Horticulture Pilot Scheme
Innovation Driver and Support Pilot Scheme
Expression of Interest - Guidance Notes for Applicants
Overview
The Horticulture Pilot Scheme (HPS) is a targeted support initiative developed under the Sustainable Agriculture Programme (SAP) for the commercial horticulture sector and is intended to provide DAERA with evidence of the potential impact that a full-scale programme could have on industry output in Northern Ireland (NI). The Innovation Driver & Support Horticulture Pilot Scheme (ID&S) forms one of three components of the HPS.
The ID&S is a competitive scheme for projects designed to support innovative investment by commercial horticulture businesses with the aim of achieving sustainable growth. 
The ID&S scheme will provide financial support to horticultural businesses to grow crops that are new to NI or to implement technologies and systems that are again new to NI with the overall aim of improving productivity and sustainability. Only one of each project proposed will be funded under the Innovation Driver & Support Horticulture Pilot Scheme therefore funding of multiple identical projects or multiple applications relating to the same innovation, will not be approved. DAERA/CAFRE will not provide interested applicants with a prescriptive list of potential eligible projects. Rather the onus will be on the applicant to propose and demonstrate how their project for funding under the Innovation Driver & Support Pilot Scheme supports the growing of a crop and/or the implementation of a technology or system new to NI. Eligibility and selection criteria will be applied to identify proposals with the greatest potential impact.
Eligibility criteria will be applied at Stage 1 – Expression of Interest. Selection criteria will be applied at Stage 2 – Full Application. An evaluation of the Innovation proposals will be conducted to determine which projects are eligible and will be offered funding. This document provides more detail on the support available, the selection process and applicable conditions.

[bookmark: _Toc226038389]1.1. Innovation Driver and Support Horticulture Pilot Scheme Structure
This pilot scheme will select applications from commercial horticulture businesses with full applications to open in the Autumn 2026. Innovation projects which are approved following the evaluation stage must be completed by the date stated on the letter of offer, and this will be before the end of the Horticulture Pilot Scheme in 2030.
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Expression of Interest - Stage 1 (Open from May 26- Sept 4, 2026) – Applicants are invited to submit an Expression of Interest for the support offered through the pilot scheme. The EoI will help applicants to determine if their innovation proposal is eligible for the ID&S pilot scheme. Details for the application, and evaluation of applications at this stage can be found below in this document. 
Full Application - Stage 2 (Planned opening October 2026) – Applicants will be invited to submit full details of their innovation proposals to invest in specific new/innovative technologies, systems, or crops/cropping systems not currently in application in commercial production Horticulture in Northern Ireland. Applicants can complete a full application without completing an Expression of Interest form. The advantage of completing an EoI form is knowing if the innovation proposal is eligible for the ID&S.
Stage 3 – Applicants who are successful, following an assessment of the Full Application, will receive a letter of offer. Once the successful applicants accept the terms of the letter of offer, they will be able to initiate the procurement and installation of their new/innovative crops/cropping systems, technologies, or systems. Successful applicants will be able to avail of funding to cover up to 40% of the total value of their investment in innovation projects costing between £10,000 and £625,000. To ensure procurement follows the rules and requirements of the ID&S, full site inspections may take place from DAERA/CAFRE or their representatives. Approved permitted expenditure can only be incurred within the pilot scheme period. Funded innovation projects must be completed before the date stated in the Letter of Offer so that claims can be paid.
To achieve the greatest benefits from this financial support, successful applicants will be able to avail of the assistance of specialist agronomy, business development, and supply chain expert professionals to determine how to best implement their innovation plans to optimise their operations and to achieve their targets for the sustainable growth of their businesses.
The Agronomist will visit individual successful applicants twice per year during the life of the pilot scheme to help optimise the technical capabilities of the innovation project. 
The Business Development Adviser and Supply Chain specialist will visit individual successful applicants twice per year during the life of the pilot scheme to determine how the business can optimise the benefits gained from the innovation project to improve their enterprise capabilities and outputs and attain business targets.
DAERA will fund the employment of the above professionals for the duration of the pilot scheme, which will be for a period of 3 years, subject to budget availability. 
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[bookmark: _Toc226038392]2. Application to the Innovation Driver and Support Horticulture Pilot Scheme - Expression of Interest 
Expressions of Interest to the Innovation Driver and Support Horticulture Pilot Scheme will open on Tuesday 26th May 2026 at 10.00am and will close at 4.00pm on Friday 4th September 2026.
[bookmark: _Toc226038393]2.1. Expression of Interest - Eligibility criteria
[bookmark: _Hlk184218883]1. Applicants must have a DAERA Farm Business Identity Number Category 1 or 2. 
2. Applicants must operate a commercial horticulture business. 
For the purpose of this ID&S Horticulture Pilot Scheme, a commercial horticulture business is an eligible farm business linked to a unique taxpayer reference (UTR) number issued by HMRC which produces and sells one or more commercial horticulture products. Further information available at https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2025/103/made
3. Applicants must be growers of one or more of the following horticulture products: (a) top fruit; (b) soft fruit; (c) mushrooms; (d) edible crops (other than potatoes or sweet potatoes); (e) cut flowers and foliage; (f) protected crops; and (g) ornamental plants.
Following the eligibility sift, the Expressions of Interest applications will be considered by an independent panel applying the criteria described in the sections below. The panel will determine whether the innovation proposals are eligible for the ID&S funding.

2.2. Expression of Interest - Consideration criteria
The panel will consider the information provided as part of the Expression of Interest – Stage 1 against the criteria shown on the table below and will determine whether the Innovation proposal is eligible for the ID&S funding.
	Criteria

	Eligible
	Ineligible

	Is the Innovation proposal new to Northern Ireland?

	Yes
	No



