Annex C
Research Grants Council

Areas of Excellence Scheme 2020/21 (Ninth Round)

Template for Preliminary Proposal Preparation
This template provides general reference for the preparation of preliminary proposals for the Areas of Excellence (AoE) Scheme 2020/21 (Ninth Round) administered by the Research Grants Council (RGC).  Recognizing that the nature and focus of AoE proposals are diverse, this template is for general broad reference only.  Taking into account the nature of their proposals, the Project Coordinators (PCs) may apply this template as appropriate and include other areas not covered in this template.  They should try to address the questions posed in the template as far as possible in preparing their preliminary proposals.
Preliminary proposals should provide sufficient information about the proposed project to allow assessment of the main ideas and approaches and how it is appropriate as an AoE proposal as opposed to other existing funding programs.
The preliminary proposals should consist of four mandatory parts and one optional part, namely:

Mandatory parts
(Font: Times New Roman; font size: 12 point; margin: 2.5 cm all around; spacing: single-line spacing)
(I) Summary of the Research Proposal – should not exceed one A4 page
;

(II) Details of the Research Proposal – should not exceed five A4 pages1;

(III) Pathways to Impact Statement – should not exceed two A4 pages1;

(V) Confirmation of the Project Co-ordinator (PC); and

Optional part (One page)
(IV) Technology Transfer Plan
Any pages in excess of the above page-limit, including the curriculum vitaes of personnel other than the PCs and Co-Principal Investigators (Co-PIs), will be removed by the Secretariat without prior notice.
A project reference to be assigned by the Research Office of the coordinating university, in the format of AoE/x-xxx/20 (i.e. AoE/[Field Area]-[University code][Serial number]/20) should be placed on the top right corner of the cover page of each part.

Areas of Excellence Scheme 2020/21 (Ninth Round)

Preliminary Proposal
I. Summary of the Research Proposal
This summary should not exceed one page and should include:

1.
Particulars of the project:

(a) Project title
(b) Primary field code and area

(c) Secondary field code and area2
(d) Project duration
(e) Summary of project budget in the following format
 (please first complete Appendix B for the details of project budget):

(i)

Total direct project cost from RGC
 [i.e. R(3) of Appendix B]: $_____M

(ii)

Total direct project cost from university [i.e. U(3) of Appendix B]: $_____M

(iii)
Total proposed budget [i.e. TPB of Appendix B]: $_____M
2.
PC (only one for each proposal), and the Co-PIs.

3.
A succinct summary of the proposed project.  This summary should present clearly how the proposed AoE achieves international excellence and contributes to the long-term social and economic development of Hong Kong.

II. Details of the Research Proposal
This section should not exceed five pages and should include:

4.
Mission, goals and deliverables.

5.
The approach and methodology to be employed to achieve the mission, goals and deliverables.
6.
Collaboration plan, the strength of the project team and how the synergy of team members from different disciplines will lead to advancement in fundamental knowledge and achieve the intended impact.

7. Why the proposal should preferably be funded by the AoE Scheme instead of other UGC/RGC funding schemes, e.g. Theme-based Research Scheme?

Qualification as an “Area of Excellence”
8. Why is the proposal an “Area”?  In particular, please elaborate on these aspects:

· breadth of the concerned field(s) (e.g. it could be multidisciplinary; multi-subject oriented or an integrated programme of research, research training and education);

· focus and coherence, with clear priorities, boundaries and synergy (e.g. if the proposal entails various components, explain how they are related and to what extent are they synergistic in impact / results); and

· please give an indication of the lasting impact of the proposed AoE in areas such as research and education.

9. To what extent will the proposed AoE achieve international excellence?  Be as specific as possible, especially on quantitative criteria and measurement, if any, for such “excellence”.  State how you would (hope to) evaluate and classify yourselves when compared to competing groups in the same or similar fields (e.g. would the project team be top 10 in the Pacific Rim?).  In what ways will this proposed AoE build on previous accomplished results and how does it differ from other similar AoEs internationally and regionally?


10. Does it have relevance to the future social and / or economic development of Hong Kong, especially in areas unique to Hong Kong or where Hong Kong enjoys a comparative advantage?

11. Since AoE proposals have to be built on existing strengths, parts of this AoE must have received funding previously.  How will the AoE funding provide additional value and impact?  Have you sought funding for this proposed AoE from other funding agencies?  If not, why?

12. What are the likely applications of the knowledge gained from the AoE and over what time scale?

Credentials of the Project Team

13. Is the proposed Area built on existing strengths and achievements?  Or is it a new venture?  Please elaborate on such strengths and achievements relative to other groups (in particular local teams) in the same area and the PC’s funding records (including local, e.g. RGC, Innovation and Technology Fund etc., and overseas funds), including the most prominent and relevant academic and research credentials as well as experience in co-ordinating large-scale research projects of the principal investigators and other key members of the project team.

14. Are there plans to work with other similar groups in Hong Kong and other overseas institutions?  Be as specific as possible and elaborate on the mechanisms which will ensure successful delivery of such collaborations.

15. What were the previous projects, if any, undertaken by the project team in the development of various components of the proposed AoE, especially those awarded funding through a peer-reviewed process?  Please highlight the relevance of such grants to the proposed AoE.

16. Give a brief analysis of the threats to the success of the AoE and what steps will be taken to minimize them.

Governance Structure and Implementation Strategy

17. Please elaborate on any operating plan, governance structure and evaluation mechanism in place to ensure that the goals and deliverables of the AoE proposal will be achieved.

18. If the proposal involves more than one institution, what would be the roles and responsibilities of each of the collaborating parties?

19. Since an AoE will be a long term project, do you foresee any possible change in team composition?  How will the team structure adapt to changing circumstances?  What role will the governance structure play in managing this kind of challenge?  Please cite some evidence or precedence that such a structure will indeed be established.

20. On top of the 10% mandatory university matching fund for the first phase, how much support (both “in kind” such as research infrastructure and staff time, and in monetary terms, i.e. direct project cost such as research assistants and equipment) for this proposed AoE will be obtained from your university, industry sources and other avenues?  Please be as specific as possible.

21. What is the possibility of this proposal attaining a critical mass, both in human resources and in funding, so that it will be self-sustained?  What will be the time scale for this to be achieved?  If additional funding will be required, either through internal allocation from the UGC’s recurrent grants or from outside funding, please provide as many details as possible.

22. Does this proposed AoE have the potential to generate any accomplishments that will attract private / corporate funding or lead to knowledge transfer?  Does the project team have the track record of entering into knowledge / technology transfer arrangements?

23. If AoE funding is provided to this project, is there any plan to continue this project after expiry of the funding period?  If yes, please elaborate.

24. In what ways will the proposed AoE achieve results in alignment with the role and mission of the submitting institution(s) and the respective faculties?
III. Pathways to Impact Statement
This section should not exceed two pages.

25. (a)
For the purpose of AoE Scheme, impact shares the same definition in Research Assessment Exercise 2020, i.e. the demonstrable contributions, beneficial effects, valuable changes or advantages that research qualitatively brings to the economy, society, culture, public policy or services, health, the environment or quality of life; and that are beyond the academia.
(b) A Pathways to Impact Statement should address the following:
(i)
Who are the potential beneficiaries of the proposed research in the short (1-3 years), medium (4-10 years) and long term (over 10 years)?
(ii)
How will the potential beneficiaries benefit? What will be the objective demonstrable / measurable benefits beyond academia?
(iii)
What will be done during and / or after the project to increase the likelihood of achieving the identified benefit and reaching the identified beneficiaries?
(c) The statement should be written in a way that is comprehensible to a lay person.

[The following parts are not counted towards any page limit.]
IV. Technology Transfer Plan (Optional)
Applicants who contemplate applying for funding support from the Innovation and Technology Fund (ITF) at a later stage may provide a technology transfer plan in the preliminary proposal (in a separate page and a separate file in PDF format) for advance information of the Innovation and Technology Commission.  This plan will not be assessed by the RGC for the purpose of shortlisting proposals.  The technology transfer plan should include information such as:

26. (a)
Activities to be undertaken to: 
· disseminate the R&D deliverables;

· realise the application of the R&D deliverables in the public sector, i.e. the R&D deliverables being used in government departments, public bodies, trade associations, charitable organisations, etc.; and / or
· market the R&D deliverables in the commercial world, e.g. target markets and customers.
(b) 
Potential industry partners for technology transfer / manufacturing.  If possible, please provide information in relation to the future positioning of the product / technology in the market.
(c) 
Associated / complementary technology development projects which may synergise with this project for technology transfer.  In this case, please give some brief information of such project(s).
(d) 
Future plans to apply for ITF to support the applied research component of the proposed project.
V. Confirmation of the PC
27. I confirm that all the Co-PIs (and Co-Is if any) listed in this preliminary proposal have explicitly agreed to serve in the project team and a copy of the preliminary proposal has been provided to each of the Co-PIs (and Co-Is if any).  I will provide written proof on the collaboration upon the request of the RGC / Secretariat.

Signature 
:
_______________________


Name of PC
:
_______________________




      (in BLOCK letters)


Designation
:
_______________________


University
:
_______________________


Date
:
_______________________
UNIVERSITY’S ENDORSEMENT

The university’s endorsement should be included in the preliminary proposals:
(To be completed and signed by the appropriate authority of the PC’s university.  The university should confirm that it has evaluated and given support to the application before submission to the RGC.  It is required to verify that the PC fully meets the criteria for and is not debarred from applying for UGC / RGC funds.  Before giving the various confirmations required, the university should satisfy itself that the PC in all respect meets the requirement of the RGC and can complete the project, if funded.  It is also required to report to the RGC immediately if the PC subsequently becomes ineligible for the grant.
To safeguard the interests of the researcher and the university, the awardee university bears the primary responsibility for prevention, detection and investigation of research misconduct, including but not limited to misuse of funds, data falsification, plagiarism and double-dipping.  The university is strongly encouraged to vet the applications using anti-plagiarism software before submitting them to the RGC.)

(* Please tick ‘(’ in the appropriate boxes.)

I confirm that:

1. Staff eligibility requirement for the Areas of Excellence (AoE) Scheme
(please refer to Appendix C to Annex C for details)
(a)
The application has been evaluated and endorsed by the university for submission to the RGC;
(b)
the Project Coordinator, in the staff grade ______, meets fully the stipulated staff eligibility requirement for the AoE Scheme set out in Appendix C and is not debarred from applying for UGC / RGC grant;

[where the Project Coordinator is newly appointed, the university has formally entered into a contract of service with him / her on or before 1 May 2020 and the contract requires him / her to report duty on or before 1 December 2020.]

*
the PC is / will be primarily engaged in and spending at least 80% of time in degree or higher degree work at the university; or

*
the PC is / will be seconded to work at the following Innovation and Technology clusters at the Hong Kong Science Park with effect from 




 (mm/yyyy)




*
Health@InnoHK




*
AIR@InnoHK

(c)
the Project Coordinator is / will be employed on *     permanent term or *     fixed term contract;
[if the Project Coordinator is / will be employed on a fixed term contract, the Project Coordinator has to be still eligible for the AoE grant at the time of the funding award being made in December 2020 as well as for at least the first year of the planned project duration.]

(d)
the Project Coordinator *     is / will be a visiting scholar or *     is NOT a visiting scholar;
[if the Project Coordinator is a visiting scholar, he / she has to be employed in the university on a full-time basis covering at least one year or the expected project duration whichever is the longer.]

(e)
university’s endorsement(s) from the relevant university(ies) of all Co-Principal Investigator(s) confirming that the Co-Principal Investigator(s) concerned will have the number of hours per week as declared in the table summarising the key information on the Project Coordinator and Co-Principal Investigators to supervise the proposed project without prejudice to his / her existing commitment in other research work, training and administrative duties *    has / have been sought or *    is / are being sought.  I understand that when the project is funded, university’s endorsement(s) for Co-Principal Investigator(s) would be submitted to the RGC for scrutiny;

(f)
the university will inform the RGC as soon as the Project Coordinator ceases to be eligible to apply, receive or hold an AoE grant, and will withdraw the application; or recommend to the RGC for approval of a suitable new Project Coordinator, if any, to take over the funded project once it is funded and commenced.  The RGC has the discretion to terminate / conclude the project as appropriate; and
(g)
the university understands that the AoE grant, if given, will be withdrawn if the project does not start within six months of the announcement of funding result without justification to the satisfaction of the RGC.  The university should report to the RGC as soon as possible when a Project Coordinator proceeds on no-pay leave / professional leave for a continuous or cumulative period exceeding 183 days within the project period.
2. University’s commitments


(a)
The research project under this application *     is or *     is not in line with the role of the university; 

(b)
*    if the total equipment cost of the project is $2 million or above, the university undertakes to contribute 50% of the total equipment cost of the project (irrespective of the number of items), in monetary terms.  The university understands that upon approval of a project, the RGC will only grant 50% of the total equipment cost of the project if the total equipment cost of the project is $2 million or above;

(c)
*    the university undertakes to contribute 10% of the total approved budget (excluding the subtotal equipment cost for the first phase of the project if the total equipment cost of the project is $2 million or above) for the first phase 1 of a funded project, in monetary terms, inclusive of on-costs and annual allowance of the Project Coordinator.  The university understands that upon approval of a project, the RGC will only grant 90% of the total approved budget for the first phase (excluding the subtotal equipment cost for the first phase of the project if the total equipment cost of the project is $2 million or above), inclusive of on-costs for the whole project and annual allowance of the Project Coordinator;

(d)
*    the university undertakes to ensure that the Project Coordinator will spend sufficient time on this proposed project throughout the project period.  The university confirms that the number of work hours per week to be spent on the project by the Project Coordinator, as declared in the table summarising the key information on the Project Coordinator and Co-Principal Investigators, is commensurate with the annual allowance of the Project Coordinator for a funded project to release / partly release the Project Coordinator from normal teaching and administration duties to focus efforts on the research project.  The Project Coordinator will have the declared time to coordinate the project without prejudice to his / her existing commitment in other research work, teaching and administrative duties;

(e)
*    the university undertakes to ensure that for each funded project, an external advisory board will be set up upon commencement of the project;

(f)
*    the university undertakes to ensure that an audited financial statement will be submitted by the university within six months from the date of project completion / termination of each funded project;

(g)
*    the university undertakes to ensure that the Project Coordinator will include in the completion report the URL links to the university’s repositories or the publishers’ websites so that the public can have access to the manuscripts or journal articles (though the public may be required to subscribe to the publishers’ websites);

(h)
*    the university undertakes to provide a video clip to publicise the project’s research achievements within three months upon satisfactory rating of completion report, if the project is funded; and

(i)
this application *    has or *    has not (please provide reasons for not scanning by anti-plagiarism software) been scanned by anti-plagiarism software.


Signature 
:
_______________________



Name
:
_______________________




      (in BLOCK letters)



Designation
:
_______________________



University
:
_______________________



Date
:
_______________________
RGC

November 2019
Appendix A to Annex C
Brief curriculum vitae of all key members

A one-page curriculum vitae should be prepared for the PC and each of the Co-PIs.  A table summarising key information on the PC and Co-PIs should be provided in the format below (this table is not counted towards the five-page limit):

	Project team member
	Surname
	First name
	ORCID iD

	Post
	Unit / Department / University
	Number of hours per week to be spent on this project

	Project Coordinator (PC)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Co-Principal Investigator (Co-PI)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Appendix B to Annex C
Details of project budget
Details of project budget should be stated in the following format5:

First Phase
	Proposed budget
	Direct Project Cost
	On-costs and PC Allowance

	
	(1a) Direct project cost for the first phase (excluding the total equipment cost of the project if the total equipment cost is $2M or above (irrespective of the no. of items)):
$_____M

	R(1a)

90% from RGC:

$_____M
U(1a)

10% from university:

$_____M
	(4a) On-costs
 [(3a) × 27%]:
$_____M
	R(4a)

90% from RGC:

$_____M
U(4a)

10% from university:

$_____M


	
	(2a) Equipment cost for the first phase if the total equipment cost is $2M or above (irrespective of the no. of items):
$_____M
	R(2a)

50% from RGC:

$_____M
U(2a)

50% from university:

$_____M
	(5a) PC Allowance
:

$_____M
	R(5a)

90% from RGC:

$_____M
U(5a)

10% from university:

$_____M


	
	(3a) Total direct project cost for the first phase [(1a) + (2a)]:

$_____M
	R(3a) [R(1a) + R(2a)]

$_____M from RGC

U(3a) [U(1a) + U(2a)]

$_____M from university
	(6a) Total on-costs and PC Allowance [(4a) + (5a)]:

$_____M
	R(6a) [R(4a) + R(5a)]

$_____M from RGC

U(6a) [U(4a) + U(5a)]

$_____M from university



Second Phase
	Proposed budget
	Direct Project Cost
	On-costs and PC Allowance

	
	R(1b) Direct project cost for the second phase (excluding the total equipment cost of the project if the total equipment cost is $2M or above (irrespective of the no. of items)):
$_____M
	
	R(4b) On-costs6 [(3b) × 27%]:

	
	(2b) Equipment cost for the second phase if the total equipment cost is $2M or above (irrespective of the no. of items):
$_____M
	R(2b)

50% from RGC:

$_____M
U(2b)

50% from university:

$_____M
	R(5b) PC Allowance7:

$_____M

	
	(3b) Total direct project cost for the second phase [R(1b) + (2b)]:

$_____M
	
	R(6b) Total on-costs and PC Allowance [R(4b) + R(5b)]:

$_____M


Total (First Phase + Second Phase)

	Proposed budget
	R(3)
Total direct project cost from RGC [R(3a) + R(1b) + R(2b)]: $_____M
U(3)
Total direct project cost from university [U(3a) + U(2b)]: $_____M
Funding from RGC [R(3) + R(6a) + R(6b)]: $_____M

Funding from university [U(3) + U(6a)]: $_____M

	(7a)
Budget to be supported by sources other than RGC and the required university matching fund for the first phase (please specify, if any): $_____M

	(7b)
Budget to be supported by sources other than RGC and the required university matching fund for the second phase (please specify, if any): $_____M

	(TPB)

Total Proposed Budget [(3a) + (3b) +(6a) + R(6b) + (7a) + (7b)]: $_____M


In drawing up the budget, please note that PC, Co-PIs, Co-Investigators, faculty positions (e.g. Research Assistant Professors), administrative staff and any of the collaborators are not regarded as staff and must not be remunerated with salaries.  For reference, the annual salary ceilings of RA and SRA adopted in the 2019/20 academic year are $0.296 million and $0.475 million respectively.
Appendix C to Annex C

Research Grants Council

Areas of Excellence Scheme 2020/21 (Ninth Round)

Staff Eligibility Requirement for the Areas of Excellence Scheme

The Project Coordinator (PC) of an Areas of Excellence (AoE) project must be an academic staff member of an UGC-funded university with conditions of employment meeting ALL the following requirements: 
(i)
having a full-time
 appointment in the university proper
; 

(ii)
being in Staff Grades from ‘A’ to ‘I’
 as defined in the Common Data Collection Format (i.e. from ‘Professor’ to ‘Assistant Lecturer’, see Annex C of Explanatory Notes for completing the Application Form for General Research Fund 2020/21(GRF2)); 

(iii)
being primarily engaged in and spending at least 80% of time in degree or higher degree work
 at the university proper; and 

(iv)
salary being wholly funded
 by the university proper. 


The following categories of PCs are subject to the following additional requirements besides meeting criteria (i) to (iv) above: 
(a)
a newly appointed PC should have formally entered into a contract of service with the university on or before 1 May 2020 and the contract requires him / her to report duty on or before 1 December 2020; 

(b)
a PC who is / will be employed on a fixed term contract, the PC has to be still eligible for the AoE grant at the time of funding award being made in December 2020 as well as for at least the first year of the project’s planned duration; or 

(c)
a PC who is a visiting scholar, he / she has to be employed in the university on a full-time basis covering at least one year or the expected duration of the project whichever is the longer. 


































































































































� 	A two-sided A4 page will be counted as two pages.


� 	Please refer to the list of subject areas in the Explanatory Notes used by the General Research Fund exercise of the RGC (GRF2), which is available on the RGC website: http://www.ugc.edu.hk/doc/eng/rgc/form/GRF2.pdf.


� 	All costs stated in this preliminary proposal should be in Hong Kong dollars.  Figures should be rounded to three decimal places.


� 	It includes 50% of the total equipment cost of the project if the total equipment cost of the project is $2 million or above, 90% of the direct project cost for the first phase of the project and 100% of the direct project cost for the second phase of the project (excluding the total equipment cost of the project if the total equipment cost of the project is $2 million or above), but excludes on-costs and PC allowance.


� 	With effect from the 2020/21 exercise, all local academics must provide valid ORCID iDs in applications in all capacity under all research funding schemes administered by the RGC.  Grant applications submitted by applicants without valid ORCID iDs would not be considered


� 	The current rate of on-costs is 27% of the total direct project cost.


� 	The PC allowance should be calculated based on the indicative rate of $0.345 million per year.  The final rate of PC allowance will be announced at the time of funding approval.


�	Excluding part-time staff and staff holding honorary appointments.


�	Excluding schools / arms of continuing education and professional training and other analogous outfits.


�	Excluding polytechnic staff grades.


�	A Project Coordinator who is / will be seconded to work full-time or part-time at the two Innovation and Technology clusters (i.e. Health@InnoHK and AIR@InnoHK) at the Hong Kong Science Park is eligible to apply for the AoE Scheme.


�	Excluding staff members who is receiving income from paid appointments outside the university proper or who is supported by external research grants
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