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SCIENCE POLICY

From “Science in Europe” to
“European Science”

Maria Nedeva,'?* and Michael Stampfer®

ccording to proposals of the European

Commission (EC) for Horizon 2020

(1), the next Framework Programme
(FP) for Research and Innovation will direct
resources to three priorities: (i) excellence in
Europe’s science base; (ii) industrial leader-
ship; and (iii) societal challenges. We exam-
ine the agenda for improving Europe’s science
base and discuss changes in the policy sys-
tem, with a focus on the European Research
Council (ERC). Describing the European-
level policy system through its statement of
added value and rationale, target of interven-
tion, and science support organizations, we
argue that it is transitioning from a period we
term “science in Europe.” to a period we refer
to as “European science.” Although we argue
this transition in terms of clear differences.
we acknowledge that, in reality, the process is
gradual, nuanced, and far from complete.

From Science in Europe. . .

From the 1950s to the early 2000s, European
science policy was “focused largely on sup-
porting technology (application), whereas
support for basic science rests firmly with
member states” (2). This was shaped by the
“principle of subsidiarity,” which states that
the European Union (EU) could act only when
action by individual countries was insufficient
and by a focus on industrial competitiveness
stated by the European Treaty. It influenced
two assumptions regarding the added value
of, and rationale for, European-level policy.
First, “European added value” was interpreted
through different forms of subsidiarity and
the coordination of national-level science and
research (3); it was redefined often to accom-
modate changing and multiple goals of the EU
FPs and became increasingly inoperable (4).
Second, there was the assumption that Europe
was a world leader in science, but was lagging
in industrial and economic exploitation of sci-
entific ideas (3, 6). Thus, support was targeted
at technology and application, lessening the
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perceived importance of publicly funded fun-
damental research for the industrial and eco-
nomic future of Europe.

Hence, European-level science and
research policy focused on applied research
and development or on broad social condi-
tions for research, such as collaboration and
networking, while leaving development of the
science to the national level. In parallel, multi-
national agreements pursued large-scale sci-
entific endeavors and infrastructures [e.g., the
European Organization for Nuclear Research
(CERN) in particle physics].

This shaped the organization of science
support at the European level, characterized
by three types of organizations: field specific,
intergovernmental large research facilities
like CERN and the European Molecular

Early impacts of the European Research
Council suggest shifts toward competition
and excellence in EU-wide basic science.

formance is also unclear. It has been sug-
gested that, for universities, FP resources are
just convenient sources of funding that do not
generate structural effects (75).

... toward “European science”
Toward the end of the 20th century, assump-
tions about the added value of and rationale
for science policy at the European level, as
reflected in official documents, started to
shift. First, the understanding of European
added value changed to incorporate com-
petition. In 2003, an expert group called for
competition in the context of excellence in
research to become “an essential part of a
new, forward-looking definition of European
added value” (/6). A year later,
this call was answered in offi-
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cess (8—10). these organizations were
(and are) focused on specific fields: lacked
focus, funding, and authority; or did not place
real emphasis on scientific excellence. Hence,
overall science policy at the European level
had no crystallizing organizational actor.

Correspondingly, European scientists
competed for global recognition and mainly
national resources. Both the availability of
research funds and the conditions and criteria
of funding varied greatly between countries.
This contributed to the perceived underper-
formance of science in Europe as a whole,
with blame attributed to its segmentation and
fragmentation (/7).

In addition, the FPs had an increasing vari-
ety of goals, including emphasis on cross-
national networks, small and medium enter-
prises, and technology transfer. It became
more difficult to identify strong, attributable,
and intended effects of FP efforts (/2), even
for the core goal of industrial competitive-
ness. Although the FPs have had some posi-
tive effects in certain sectors, like the Euro-
pean telecommunications industry (/3, /4),
their impact on industry at large remains
much more opaque. Impact on scientific per-
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Research Area (ERA) (/8)
and included stated inten-
tions for “integration” (/9). Policy
attention shifted from mainly coordinating
national efforts to developing a pan-European
science base. It also precipitated implementa-
tion, alongside tried and tested policy initia-
tives, of new instruments aiming to increase
the level of integration in different aspects of
the European science system (20)).

Second, Europe had to recognize that its
problems in science went beyond applica-
tions. By the late 1990s, it was recognized that
European countries were lagging behind the
United States and Japan both in science and its
applications (6, 27). European policy for sci-
ence and research could no longer focus on
technology and applications. Reframing sci-
ence by introducing the notion of “frontier”
research (22) by-passed the basic-applied
divide and made it possible (i) to recast the
EC as a funder of research, innovation, and
science and (ii) to set up organizations that
disrupted the established way of supporting
research at the European level.

These two changes of policy assumptions
and rationales made possible the establish-
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ment of the ERC in 2007, the first dedicated
research-funding agency at the European
level to support investigator-driven research,
with a focus on excellence. The ERC aims
to support risky, adventurous research and
to create leverage toward structural improve-
ments in the research system of Europe (23)
and a “truly European research base™ (24).

The ERC is different from the organiza-
tional arrangements discussed above in five
substantive ways: It (i) explicitly focuses on
supporting research at or beyond the fron-
tiers of knowledge; (ii) supports investigator-
driven, rather than programmatic, research;
(iii) has a budget and allocates funding (unlike
the ESF and European Cooperation in Sci-
ence and Technology); (iv) has few clear and
targeted goals (unlike the FPs); and (v) uses
peer-reviewed scientific excellence as the sole
criterion for selection rather than as a dis-
course for achieving other political goals.

These objectives are pursued through
two main funding instruments (25): Start-
ing Independent Researcher Grants targeting
researchers at relatively early career stages
and Advanced Investigator Grants meant for
researchers at the forefront of their fields.
Legally, the ERC is an EC executive agency
tasked with administering the IDEAS Pro-
gramme (26). However, the Scientific Council
has guaranteed autonomy to decide its scien-
tific direction and to implement its work pro-
gram. Although the ERC is still comparatively
small (27), it embodies distinguishing charac-
teristics of the new stage in European-level
science and research. It is the organization
congruent with the transformed policy ratio-
nales and targets and marks the emergence of
European science.

Where We Stand and Early Effects
European-level science policy is still a mix-
ture of cooperation and competition, scientific
excellence and political goals, and established
and novel organizations. The transformation
discussed in this article is at an early stage;
its future and long-term prospects unclear.
On one hand, EC proposals for Horizon 2020
suggest a 77% funding increase for the ERC.
On the other hand, the legal position of the
ERC as an executive agency generates ten-
sions mainly associated with the relation with
the EC and the appropriateness of its financial
rules and regulations in light of its objectives.
There is also strain between the inherently
long-term agenda of the ERC and political
pressures for short-term effects.

European science as anew policy platform,
and the ERC as one of its key distinguishing
features, could have far-reaching effects on
the science base; indeed, early impact already
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can be glimpsed. EURECIA (28) studied the
effects of the ERC and its funding schemes on
(1) researchers, research, and careers; (ii) uni-
versities and research institutes; (iii) national
funding; and (iv) European funding.

Many of the projects the ERC supports
are innovative and work on or exploit recent
scientific innovations (29, 30). The ERC has
had some effects on universities and research
organizations in Europe (37/). These are most
pronounced in organizations ranking just
below the top research performers, which use
ERC grants to develop and implement struc-
tures and practices conducive to research
excellence, like support for grant prepara-
tion and administration; ERC as a marker for
research excellence also enables them to per-
form, compete, and align their activities in a
European, rather than national, context.

At the national level, establishment of the
ERC provided impetus for an overhaul of sys-
tems that did not include dedicated research
funding agencies (32), such as in France and
Poland, where the ERC was the model for a
research funding agency. At the European
level of the funding landscape, the ERC has
coshaped a number of changes, e.g.. strength-
ening the importance of excellence for the
ERA agenda, changes in traditional princi-
ples in EU support to research by supporting
individuals rather than organizations, and no
“just retour” (33).

European science policy and organization
are undergoing a transformation, and early
evidence suggests wide-ranging effects on
the science system: but only time, and more
research, will tell whether these intended
effects will bloom or wither away.
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