START2DE

Belgian Defence’ s Pilot Programme fc
= Startups

Important dates:

1/10/2025: Launch Start2DEF <l
10/10/2025: Online Info Session (10 AM)
31/10/2025: Deadline expression of interest (8 PM)

Website: www.start2def.be

Email address: IRSD-Start2DEF@mil.be
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1. Start2DEF

1.1. Context

Start2DEF is a pilot programme that Belgian Defence has launched in 2025, corresponding to the
mission statement of the Federal Government Agreement of 2025, and the Policy Note of the
minister of Defence? in March 2025: “Innovation is driven by startups. The Ministry of Defense will
develop and implement a policy to support and engage startups in defense-related value chains”.

The set-up of Start2DEF contributes to the implementation of these forward-moving policy
decisions. Innovation is not only created internally within defence, but also externally, where
smart dual-use solutions form one of the pillars to tackle of current and future challenges.

1.2.  Role of the Royal Higher Institute for Defence

As a "smart hub" and "honest broker" for scientific and technological research, the Royal Higher
Institute for Defence (RHID) is responsible for the development and implementation of the
Ministry of Defence’s policy on scientific and technological research. Technological research is
embraced from the lower TRL scale to the higher end of that scale. This is where innovation takes
a central role and is closely connected to the activities put forward by the Defence, Industry and
Research Strategy (DIRS), founded within RHID. Here, our startup initiative fits within the goal to
strengthen the technological and industrial potential of defence-related research and
development for the Belgian DTIB.

More information on the institute and its activities can be found on the website:
https://www.defence-institute.be/en/accueil-english/.

1.3. Collaboration with Ignity and imec.istart

Innovation means embracing external collaboration. This is why RHID decided to collaborate with
imec.istart and Ignity within the framework of Start2DEF, two prominent business accelerators

within Belgium’s accelerator landscape. Startups registering for the Start2DEF programme will
benefit from a multi-faceted approach by receiving not only end-user feedback, but also business
case advice and technical expertise throughout their Start2DEF journey. Startups that will be
selected to develop their Proof-of-Concept can expect a 1-1 trajectory from imec.istart and Ignity,
in combination with masterclasses joined by all startups.

T Federal Governmental Agreement 2025.
2 Policy Note Minister of Defence 2025.



https://www.defence-institute.be/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/dirs-en.pdf
https://www.defence-institute.be/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/dirs-en.pdf
https://www.defence-institute.be/en/accueil-english/
https://www.imecistart.com/en
https://www.ignity.be/en
https://www.belgium.be/sites/default/files/resources/publication/files/Regeerakkoord-Bart_De_Wever_nl.pdf
https://www.dekamer.be/flwb/pdf/56/0856/56K0856022.pdf
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2. Programme details

2.1. Objectives of Start2DEF

Through the launch of Start2DEF, Belgian Defence is actively bridging the gap between its current
challenges and hands-on solutions by Belgian startups. Within a fast-moving geopolitical
environment Belgian Defence recognises the capabilities and the potential of Belgium’s
industrial landscape, notably startups and small SMEs that can prove an asset for Belgian
Defence. By launching Start2DEF, our aim is to further nurture and embrace the positive attention
by Belgian startups and small SMEs to work with Belgian Defence and create a space to foster
highly talented and promising potential within our industrial landscape.

The general objectives are the following:

e Support and strengthen innovative excellence within Belgium’s startup & SME landscape.
e Develop and realise a coherent cohort developing proof-of-concepts considered to be a
priority for Belgian Defence in order to:
o Contribute to short term solutions, in line with the Strategic Vision for Defence?.
o Contribute to the culture of innovation planned within Defence, both in terms of
technology and process improvement.
Embracing and recognizing Belgium’s innovative and industrial potential.
Contribute, in accordance with the Defence, Industry and Research Strategy
(DIRS), to the development of a competitive and credible national industrial and
technological base in the field of security and defence.

2.2. Structure of the programme

Belgian Defence, specifically the Royal Higher Institute for Defence (RHID), will launch a pilot
programme for Belgian startups on October 1% 2025. The programme publishes two challenges,
to which interested startups can respond by submitting an expression of interest. This
expression of interest outlines a proof-of-conceptin response to one of the two challenges. RHID
aims to select 10 startups that may further develop their proof-of concept (5 per challenge).

2.3. Eligibility criteria

2.3.1. Areyou welcome to apply?

Start2DEF is open to all Belgian startups, including “small SME’s”. RHID refers to the following
definition of a small SME: SME definition - European Commission. This definition is based on the

number of employees, turnover, and balance sheet total. Lastly, every startup applying to the
Start2DEF programme, needs to have a business seat in Belgium.

3 Strategische Visie Defensie 2025.

—
(3]
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https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/smes/sme-fundamentals/sme-definition_en
https://www.mil.be/media/ulunodln/strategische-visie-2025-integraal.pdf
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Category Micro Small Medium-sized
Staff <10 <50 <250
Turnover = €2 million = €10 million = €50 million
OR

Balance Sheet = €2 million = €10 million = €43 million

2.3.2. Subcontractors

As a startup initiative that supports Belgian startups, we strongly encourage you to provide
Belgian solutions in your proposed Proof-of-Concept.

If you do however need to subcontract certain services, only subcontractors originating from a
country of the European Union, a country of the European Free Trade Association or of a country
that is a member of NATO are allowed.

Please provide the registered office and name of the subcontractor clearly in your EOIl template
should you need to use these subcontractors in the scope of your proof-of-concept.

2.4. Info session

To inform potential applicants about the context, scope and modalities of this startup
programme, an online information session will be held on Friday 10 October 2025, 10 AM.

Registration prior to the info session is required by 9™ of October, 1PM. All interested startups can
subscribe on our website: www.start2def.be. The first part of the info session will be dedicated to
the structure of the programme, the second part will be organised for challenge specific

questions in separate online breakout rooms.

3. Callinformation
3.1. Documentation

3.1.1. Website

The following documents are available on the Start2DEF website www.start2def.be :

Information document (the present document)

Expression of interest template (word-file available on online platform)
Video guidelines

Complaint Form Template

Challenges in PDF

3.1.2. Submission platform

The following templates will be made available on the Start2DEF online SUBMISSION platform
(www.start2def.be ) and must be used compulsorily unless otherwise stated.

Submission of expression of interest by 31 October 2025, 8 PM:



http://www.start2def.be/
http://www.start2def.be/
http://www.start2def.be/
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e Expression of Interest template (Word file)
o Afulllist of obligatory documents needed for your application can be found at paragraph
3.6.

3.2. Indicative timeline

Date At/via
Launch 1/10/2025 e Social Media RHID,
imec.istart & Ignity.

e Official website.

Deadline expression of 31/10/2025, 8PM. Online submission platform

interest on the website.

Written feedback of Week of 24/11/2025 Feedback will be provided by

evaluation results EOls to all our general email address.

applicants. Only feedback received by
this email address will be
valid.

Accelerators contact Week of 1/12/2025 E-mail + introduction to the

startups to start their PoC website platform.

development journey.

PoC development period 1/12/2025-20/2/2026 Online & in-person support.

guided by imec.istart and

Ignity.

Pitches in attendance of jury. | End of February 2026 In-person

Final selection of PoCs by the | March 2026 NA

board of directors of the

RHID

Award Ceremony March 2026 TBD.

3.3. Challenges
Start2DEF launches two challenges. Full texts on the website, as well as downloadable PDFs.

e Drone Swarms & Counter Drone Swarms
e Cybersecurity on Critical Infrastructure

3.4. Project duration

When selected to further develop their submitted proof-of-concept (Expression of Interest),
startups will be participating in a proof-of-concept development period starting 1/12/2025 and
ending 20/2/2026 with acceleration support of imec.istart and Ignity.

3.5. Awards

3.5.1. Grantto support development period

To support startups that will be selected based on their expression of interest (PoC proposal), a
grant will be provided of €20.000. All details of payment will be communicated to the selected
startups in due time once the cohort of selected startups is known.
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The payment of the grant will be as followed: 25% will be paid upfront, the remaining of the grant
will be paid after the pitches. After the selection, RHID will send the grant letter (total amount
20.000€ (excl VAT)) to each selected company with a PORD (Purchase Order) number as unique
reference.

The payment schedule is:
e 25% upon reception of the grant letter
o The selected companies may issue an invoice at the reception of the grant letter
o 75% after the pitches
Procedure
e The companies send theirinvoices via Mercurius (PEPPOL) with the PORD # as reference.

e RHID pays the invoices upon reception of the invoice within a maximum delay of 30
calendar days.

3.5.2. Finalwinners: voucher system & acceleration catalogue

Within each challenge, a final winner is chosen after the pitching round in attendance of a jury.
For each winner a specific amount is made available in the form of vouchers. Each voucher can
be redeemed by choosing a service from a catalogue with business development specific
services.

The catalogue will be made available to the two winners after they are decided on. The services
in this catalogue are acceleration related advice: business case support, technical feedback,
intellectual property advice, military end-user feedback and so forth. The winners of the 2025
challenges are thus free to choose their service providers, and are thus not obliged to continue
their journey with imec.istart or Ignity.

3.6. Submission procedure: necessary documents

3.6.1. CBE registration number

Every startup needs to upload an extract of its enterprise/CBE number when applying to the
Start2DEF programme. Submitting your CBE number is a formal requirement for your submission
to Start2DEF.

3.6.2. UBO-records

As foreseen in the law of 18 September 2017, companies, a(i)sbl and foundations must have
submitted accurate and current information on their beneficial owners to the UBO (Ultimate
Beneficial Owner) register of the FPS Finances. The delivery of an extract of the UBO register is a
formal requirement for a valid application for the call.

The documents of the applicants are submitted to the General Intelligence and Security Service
which will examine them in accordance with its missions and legal powers as defined in the law
of November 30, 1998 governing intelligence and security services. The advice rendered by the
security service may be based on a classified note.
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Startups that do not pass this security check will not be admitted to the further procedure of
Start2DEF, and their application will therefore become invalid. By applying to Start2DEF, a startup
agrees with this security procedure.

3.6.3. Expression of interest

The main evaluated document will be the expression of interest (EOI), outlining a proof-of-
concept (PoC) solution. Every startup needs to choose one challenge and use the provided
template for the EOI, that can be found on the website. Evaluation criteria are listed in paragraph
4.2: your EOl will be evaluated by these criteria.

3.6.4. Video

To further illustrate your admission, we ask all startups to upload a video of max. 3 minutes
together with their Expression of Interest (EOI), explaining their proposed Proof-of-Concept. This
video should be seen as an amplifier of your application, based on the evaluation criteria shared
in this document. The video will not count in the total score of your Proof-of-Concept but helps
Belgian Defence to get to know your submitted EOI better.

Forexample: you further want to illustrate your go-to market approach and your teams’ skills. You
chose to highlight this in your video.

All guidelines regarding the video can be found on our website www.start2def.be under
‘Important Documents’.

3.6.5. Summary of admission documents

v" Proof of registration as a business (CBE registration)
UBO records

Expression of Interest

Video

NRNIN

If one of these submission documents are not included in the startups’ application, they will be
excluded from the selection process.

3.7. Gender

The RHID strongly encourages the applicants to take into account the equality between women
and men and to ensure gender mainstreaming in the implementation of the project.

4. Evaluation procedure & criteria

4.1. Procedure

Only EQOI’s that are complete and submitted in time will be taken into account.
Deadline for submission: 31/10/2025, 8PM.

RHID will perform an eligibility check. Following criteria are applied:

e Completeness of the expression of interest (all fields fully completed)



http://www.start2def.be/
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e Eligibility of the startup (see section 2.3),
e Submission of all obligatory documents (see section 3.6).

All startups that have passed the eligibility check will be evaluated by an internal evaluation
committee of the Belgian Defence and its partners (imec.istart & Ignity) on the basis of the criteria
listed in section 4.2.

RHID will translate the outcome of each expression of interest’ evaluation into numeric scores.
In practice, this will be done following the weight in % on each evaluation criteria. According to
the scores obtained, the proposals will be ranked in a list per theme (EOI Ranking).

This evaluation will take place within three weeks after the submission of the EOls. In the week of
24/11/2025, RHID will communicate the conclusions of the internal evaluation committee to the
applicants. From then on, selected startups will be contacted by either imec.istart or Ignity to
starttheir PoC development period. All selected startups will be contacted by RHID to arrange an
advance of 25% of the grant.

4.2. Criteria

Every startup will be evaluated on their proof-of-concept/EOI by the following criteria.

Category Weight Evaluation Criteria
- Technology maturity level (current TRL and potential evolution)
1. Technological 5% Degree of innovation and differentiation
Excellence - Integration potential into existing systems (standards, interoperability)
+ Technical feasibility and credibility of roadmap
- Fit with BE Ministry of Defence priorities
+ Operational relevance
- Clarity of problem-solution fit in Defence
- Potential interest from primes, RTOs, or institutional actors

2. Defence Relevance 25%

+ Team skills (technical, business, regulatory)
3. Team & Execution 20% Commitment and availability for the program
Capability - Relevant past experience (entrepreneurial, sectoral, research)
+ Ability to pivot, learn, and integrate feedback
- Strength of dual-use business plan (civil & Defence)
4. Business & Market o - Market size and accessibility
20% . .
Strategy + Early traction (PoCs, pilots, Letters of Intent)
» Realistic go-to-market approach
- Investment readiness (cap table, pitch deck, data room)
10% - Clear financing strategy (equity + non-dilutive + cascade funding)
- Scalability of technology and business model

5. Investment &
Scalability

10

—
| —
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5. Contractual obligations for selected startups

5.1. Starting and end dates

The startups selected within the context of this pilot programme will start their PoC
development period December 1%, 2025 (provisional date). March 2026 is foreseen as closing of
the programme, including presentation of the PoCs by pitching end of February 2026.

5.2. Contracts

For the selected startups, a contract is drawn up between RHID, its partners and the startups in
question.

6. Intellectual ownership and security requirements

6.1. Intellectual ownership

This info document uses the following definitions of foreground and background intellectual
property.

1) Background IP

Knowledge and intellectual property rights (granted or applied for) held by participants prior to
their participation in the project and which are needed for carrying out the project or using the
foreground.

2) Foreground IP

The results, including information, whether or not they can be protected, that is produced during
the Start2DEF trajectory. These results include rights related to copyright, rights relating to
designs or models, patent rights, or similar forms of protection.

Intellectual Property Management within Start2DEF:

1) Stating all relevant Parties as followed:
e ‘Participants’

Meaning the startups and small SMEs within the course of the programme.
e ‘Accelerators’

Meaning IMEC and IGNITY.
e ‘Programme Owner’

Meaning Belgian Defence, and more specifically, Royal Higher Institute for Defence
e ‘Third Party Experts’

Meaning experts advising RHID, IMEC or IGNITY (For ex. A technical expert, A Military End-user).

11

—
| —
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2) Ownership of Intellectual Property

a. Al background IP, that a Participant brings into or develops independently during the
Programme shall remain the sole property of that Participant (= ‘participant IP’).

b. The Accelerators or Programme Owner shall not claim ownership or co-ownership of any
Participant IP or PoC (proof-of-concept) developed during the Programme, unless
explicitly agreed in writing in a separate agreement.

3) Contribution of the Organiser

a. The Accelerators and Programme Owner may provide technical, business, or mentoring
support to facilitate the development of the Proof-of-Concept. Such contributions shall
not, on their own, give rise to IP rights for the Accelerators and Programme Owner unless
jointly agreed otherwise.

b. Incaseswhere the Accelerators and Programme Owner or Third-Party Experts contribute
materially to the creation of new IP, the Parties will enter good-faith discussions to
determine appropriate ownership, licensing, or usage terms.

4) Public Disclosures

Any public disclosures (e.g., demos, pitch presentations) shall be managed both by the
Accelerators and the Programme Owner to ensure that potential IP protections are not
compromised.

5) Valorisation

The Parties acknowledge that the aim of the Programme is to support early-stage innovation by
assisting the Participants in reaching a proof of concept (PoC) for their proposed solution or
technology. Valorisation at this stage refers to the development, validation, and demonstration of
the concept's feasibility to answer in the best way possible to the published challenges.

6.2. Security requirements

Certain activities undertaken in the frame of the projects may use or generate classified
information. This paragraph solely concerns protective measures to be taken to preserve the
confidentiality of security-sensitive information regarding these research projects.

A classification is given to documents to prevent their improper use which could damage, among
other things, the fulfilment of the tasks of Defence, the external security and international
relations of the State and the scientific and economic potential of the country (for the complete
list see “Wetvan 11 Dec 1998 Art 3/Loi du 11 Déc 1998 Art 3”).

According to the same law this identification should be based on the following classification
levels:

e The "TRES SECRET/ZEER GEHEIM" level is assigned to a piece if its improper use could
cause EXTREMELY SERIOUS damage to the main Belgian interests listed in the law. Topics
that qualify under this category cannot be part of the project.

o The "SECRET/GEHEIM" level is assigned to a document if its improper use could cause
SERIOUSLY damage to the interests listed in the law.

12
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o The "CONFIDENTIEL/VERTROUWELLK" level is assigned to a document if its improper
use could harm any of the interests listed in the law.

Documents of which the originator wants to limit the distribution to persons who are authorized
to use them on a need-to-know basis, without however attaching legal consequences to this
limitation, are marked with the indication "DIFFUSION RESTREINTE/BEPERKTE
VERSPREIDING".

These classification levels should be applied taking into account both the need to protect
information and the need to avoid unnecessary obstruction to the use of research information
and results.

7. Complaints

Both RHID and its partners imec.istart and Ignity place great importance on the quality of their
service and on improving the way they operate. All complaints about this programme will be
handled by RHID, and when applicable, imec.istart and Ignity are consulted when involved in the
complaint.

A template to handle complaints has been created, and available for download on our website.
Please use this template when submitting a complaint and send it to the following address with
‘complain’in the subject of the e-mail: IRSD-Start2DEF@mil.be.

Complaints submitted anonymously or which are offensive or not related to the programme will
not be processed.

A complaint is handled as follows: once your complaint has been filed, a notification of receipt
will be sent. The complaint will be forwarded to the relevant departments and individuals and will
be processed within one month. An answer will be sent by e-mail. The complaint will be treated
with strict confidentiality.

8. Contactinformation

Further information can be obtained by contacting the secretariat of this programme via: IRSD-
Start2DEF@mil.be.

13
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