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FINNISH POSITION PAPER ON THE 7th EU RESEARCH FRAMEWORK PROGRAMME

Adopted by the Cabinet Committee on EU Affairs on 21 January 2005

In this memorandum, Finland presents its preliminary views on the content  and  other issues relating to the next i.e. the Seventh EU Framework Programme for Research and Technological Development (2007–). Finland’s position is based on both the Communication from the Commission of June 2004 ”Science and Technology, the key to Europe’s future – Guidelines for future European Union policy to support research” (COM( 2004)353) and on Finnish experience from participation in previous Framework Programmes.

General comments

The EU co-financed research should support the Lisbon objectives. It should strengthen the EU science and technology base and contribute to enhanced competitiveness of European industry and research. Moreover, research should boost European excellence and development of the European Research Area (ERA).

The Framework Programme should comply with the principle of subsidiarity and offer a  real European added value. Research under the Framework Programme should thus be complementary to national research efforts and concentrate on projects that cannot be implemented at national level only and that can serve both European and national interests by combining resources from several Member States.

In the planning and preparation of the next Framework Programme, it is important to strike the right balance between continuity and new elements, taking also account of the new financial perspectives. This applies both to thematic priority areas and to the means of implementation. The strength and the basic element of EU Research Framework Programmes has been, and must continue to be, multilateral cooperation, i.e. joint projects between various countries and players (collaborative research). Therefore, tried-and-tested project forms of this type should be maintained and more funding allocated to them, and the shortcomings detected should be dealt with in accordance with the recommendations presented in the Marimon evaluation report. 

The criteria for selection of projects eligible for financing should be the excellence of participants and the high quality of project proposals. This applies both to applied research, strategic research and to free basic research as proposed in the Framework Programme.

Opportunities to participate in the Framework Programme should be offered to both large and small enterprises, to universities and research institutes, as well as to other potential interested parties. Cooperation between various participants is a strength and provides a key to long-term success and efficient utilisation of research results. Therefore, the Framework Programme should not a priori exclude any potential group of participants. This applies also to non-EU parties. Instead, we should ensure that the Framework Programme is attractive enough to best researchers and that it meets the needs and serves the common interest of Member States. Special attention should be attached to the user-friendliness of the implementing instruments of the Framework Programme and the flexibility of management mechanisms. 

The results of EU co-financed research should be disseminated and utilised as widely and effectively as possible. This can best be achieved through cooperation between the public and the private R&D sectors. The rules on dissemination and exploitation of research results should support this goal and be clear and fair to all participants.

The EU Research Framework Programme should focus on financing high-quality research, while co-financing from Structural Funds should particularly be used for strengthening the R&D infrastructure, human resources and innovation-related know-how of less-developed regions.

Thematic priority areas

The thematic priority areas of the Framework Programme should be areas promoting growth and fostering innovation, as well as areas of central importance to Community policies. In selecting thematic priority areas for the Framework Programme, the need for certain level of continuity should be taken into account. It is also important that the Framework Programme is flexible and can thus meet unforeseen research needs arising from new developments in various policy areas or research fields. 

The EU Framework Programmes have so far followed the so-called top down principle, as concerns both definition of objectives, priorities and means of implementation. A partial shift to the bottom-up principle (basic research, technology platforms) seems now to be under way. Finland welcomes this development provided that the strategic objectives of the Framework Programme are maintained.

Budget 

Finland provisionally takes the view that the increased funding for enhancing competitiveness during the financing period 2007–2013 should mainly be allocated to doubling of R&D funding (Research Framework Programme) with the provision that these additional resources are not used to replace national research funding and that the increased funding is linked to programmes providing added value and growth. It is important that each Member State ensures that sufficient public resources and incentives are used in R&D activities and promotion of knowledge-based economic growth in order to facilitate the achievement of the Barcelona objective to devote 3% of the EU’s Gross Domestic Product to R&D spending. EU funding should have a clear added value, i.e. have growth impact and leverage effect, compared with national measures.

The proposed extension of the Framework Programme with new elements (e.g. basic research, technology platforms) and relating instruments should be introduced carefully, as a complement and not as a replacement for other actions.

Structure

The structure of the Framework Programme should form a coherent entity with clear strategic objectives. The Framework Programme should be implemented through a sufficient number of specific programmes and by means of a smallest possible number of appropriate instruments. Moreover, the interaction between specific programmes and horizontal programmes should be intensified. Coordination and a reasonable distribution of tasks between this programme and the EU programme for competitiveness and innovation, which is being prepared, should be ensured. The Research Framework Programme should, however, also attach special attention to the exploitation of research results.

Management 

The Commission has traditionally been responsible for the management of the Framework Programme. The possibility of externalising the programme management has been discussed, particularly concerning basic research, mobility of researchers and SME actions. Finland takes, in principle, a critical view on externalising, because externalising of management functions always involves risks. In certain cases, for instance because of the special nature of an activity or when outsourcing ensures a more cost-effective and efficient and more sustainable implementation of the programme, outsourcing can be justified. This requires, however, among others a clear division of responsibilities. Externalising the management to a separate organisation may also weaken the conditions for industrial and social utilization of research results. Externalising the management may also result in discrimination between Member States or in reduced transparency of management systems. Management costs should not exceed the present level. 

The idea of entrusting the project-level management to consortia, which was introduced within the 6th Framework Programme, has not met all expectations. Large projects (e.g. IP, NoE) set specific requirements on management and require from the project coordinator significant resources, which many participants do not have at their disposal. Neither are all participants in large projects placed on an equal footing concerning the flow of information, and there is a risk that the research work becomes fragmented and the common objective gets blurred. This is not the desired development. The question whether the model under Article 171 is suitable and appropriate for implementing research projects, such as technology platforms, should be subjected to a careful consideration.

The main responsibility for implementing EU research policy should remain to be the responsibility of the Commission. Concerning the management of the Framework Programme, the procedure for handling proposals should be improved to ensure a clear, simple and fast process. Increased flexibility should be introduced within the limits set by provisions. Special attention should be attached to the transparency of preparation, to assessment and selection procedures, best scientific practices (including ethical principles) and to the compatibility of the procedures with IPR agreements.

Basic research

Finland generally welcomes the Commission’s proposal to include a separate element focusing on funding of basic research in the Framework Programme. Strengthening of basic research is necessary in order to improve the competitiveness and the attractiveness of European economy and research. 

The new system should, however, not be aimed at remedying shortcomings in national funding. Therefore, Finland does not regard funding of individual small projects at EU level as appropriate, but considers that funding should be allocated to projects that are too large, too complex or too risky to be financed by one country alone. These projects could be managed by a single organisation, but they should be open for participation to the European scientific community as a whole. Funding should clearly support European high quality research.

The financial mechanism proposed does not, in principle, explicitly require participation by researchers from several countries in a single project. Finland considers, however, that EU co-financed research should promote cross-border cooperation. Recruitment of researchers for co-financed projects should take place in an internationally open procedure. It is also essential that funding possibilities do not depend on the discipline but on the nature and quality of projects. Funding should broadly cover various disciplines, including social sciences and the humanities, because all disciplines may be applied in solving a problem or answering questions. The multidisciplinary approach should be strengthened.

The management model for basic research should support the content of the financial instrument, i.e. financing of European high-quality basic research, in a flexible and customer-oriented manner. Funding should be attractive to best research teams in terms of duration and volume. Complex management models like those used in  the present Framework Programme should be avoided.

The assessment of projects should be based on independent scientific expertise (peer review) and the selection procedure should be transparent to the Member States. Responsibility for management and budget should rest with the Commission. In addition, account should be taken of existing comitology rules allowing Member States to participate in the drafting of work programmes and in the approval of large projects.

A more detailed opinion on the management of basic research can be given only on the basis of a concrete proposal.

Technology Platforms

Finland generally welcomes the idea of introducing European Technology Platforms (ETP) as a new concept of industrial research cooperation. Strengthening European competitiveness requires active support from the EU to public-private cooperation related to the development and introduction of technological innovations. Technology Platforms strengthen the bottom-up element of the Research Framework Programme by involving planning of the content of research efforts under the Framework Programme through joint strategy work by various operators and stakeholders. Technology foresight and related European know-how should be used in this. 

Technology Platforms provide a new broad and quite an ambitious form of R&D cooperation. The practical implementation of this concept involves, however, still many challenges and open questions, such as procedures for the selection of priority areas. Technology Platforms should, concerning both their content and their operation, constitute an integral part of the Framework Programme. The strategic research agendas drawn up under Technology Platforms should thus be taken into account when planning of other areas of the Framework Programme. It is important to ensure transparency in the preparation and selection of various Technology Platform initiatives, the complementary nature, interaction and operational synergy of their contents, and to avoid possible overlapping. Technology Platforms should be established also in other sectors than existing, strong industrial sectors.

It is of primary importance that Technology Platforms interact with national research and technology programmes. This could be arranged through ERA-NET projects, for instance. This is the way to ensure that Technology Platforms offer real European added value and increase the critical mass. This form of cooperation should be utilised also in the context of EUREKA clusters, and Technology Platforms should be active in networking and creating contacts also with non-European top research.

Close networking of Technology Platforms with national research activities contributes also to a large-scale utilisation of research results by national industries, especially by SMEs. Moreover, Technology Platforms and related results should be used in the improvement of the business environment and strengthening of the innovative efforts of European SMEs.

Technology Platform initiatives are planned to be financed through many different sources of finance. This poses many new challenges to the management of Technology Platform funding as a whole, the structure of platforms and planning of activities. The assumption that the private sector would cover 2/3 of the costs of Technology Platforms does not seem realistic, especially in the case of platforms constructed with long-term perspective aiming at technological change (such as hydrogen technology or nanotechnology). In countries that are the most important competitors of Europe in this field, such as the USA or Japan, the proportion of public funding in similar projects is markedly higher than that of the EU.

Training and mobility of researchers (the Marie Curie programme)

The training and mobility actions are important for research training and related quality assurance, for strengthening of European scientific communities and for development of international careers in science in many fields (including cross-disciplinary research areas).

Finland considers that the present Marie Curie programme is fragmented into too many separate scholarship programmes in order to meet many kinds of needs. The various forms of support for research training should be organised into larger entities, European research training programmes. Moreover, development of scientific careers should be promoted, as well as the mobility of researchers between the EU and other parts of the world in order to foster and utilize excellence. 

A suitable environment for a research training programme could be, for instance, a consortium consisting of a few institutions (university departments or research institutes or companies), or the training programme could alternatively be built around a major research infrastructure or a centre of excellence. The funding of research training programmes could be organised through a total budget that would cover costs, for instance, for employment of research students, training courses, teachers' salaries, mobility etc. In the total budget, money should also be reserved for research students from non-EU countries, and possibly also for senior researchers who work as teachers.

Activities aimed at supporting participation by companies and other users of research results should be maintained taking the needs of respective sector into account. In order to contribute to scientific career diversification and better utilisation of research results it would be important to support researchers’ fixed-time employment in companies or other organisations utilising research results. A recommendable approach would be cooperation between enterprises and universities and research institutes under research training programmes, for example. Differences between enterprises and research organisations should be taken into account when defining assessment criteria.

Mobility of researchers between the EU and the rest of the world should be included into all Marie Curie activities. As concerns developing countries, it should be ensured that mobility serves their interests and does not result in brain drain.

Research infrastructures

Increasing European cooperation in the construction and operation of common research infrastructures is of primary importance. Many research facilities are expensive and therefore international finance is necessary. From the point of view of a small country, success in maintaining of the quality of research depends to a large extent on networking and other forms of cooperation. There is, accordingly, still a need for financial support for facilitating access to infrastructures and promoting networking between infrastructures, as well as for financing of new studies and development projects relating to infrastructures under the Framework Programme. Selection of projects eligible for financing should be based on competition and evaluation of proposals. 

Common communication networks (such as Geant) and relating services provide an important strategic research resource, and financing them under the Framework Programme is thus justified. On the other hand, financing of other large research infrastructures under the Framework Programme is not justified, unless the infrastructure is of the kind that it serves all Member States and other countries participating in the Framework Programme. 

It is important that the infrastructure support under the Framework Programme also covers other facilities than those of physical sciences. The infrastructures of life sciences, medicine, the humanities, environmental sciences and social sciences are different and do not necessarily require large investments, but the running costs may be so high that commitment by several countries or Community funding is required to cover them. Infrastructures may be distributed, and in such cases supporting the joint use of them is of great importance.

Finland takes a critical view on the Commission’s plan to launch quickly a programme for setting up infrastructures that would be financed under the Framework Programme. This matter is important and wide-ranging, and should thus not be prepared hastily. Neither should the programme bind Framework Programme funds in advance. Because different Member States have placed the focus of their research activities on different matters, large infrastructures should mainly be financed by national funds, based on the participating countries’ discretion and decision. Financing under the Framework Programme could be used to complement national finance when the infrastructure concerned is of great importance to Europe as a whole.

The coming strategic plan on research infrastructures of the European Strategy Forum on Research Infrastructure (the ESFRI forum) should take into account studies conducted and plans drawn up by the Global Science Forum of the OECD, the ESF and other organisations dealing with research infrastructure issues. The strategy should contain an analysis of future European competitiveness factors and ensure allocation of resources to areas where Europe is able to compete with the rest of the world. The strategy should not aim at an impossible level of exhaustiveness, because national financiers also have priorities of their own to which they wish to allocate resources. 

International cooperation

Finland feels that it is important that the Framework Programme is open to researchers and research teams from all countries. Cooperation with leading technology nations and emerging economies is of special importance. Moreover, representatives of third countries should be actively recruited to the research training programmes and researcher mobility projects. The goal should still be mutually beneficial cooperation.

Activities of the INCO type should be continued in the Framework Programme and  also financing for the participation of teams from INCO partner countries  in the other actions of  the Framework Programme. The financing and management of INCO activities should be brought together to form a whole through which the participation by developing countries, Russia and Eastern European Countries will be financed and participation by industrialised countries and emerging economies promoted. This would enhance the visibility and flexibility of the activity.

Cooperation with Russia is of great importance to the whole of Europe. Therefore this cooperation should continue to be integrated into the Framework Programme with sufficient funding. Besides Russia, the EU neighbouring countries Belarus, Ukraine and Moldova should be kept within the Framework Programme in a similar way as countries of the Mediterranean and Western Balkan (neighbouring countries), and included in the INCO part of the programme. The continued operation of the INTAS should, on the other hand, be considered carefully with a view to changed circumstances.

Coordination actions

Finland recognizes the importance of developing the coordination of national research and technology programmes and financing the necessary actions under the Framework Programme. Networking between national programmes should be promoted in sectors where networking offers a true European added value. These activities should also support national efforts to promote national research and better utilisation of research results. Finland supports the idea of strengthening the ERA-NET activities and allocating funds also to actual research activities. Further advancement in the opening-up of national programmes should be considered carefully.

Finland has reservations in relation to launching new joint programmes based on Article 169 of the Treaty, because there is only little experience from implementation of such programmes under the 6th Framework Programme. Finland feels it is particularly important to develop a management model for programmes under Article 169 enabling access for all public research organisations without special arrangements. The co-decision procedure of the Council and the Parliament applied to individual programmes under Article 169 of the Treaty is too slow and heavy. 

International research organisations (such as CERN, EMBC, EMBL, ESO) may participate in and also get financing for research projects under the Framework Programme. This is justifiable and enhances European synergy of research. Direct activity funding under the Framework Programme should be granted only to scientific cooperation organisations like the COST or to European infrastructure projects of strategic importance.

In its research policy, the EU applies the open method of coordination mainly through comparative analysis. This activity is partially co-financed under the EU Research Framework Programme. The use of open method of coordination should have clear and concrete objectives and it should bring added value at Union and/or Member State level. The procedures applied should be in right proportion to the goals set and free of red tape. The open method of coordination should, to a larger extent than before, use existing material, such as research policy documents and statistics. The Framework Programme funding should be used, for instance, for independent analyses of comparative information.

COST is an organisation of 34 European countries for supporting research networks in accordance with the bottom up principle. COST activities have a great importance for science and technology, and therefore the Framework Programme should continue to finance its activities.

Cooperation and coordination with EUREKA should also be developed and the experience gained from that be utilized.

Space research

The priorities of space research mentioned in the Communication (navigation, global monitoring for environment and security, satellite telecommunications, space science) are the same as the priorities of the Finnish national space strategy, except for the International Space Station and space exploration activities. Concerning the content of future scientific activities in space, the Commission’s plans are well in line with Finland’s own objectives.

Finland feels it is important that a certain proportion of the proposed increase in financing should be allocated to developing space technology applications. The EU funding for space research should, however, be in line with the general development of the EU research budget. It is difficult to find any justification for future growth that would markedly exceed the average growth. With a view to the implementation of the European Space Programme (ESP) it is necessary to identify also other financial EU instruments in addition to the Framework Programme. 

Space research projects are characterized by their truly multilateral nature, as well as the strategic nature of space infrastructure. This means that in developing space technologies, quite large public sector R&D inputs can be acceptable compared with other sectors. 

Finland considers that the present European cooperation in space technology and space science are well coordinated within the framework of the European Space Agency ESA. In implementing the EU Research Framework Programme, the EU should make use of the ESA’s programmes and other existing structures.

Security research

Finland supports the idea of including security research into the Union’s research activities, but wants to point out that a more detailed opinion on the permanent way of organising it and the level of financing can be given only based on the experience to be gained from the pilot programme.

Finland considers the international research on the problematic areas mentioned by the Commission (the security of the State, individuals and telecommunication networks in the face of organised crime and international terrorism, in particular bioterrorism) to be conceptually worth supporting, and a direct necessity from the Community perspective, taking into account the cross-border nature of the phenomena and the problems concerned.

Finland considers that the European Security Research Programme can be implemented as part of the 7th Framework Programme provided that the special needs of security research, especially the requirement of confidentiality, are taken into account in the implementation of the programme. The research themes of the European Security Research Programme are situated somewhere in-between research for defence objectives and research for civil purposes. If the European Security Research Programme will be permanently integrated with the 7th Framework Programme, a sufficient level of cooperation and coordination with the European Defence Agency should be ensured in order to avoid overlapping and to guarantee sufficient coverage.

SMEs

SMEs’ possibilities for and conditions of participation in the Framework Programme should be improved, because they play an important social role in terms of economy and employment. Participation by SMEs in the projects of various thematic priority areas should be supported and small-scale projects based on needs identified by SMEs maintained within the Framework Programme. The assessment criteria applied to SME projects should be revised, the rules and instructions relating to the financing of them should be clarified, and the funding should be dimensioned to better meet actual demand.

Joint Research Centre

Finland considers the recent re-orientation and development of JRC activities to be a step in right direction and stresses the importance of implementing the recommendations given in the JRC five-year assessment. Finland welcomes multiform cooperation between research institutions of the Member States in the JRC sector.

EURATOM Programme

Finland considers that the implementation and management of the EURATOM Framework Programme should be further developed in line with the EC Framework Programme to ensure flexible and smoothly running procedures and to enable better and equal participation by various interested parties. 

Fission research

Fission research can provide real European added value through collaboration and cooperation between Member States. The future focus of fission research should be on radiation protection and nuclear waste technology research in general, and on improving the reactor safety of existing nuclear power plants in particular, as well as on research relating to new reactor types. As concerns, for instance, the nuclear waste research, transfer of know-how from more advanced countries to less advanced countries is necessary. The programme should also include training activities.

Fusion research

Europe is the leading continent in fusion research, and this position should be maintained. The future focus of fusion research will be on the construction of ITER experimental reactor and on underpinning research. National association programmes play an important role in fusion research as a whole, and funding for them should be ensured also under the 7th Framework Programme.

