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Re:
The European Commission's "Proposal for a Decision of the European Parliament and of the Council concerning the Multiannual Framework Programme 2002-2006 of the European Community for Research, Technological Development and Demonstration Activities Aimed at Contributing towards the Creation of the European Research Area", Brussels 21 February 2001 (COM (2001) 94).
Confederation comments, 20 March 2001
Executive summary
The enclosed general comments are a first contribution to the Proposal of the European Commission from the Confederation of EU Rectors’ Conferences. The Confederation welcomes the Proposal and the structural design which cleary defines the future Framework Programme as a tool to promote and implement Community policies, among them the European Research Area. The Confederation, however, would like to reserve its position on a number of issues till there are more clear indications about the implementation strategies from the European Commission. Ammon the issues addressed are:

-
Concerns about the new management structures, the criteria and the ways in which they will be implemented.

-
Notably, concerns about the vague outlines of the large-scale projects, as presented in the Proposal.

-
Concern about the absence of basic research throughout the Proposal, be it as fundamental and/or free research.

-
A general concern regarding the overall budget available to a tool of this importance and, in particular, the inadequate and comparatively low amount available for priority seven.

-
Specific reference is given to the need to include and integrate the social sciences and humanities to a much larger degree than foreseen in the Proposal.

The Confederation is aware that the European Commission  is preparing more detailed papers concerning the various activities foreseen within the new Framework Programme, but it is our wish to provide immediate reactions and thereby, contribute to the future work.
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The Confederation of European Union Rectors' Conferences hereby presents its general comments to the European Commission's proposal for the sixth Framework Programme which will cover the years 2002-2006. The comments are forwarded at this early stage to provide general reactions to the Proposal in time for the forthcoming discussions at the European Council meeting in Stockholm later this month.

It is of importance that the voice of the universities is heard in this connection, but a more detailed response will have to await further detailed outlines from the European Commission. A more elaborate response from the Confederation will be forwarded later this spring, providing more detailed comments based on consultations currently undertaken among the Member Conferences of the Confederation
.

General Comments
The Confederation would like to congratulate the European Commission on a coherent and forward-looking proposal. As mentioned in earlier statements
, the Confederation fully supports the efforts to create a European Research Area.

The framework programme proposal is a major contribution in this direction, and the Confederation welcomes the initiative. Some comments, however, have to await clearer indications on part of the European Commission concerning a number of questions.

A. A New Structure
In spite of the major restructuring efforts in connection with the launch of the fifth Framework Programme, the Confederation welcomes this completely new approach and the new structures presented for the sixth Framework Programme. In particular, the Confederation sees the efforts to base future research co-operation initiatives on Community policy priorities and to bridge national research initiatives at European level to provide added European value and to create a critical mass in order to enhance the impact of European research, as particularly encouraging.

The Confederation has noted that the European Commission has included universities among the major research partners and that the concept of networking has received a prominent place in the Proposal. Both were items of particular importance to the Confederation and should receive comments here.

Universities are major partners in research, as places where future researchers are being trained and new knowledge developed, thereby playing a crucial role in the local, regional, national and European chains of knowledge. Linked to this crucial role is the necessity to ensure that basic research (free research, fundamental research, ground-breaking research) finds its place in the new Framework Programme along with the much needed boost to mobility of researchers. Basic research is one of the most important activities to safeguard innovation. This is a view not only reiterated by the Confederation but shared by industry representatives.

The Confederation has difficulties seeing how basic research can be safeguarded within the large-scale projects which, to a large extent, are presented as activities for targeted research, problem-solving research. The networks of excellence could include basic  research in their work programmes, but this should be made clear to potential applicants in future guidelines.

Furthermore, it should be ensured that the networks of excellence are broadly defined as European networks, incorporating as many and as varied research communities as possible. In this connection, it seems a lapse of memory that the networks are not mentioned in connection with the infrastructures, as support to networks of small organizations and institutions would be crucial seen from an innovation perspective, just as support to fields not identified as the most urgent would be.

The third major theme of interest to the Confederation, the integration of the humanities and the social sciences, has been included in the Proposal, although to a lesser extent, cf. the comments under D below.

B. Human Resources and Researcher Mobility
As one of the main issues on the agenda of the Confederation over the past years, it is a particular encouragement to the Confederation that the European Commission has decided to strengthen this area of importance.

It is with interest that the Confederation has noted the broad definition of this particular category of activity - as transfer of knowledge, as support to the development of excellence, as a means to make Europe more attractive to researchers - and the intention to cover all sectors, all regions and all disciplines. As an important way to improve human resources, this could become one of the crucial activities in the future.

It should be added that the continuation and strengthening of these activities also give a considerable boost to basic research activities and to the transfer of knowledge within new and emerging fields of knowledge. The innovation aspects are considerable, as mentioned several times before, and the Confederation believes that the decision to increase support to and encourage such activities could have lasting effects on the economic growth in Europe.

The Confederation would like to draw the attention to the efforts at European level within the framework of the intergovernmental process following the signing of the Bologna Declaration in June 1999 by twenty-nine European States. This so-called "Bologna process" is currently in its second year and preparations are under way for the first stock-taking ministerial meeting in Prague on 18-19 May this year. The Bologna Declaration set out a time frame of ten years to establish a European Higher Education Area, and one of the priority areas of the Declaration is to boost European mobility, another to enhance Europe's attractiveness to students and researchers in other parts of the world. The Confederation would recommend a coordinated effort within the European Commission to align activities in connection with the European Research Area and the European Higher Education Area.

C. New Management Principles
The intention to simplify the management structures by streamlining, decentralizing and reducing the administration of the Framework Programme is welcomed. Simplification is a point which has been raised by several organizations, institutions and enterprises, among them the Confederation, over the years and a clear intention, as the one presented in the Proposal, to simplify, streamline and increase efficiency should receive support from all stakeholders.

A general comment of reserve should, however, be mentioned as the simplification of management structures relies, to a large extent, on the introduction of large-scale projects, involving enterprises, research centres and universities. This consortia structure is of importance and will serve the intentions behind the Proposal. But consortia of the size and quality needed to respond to calls for expressions of interest are costly to establish and time-consuming. There is no funding available for the development of such consortia, and even if a consortium attracts Community funding within the new structures, such funding cannot be used to cover the preparatory expenditure.

Within the existing fifth Framework Programme, as within earlier Framework Programmes, a number of institutions and small enterprises have met with considerable difficulties if they wanted to participate, as they have neither the financial nor the human resources to undertake the preparatory work needed. Most public institutions and SMEs do not have the necessary infrastructures to invest in costly proposal preparation.

In spite of the laudable intentions to boost SME participation and to introduce a higher degree of autonomy and flexibility, the opposite effect could be the result. With the new structure focused on large-scale projects the effects could be even worse than under the present Framework Programme as only the largest industrial research units would be able to ensure the financial and human resources and infrastructures needed to make a bid when calls for expressions of interest are launched, thus also excluding some of the institutions and enterprises active under the current Framework Programme.

Further, it should be underlined that the transfer of decisions and management of funds from the European Commission to the proposed consortia, although presented as much needed efficiency measures, could easily result in a lack of transparency. The present structures, although often criticized for being too detailed, have ensured that the European Commission was the decision-making body in terms of participation of universities, enterprises, organizations, etc. The large-scale projects would bring about the autonomy often demanded, but would not safeguard objectivity or transparency unless the future guidelines for the implementation incorporates structures outlining the ways in which others can participate. The Confederation will await detailed descriptions from the European Commission before commenting further on this issue, apart from proposing that there has to be room for the participation of small groups and guidelines for the level of resources available, and that selection criteria must be fair, based on peer review, observing the rules and regulations against fraud, etc. Such matters are of importance if confidence in the large-scale projects is to be guaranteed.

The Confederation does welcome the acceptance of universities as equal partners as presented in the Proposal and thus trusts that the European Commission will enable universities to participate on an equal level. It would be helpful, in general, if universities could get some indications about the ways in which costs can be recovered in the future Framework Programme - this applies to all activities, not only to the large-scale projects, where universities need reassurance about the recovery of costs. The Confederation hopes to see more information in future papers from the European Commission.

D. The Humanities and the Social Sciences
The Confederation would like to reiterate one of the issues raised in the Statement concerning the Guidelines for the future Framework Programme
s, that of the humanities and the social sciences as much more than mere support disciplines, and the need to see them as research disciplines in their own right. The present Proposal has, to some extent, given room to the humanities and the social sciences by proposing a priority area based on active contribution from these disciplines and, at the same time, mentioned their importance in relation to (most of) the other priority areas. The Confederation would like to see specific references to the need to include and integrate the humanities and the social sciences in future guidelines in connection with the calls for expressions of interest concerning the priority areas. This recommendation is of particular importance in all the priority areas relating to Community policy priorities to enhance coherence and citizens' access to information and knowledge, and to take into account the cultural, historic and political issues at regional and national levels. In this connection, it would be helpful if the European Commission could use science instead of technology in some of the priority areas, for example talk about nanosciences instead of nanotechnologies - as the Confederation hopes that it is the full spectrum of such sciences which the European Commission wishes to exploit, not just the pure technological aspects. 

The humanities and social sciences are important disciplines when speaking about economic and democratic integration, cohesion and diversity. But the humanities and social sciences are also important disciplines in their capacity to attribute to economic growth, an aspect which the Confederation has referred to earlier in its statements. Some of the fastest-growing areas in Europe are within the new media (film, computer games, for example) and the service sector (e-commerce, application of new technologies, for example), sectors which experience spectacular growth. The humanities and social sciences represent areas which can boost Europes cultural and creative resources. As already mentioned in earlier statements, more than sixty per cent of the work force in Europe are employed in the service sector, and further development of and support to research in areas which can further intensify this successful part of European economic growth should be a clear priority for the future Framework Programme.

The Confederation would like to comment on two less general matters directly related to the humanities and the social sciences. First of all, it seems that the European Commission is of the impression that research efforts within these disciplines are considerably less expensive than research in other areas. The budget set aside for priority areas seven, "Citizens and governance in the European knowledge-based society", is conspicuously low compared to the proposed budgets for other priority areas, especially in view of the actions envisaged. Compared with national investments in similar or related activities, this is an extremely low estimate of the funding needed. Earlier low Community funding levels to research activities within the social sciences should not lead to the conclusion that quality research within the humanities and the social sciences comes at bargain prices.

The other comment regards the intentions to establish efficient and streamlined management structures and, in particular, the wish to improve "the performance of Community research activities in terms of cost-efficiency and to maximize the use of European public funds" (p. 9). It is proposed that the "specific programmes will have to be formulated in a way that defines measurable objectives that can be used for regular monitoring" (ibid.). It would be of interest to future applicants from the humanities and the social sciences to have specific guidelines describing "measurable objectives".

Conclusions
The Confederation welcomes the Proposal and, in particular, the structural design which clearly defines the future Framework Programme as an instrument to promote and implement the European Research Area and Community policies.

The Confederation also welcomes the clear intention to incorporate international co-operation as mentioned under "Integrating Research" and the specific reference to the CEEC and the Europe Agreements in Article 6 of the Proposal. The future Framework Programme will cover an important period in the history of the Community, and full involvement from the start of candidate countries, notably from central and eastern Europe, is of crucial importance, especially in connection with the proposed priority areas.

Finally, the Confederation would like to express its interest in continued involvement in this important process towards the European Research Area and its appreciation of the efforts on part of the European Commission to continue and enhance the dialogue.

1	In this connection it should be noted that, as of 31 March 2001, the Confederation will be merged with the Association of European Universities to create a new organization, the European University Association (EUA) which will have individual as well as collective members, i.e. individual universities and Rectors' Conferences. The European Commission will be informed about the new organization in a separate communication in early April 2001.
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