energy technologies in EU and China, which was held in January 2021. Workshop transcripts and recordings are available on the ECECP website.​[7] 

The report first briefly introduces the topics of incubation and commercialisation and gives an overview of the skills and supporting factors needed to successfully commercialise innovations in the energy sector locally and globally. The second chapter presents the challenges of commercialisation, with a focus on SMEs. The third chapter outlines a selection of best practices, initiatives by governments, business associations and proactive organisations, in which the incubation and commercialisation of energy companies between the EU and China works very well. The fourth chapter proposes practical solutions to help overcome the challenges identified. The individual chapters are supplemented with case studies to highlight the specific experiences of companies in the EU and China. 
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