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Green Paper

The European Research Area: New Perspectives

- Comments by EARTO -

The European Commission has published a consultation document (COM 2007 161 final) on the future development of the European Research Area, prior to making consequent policy proposals in 2008.

EARTO has convened a Task Force from among its member Research and Technology Organisations (RTOs) to consider the analysis, arguments and questions presented in the Green Paper and to prepare our observations on and responses to them.

In parallel with the Green Paper, the Commission has published a consultation questionnaire and opened a dedicated website through which individuals and organisations are invited to provide responses. EARTO has decided that it would prefer not to respond collectively on behalf of its members to the detailed questionnaire, since the questions asked are often extremely detailed and would be likely to elicit different answers from different RTOs (and, indeed, from different individuals within different RTOs).

The Green Paper document itself contains a smaller number of summary questions relating to each of the six broad themes of the paper: realising a single labour market for researchers, developing world-class research infrastructures; strengthening research institutions, sharing knowledge, optimising research programmes and priorities, international cooperation in science and technology. We offer some comments on these in an annex to this paper. 

Our essential response to the Green Paper, however, is on a higher, more strategic plane. We feel that the document focuses too much on matters of detail and is in risk of obscuring essential issues.

We Must Raise The ERA Game
First, the EARTO Task Force reminded itself that the ERA initiative launched in 2000 by Commissioner Busquin is not fundamentally new. Commissioners Spinelli, Ruberti and Dahrendorf, for example, each in their day launched high-profile initiatives intended to achieve enduring co-ordination of R&D programmes and priorities at national and Community levels. All failed in their essential objective, and for the same reason: public spending on R&D in the Community is essentially (90%-95%) national spending and Member States have consistently refused any fundamental change thereto. Even with the budgetary increases accorded for the Seventh Framework Programme, the basic balance has not changed. This said, the Busquin ERA initiative does appear to have come at a politically propitious time and to have had some genuine impact (e.g. the European Technology Platforms and their road-mapping exercises), although it is still too early to pronounce on many things (e.g. NoEs, ERA-NETs, JETIs, EIT, Article 169 initiatives).

Conclusion: The arguments advanced by the Commission for ERA (reduced overlaps, specialisation and quality, efficiency, etc.) are well founded and should be pursued. The Commission should maintain the pressure for progress towards a more coherent, co-ordinated approach. But the political and budgetary realities remain formidable obstacles. It could be wise, therefore, to try to “raise the political game” through highest-level discussion and subsequent agreement on the objectives to be achieved, leading hopefully to the conclusion that more must be done at European level. A comparison with the USA, which is generally recognised as having a powerful science and technology system which successfully drives economic growth, could be instructive: there, some 80% of public spending on science and technology is federal, 20% sub-federal. It is difficult to see how effective co-ordination in Europe can come about in many areas other than through larger, centrally managed European budgets. The target for the proposed high-level discussion could therefore be to achieve a significant increase in the European share of public funding for R&D for the period after 2013 (end of the current EU budget period), e.g. to double the present relative European share from approximately 5% to 10%.  
There is, however, an important corollary condition, which is that European funds must be expended on European priorities, without any considerations of juste retour. Sending money to Brussels in order to have Brussels send it back again through the Framework Programme or other funding instruments adds no value whatsoever.
Changing the European Public Mindset: Solving Problems by Buying Innovative Solutions and Products
Europe and the USA are good comparators with broadly similar populations and economic development. Their underlying research and science bases are also broadly similar. Yet the USA reveals a substantial lead in successfully deploying its science and technology capability to achieve economic growth. One reason is that the US government is a very effective early-adopter customer, purchasing the development of solutions to meet its needs as well as the resulting products. This approach helps to drive the development of new innovative start-up firms in the United States as well as the development of innovative products by established companies. To put it in a nutshell: the US government is prepared to spend significantly to buy solutions at full cost and ensures that the resulting products and services are widely deployed. 
Europe’s failure to make targeted investments in science and technology has been recognised and a political discussion has started. The 2006 Aho report was an important high-level step in affirming the importance of governments as lead customers for key innovations. That discussion needs to be brought quickly to practical conclusions.  
Conclusion: European governments should agree on a new European initiative – a first test case – to tackle a major shared problem. That problem could be securing Europe’s future energy supply, which is inevitably linked to the issue of global warning. The vehicle for doing this could be the new European Institute of Technology (EIT), which offers the opportunity of a new institutional framework for joint European action, concerting the resources and investments of governments, enterprises and the science and technology community. 
Research Is a Means to an End: Innovation

ERA stands for the “European Research Area”, but it is clear that research is no longer a sufficient referent. Indeed, European policy documents seem increasingly to slip in the word “innovation”, and even refer to a “European Research and Innovation Area”, in order to show that they are up-to-date with the new policy thinking. There is clearly broad agreement among most policy makers that the key issue is innovation and that research is but one (important) contributory factor. 

Conclusion: We must clearly and explicitly refocus ERA on innovation: the European Research and Innovation Area. This may appear to be a complication, since it will require taking account of many other factors and aspects in addition to research. But there is no choice. The apparent complication can be managed, and will dissolve, if there is a determination to prioritise and to focus on strategic issues. 
An immediate priority for the European Commission must be to rethink its own internal organisation in which DG Research “does research” and DG Enterprise “does innovation”. This is entirely dysfunctional: a holistic approach is required. Coordination between the Framework Programme and the Structural Funds should also be further strengthened.
Focus More, Prioritise More
Somewhat in extension of the previous paragraph’s reference to the need to prioritise and to focus on strategic issues: the Green Paper’s on-line consultation questionnaire, in its MS Word format, contains 38(!) pages of sometimes very detailed questions. This concern with detail could devalue the whole consultation exercise: there is a serious risk of ending up with a long catalogue of individual things each wanted by at least some people and institutions, and a consequent danger of a dispersed policy effort that, by trying to tackle all problems at once, ends up solving none.
Conclusion: When analysing the input into the consultation, a substantial analytical effort must be made to distil out the truly critical issues and then to focus the subsequent policy effort on them. We understand that the Commission now intends to establish expert working groups to analyse the input received through the consultation, and we would strongly recommend that they be tasked accordingly to identify the key priorities for policy follow-up.
More Attention to the “Demand Side”
The Green Paper attempts to side-step critical ERA issues by proposing to focus only on the policy “supply-side”. Yet a central objective of ERA is that business should invest more in research. In fact, there is clear evidence – when the analysis is disaggregated to a sectoral level, hence making like-for-like comparisons – that European business is investing in research (at comparable levels to similar US firms, for example) but the investment is often not in Europe.

Conclusion: If ERA is to influence how European business invests in research, then we first need to be clear about the nature of the problem. Why do European firms prefer to make R&D investments elsewhere in the world? Is such investment abroad necessarily (always) a bad thing? Is the problem that Europe has the “wrong” industries (sectoral differences in R&D investment behaviour)? A lucid analysis of business behaviour is the indispensable first step in designing an ERA policy to raise business innovation investment in Europe.
- end -

Some Comments on the Six ERA Themes
1. Single Labour Market for Researchers

We broadly agree with the analysis and with the need to progress towards a better functioning labour market for researchers. We rather doubt, though, that this is a first-order priority for achieving a more innovative Europe. We also doubt that it can realistically be achieved by seeking to harmonise all manner of national regulations relating to taxation, social security, etc. It may be more useful to remember that researchers have employers and if employers really want a researcher from elsewhere they will make an effort to find a solution to any problems that may arise at the time of hiring. Moreover, if as proposed by the Commission in relation to Item 3 below, research institutions are given increased autonomy, this should also translate into increased flexibility to find solutions for researchers coming from elsewhere. This would seem to us a more promising approach.
2. World-class research infrastructures

ESFRI has proven an excellent initiative to roadmap new and upgraded European infrastructure requirements. The Green Paper points to the consequent significant funding gap. There is no evident simple answer, but it may be useful to think not in terms of ownership of such facilities but of securing use/access for researchers. This might then open up the way to other approaches, e.g. ownership and operation through Public-Private Partnerships.

3. Strengthening research institutions

We take welcome note of the Green Paper’s implicit recognition of RTOs’ positive and important role in ERA. Indeed, RTOs have built strong links with industry and academic research and have achieved critical mass in many areas of core competence. The skills of RTOs and universities are complementary, their relationships are synergistic, mutually beneficial, and long-term. The forthcoming EARTO paper on RTOs in ERA (due in July) will demonstrate RTOs’ important role in FP6 projects, as participants and as project coordinators.   
EARTO is favourable towards the Commission’s proposals for more diversified and specialised research institutions. Our own membership represents a broad diversity, from publicly core-funded RTOs fulfilling important national mandates through to entirely commercially funded RTOs operating globally: there are many successful models, adapted to the needs of different markets and other circumstances. 
Creating more diversity and specialisation in the broader science and technology base will require granting greater autonomy to universities and to many public laboratories, and will imply competition as well as cooperation between research institutions. Funding linked to structural change and output performance is in principle to be welcomed.

We view the proposals for “virtual research communities” with some scepticism. Effective networking and interaction, and effective management, tend to require proximity. Working at a distance is possible, but a strong core is frequently a precondition for effectiveness.
What is missing here is a reference to “open innovation” and the critical challenges which it represents. It is a new game, global in extent, with rules that are still being written. Old-established, individual relationships between research and industry can no longer be taken for granted. Governments need to rethink the logic of national funding for R&D and innovation. The European Commission needs to continually review the State Aid Framework for R&D and Innovation in order to ensure that a virtuous Europe is not penalising itself in an altogether more robust global competition for knowledge and innovative advantage.
4. Sharing knowledge

We are in broad agreement with the Commission’s analysis and recommendations.

We do, however, believe that it is important to more clearly and consistently establish the principle that knowledge has value and hence access to knowledge has a price: this applies in particular to publicly co-funded research cooperation between public and private paretners. It is not our argument that all knowledge should only be made available on commercial terms, rather that originators of knowledge need to improve their exploitation skills in order to judge, for example, when to publish in the public domain and when to exploit on a commercial basis. RTOs are skilled at setting in place appropriate protection of knowledge and in understanding its value, whilst avoiding the difficulties that over-valuation or inappropriate protection and presentation to commercial customers can create.
5. Optimising research programmes and priorities

The ERA-NET experiment launched in FP6 deserves to be continued, even if progress has generally been slower than some people expected. Article 169 and 171 initiatives, too, need to be pursued further in order to be able to judge their relevance, and limits, in practice. 

The Commission’s proposal for joint foresight as a tool supporting the identification of common interests and, subsequently, possible joint programming is interesting but, in our view, probably sub-critical. A more powerful approach would be to obtain agreement on a single, European foresight exercise, focused on technologies and markets world-wide, as a basis for medium- to long-term programming for the Community as a whole, for Member States and for regions: shared analysis - variable European, national and regional conclusions.
Regarding the Community’s proposed participation in intergovernmental research organisations representing the “collective interest of all EU and associated countries”, we wonder whether it is practically realistic to be able to expect the Commission to voice a view without having first consulted the Member States and associated countries, which hardly seems an efficient procedure.
6. International cooperation in science and technology

The Green Paper tends to see the importance and consequence of globalisation as being a need for more scientific cooperation with extra-European partners. This is true, but the document seems to overlook the more basic fact that unless European research is and remains world-class, its consumers and users – business, civil society and, yes, government – will prefer to “shop” elsewhere. 
Cooperation of research policy with external-relations policies is desirable, but not to the point of overloading research policy with extraneous objectives which compromise its core purpose: let us remember that one reason that the Lisbon agenda failed in its first phase is that it was over-loaded with (contradictory) policy objectives.

- end -
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