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EUA Statement to the Council of Research Ministers


Re:
The European Commission's proposal for a decision of the European Parliament and of the Council concerning the rules for the participation of undertakings, research centres and universities and for the dissemination of research results for the implementation of the European Community framework programme 2002-2006 - COM(2001) 500 final

The European University Association (EUA) has asked its working group on research to prepare comments on the proposal concerning rules for participation and dissemination of research results. The following EUA statement is based on the preparatory work of the working group.

The EUA sees the proposal as one of the important documents in relation to the implementation of the new framework programme (2002-2006) of the European Community. The EUA has noted that the European Commission has made considerable efforts to adapt the rules for participation and dissemination and to simplify and streamline existing provisions. In particular, the EUA can endorse the efforts to simplify the provisions regarding intellectual property in making them identical for all participants.

The EUA welcomes the new features in the rules for participation which provide equal access to the new framework programme for EU Member States and Associated candidate countries alike, for European scientific cooperation organisations and organisations from third countries. The EUA considers that these new features are of great importance to the future success of the new framework programme and to the further development of the European Research Area (ERA) and issues related to ERA, notably the question of improving the mobility of researchers.

The proposal is, however, very general and references to more specific provisions are mainly to documents which have not yet been produced or presented, e.g. the model contracts, a list of (in)eligible costs, provisions for (a) management committee(s), an evaluation manual. The lack of specifications and more precise outlines leaves the world of research with the impression of generic measures and criteria which alone cannot constitute a legal framework for future participation. The EUA would like to remind the Council of Ministers of the widespread uncertainty in the academic world in relation to the introduction of new framework programme structures and related new specific programmes, uncertainties which are not diminished by the general character of the present proposal.

The lack of specifications and, as a result of this, the almost cryptic descriptions of the management criteria (Art. 21) and, in particular, the financial contributions (Art. 22) and changes in consortia membership (Art. 23) leave the academic world with the impression that the intentions behind providing increased autonomy to projects have been based on a wish to shift the administrative burdens from the European Commission to the project participants. The EUA recommends that the Council of Ministers seek clarification and specification from the European Commission.

The EUA believes that scientific and technological excellence must be paramount in the evaluation and selection of proposals (Art. 18). There is now a fundamental change from the Fifth Framework Programme in that scientific and technological excellence is no longer the first evaluation criterion. The proposed first criterion “the relevance to the objectives of the specific programme” should be one of the criteria for eligibility. Moreover it would be difficult to measure (and therefore assign a score) to this relevance.

The EUA welcomes the addition of the section on the appointment of independent experts to the rules for participation. However there are two issues that require clarification:

-
Regarding the appointment of independent experts no mechanism is suggested for this procedure. It is therefore unclear whether the European Commission proposes to ask European organisations and societies to nominate experts, or whether the anarchistic methods used for the Fifth Framework Programme are to be applied again. The EUA recommends that the nomination process based on that used for the Fourth Framework Programme, with additional necessary updates, is applied.

-
The Integrated Projects and Networks of Excellence are intended to attract a large number of top level scientists from the best centres in Europe. Given the existing high level of networking between top scientists it will be difficult to find appropriate experts who have no conflicts of interest. The EUA believes that in order to have participation by the best experts in Europe conflicts of interest must be well managed rather than eliminated.

The EUA would like to underline that the association welcomes the increased flexibility and autonomy of participants intended by the proposal. The general lack of specifications and clarifications, however, can lead to both confusion and uncertainty and, thereby, a lack of commitment among researchers. The EUA, therefore, urges the Council of Research Ministers to rectify the short-comings of the proposal to ensure that the future rules for participation and dissemination contain clear and transparent regulations.

The European University Association

24 October 2001
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