
	The ERA Act: unlocking the fifth freedom
(Own initiative opinion)
EESC-2025-00527 – INT/1082
598th Plenary Session – July 2025
Rapporteur: Paul RÜBIG (AT-I)
Co-rapporteur: Stefano PALMIERI (IT-II)
DG RTD – Commissioner ZAHARIEVA

	European Commission position on points
of the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) opinion considered as essential

	The Commission acknowledges the insightful opinion presented by the Committee regarding the European Research Area Act (ERA Act) and the establishment of the ‘fifth freedom’, enhancing the free movement of research, innovation, and knowledge as well as skills and education across the EU as outlined in the Letta Report[footnoteRef:2].  The Commission thanks the EESC for its comprehensive analysis and recommendations on this crucial initiative. [2:  	https://european-research-area.ec.europa.eu/documents/letta-report-much-more-market-april-2024.] 

The 2025 marks a significant milestone: the European Research Area, or ERA, is celebrating 25 years of advancing towards a unified area for research and innovation. At the same time, the Commission witnesses a dynamic momentum in research and innovation policies at the European level: the Choose Europe for Science Initiative[footnoteRef:3] was launched on 5 May 2025 to attract and retain global research talent. Over EUR 500 million will be allocated in the next three years to support this initiative. [3:  	Choose Europe | The New World of investment and talents.] 

Additionally, on 24 June 2025, the Council adopted the second ERA Policy Agenda 2025-2027[footnoteRef:4], Commission’s strategic action plan to advance the ERA objectives with Member States and stakeholders. [4:  	Council Recommendation of 24 June 2025 on the European Research Area Policy Agenda 2025-2027 (Text with EEA relevance).] 

1. Knowledge as a European Public Good:
The EESC underscores knowledge as a cornerstone for societal well-being and strategic autonomy. The Commission needs to establish frameworks that ensure open access while balancing intellectual property rights, commercial interests and economic security concerns. Emphasizing transparent access to scientific knowledge while securing data protection and ownership rights is crucial in this context. The Commission remains dedicated to facilitating equitable access to cutting-edge facilities across Europe by fostering an integrated and sustainable ecosystem that enhances synergies between research infrastructures and technology infrastructures, ensuring broader accessibility and long-term financial sustainability. By prioritising digitalisation, artificial intelligence (AI) integration, and open access to facilities and services, the objective is to enable cross-border collaboration and ensure that European researchers, innovators, and businesses can leverage cutting-edge infrastructures to advance scientific discovery and technological innovation.
2. Structural and Policy Barriers:
In the EESC’s view, Member States' reluctance in areas like taxes, pensions, and labour laws can hinder progress. A coordinated European approach with incentives to facilitate cross-border research and innovation (R&I) activities for researchers is necessary. Barriers to the free circulation of students, researchers and academics, scientific knowledge, and technology remain. These include unequal recognition of skills and qualifications, fragmented research career paths, and burdensome administrative procedures for mobility and visas, all of which hamper the flow of talent and collaboration. Weak cooperation between research, higher education, and business also limits the EU’s capacity to pool expertise in strategic areas.
Through voluntary cooperation and the ERA policy agenda 2025-2027[footnoteRef:5], the EU’s commitment to strengthening academic and research careers focuses on improving recognition across sectors, enhancing recruitment and working conditions, and expanding career development opportunities. By actively promoting the participation of women and underrepresented academics and researchers, the Commission seeks to foster safer, more inclusive work environments while raising the overall quality of research. These initiatives contribute to a more attractive, supportive and equitable research landscape, also aiming to enable higher education institutions to offer competitive working conditions that attract and retain talented people in academia, ultimately driving innovation and excellence across Europe. Similar legislative measures will also be further explored in the proposal for an ERA Act, as improving framework conditions for R&I in Europe is one of its key objectives. [5:  	COM(2025) 62 final (EUR-Lex - 52025DC0062 - EN - EUR-Lex).] 

3. National Investment and GDP Allocation:
Achieving the 3% gross domestic product (GDP) target for R&I is essential for sustained growth. The Commission fully recognises the imperative of increasing European research and development (R&D) expenditures and remains dedicated to pursuing strategies that support the attainment of the target of 3% of GDP allocated to R&D, as established in the Presidency Conclusions of the 2002 Barcelona European Council[footnoteRef:6] and reaffirmed in the 2024 Budapest Declaration[footnoteRef:7]. Mobilising national commitments and significantly increasing investments from the private sector will be crucial in complementing the EU’s R&D budget under the principle of shared responsibility. Along tailored measures included in the Competitiveness Compass[footnoteRef:8] to mobilise capital and support strategic technologies, the proposal for an ERA Act would strengthen the coordination between EU funding priorities and those of Member States, ensuring that R&D investments are targeted effectively across Europe. [6:  	https://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/69871.pdf.]  [7:  	https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2024/11/08/the-budapest-declaration/.]  [8:  	COM(2025) 30 final (EUR-Lex - 52025DC0030 - EN - EUR-Lex).] 

4. Role of the Framework Programme for Research and Innovation for the period 2028-2034 (FP10):
The framework programme should act as a backbone, providing a stable platform for cross-border and interdisciplinary research collaboration. This involves reducing red tape, fostering applied research, and enhancing the education-research-business nexus to catalyse innovation and societal impact. The proposal for the next Framework Programme for Research and Innovation – Horizon Europe 2028-2034 – was adopted on 16 July 2025 as part of the package for the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF)2028–2034. It is a proposal for a strong, self-standing programme that will be a strategic tool, fully-aligned with our Union’s key priorities for the coming decade: to strengthen Europe’s competitiveness. This proposal combines continuity and key novelties. Horizon Europe 2028-2034 is devised as a simpler programme, with increased ambition, and working in synergy with the new European Competitiveness Fund. This is an opportunity to lift European research and innovation funding to a new level in terms of addressing the entire innovation journey towards the deployment of the EU’s excellent research results.
5. Trade-Off Management:
Navigating complex trade-offs like cohesion vs. excellence and openness vs. strategic autonomy will require balanced policymaking. Tailored regional strategies and smart specialisation initiatives can integrate less-developed regions into the R&I framework while maintaining high standards of excellence. The Commission agrees on the critical role regions play in driving research, innovation and competitiveness.
6. Innovation Ecosystem and Funding Bottlenecks:
Addressing funding turnaround times is crucial for maintaining innovation momentum. Simplifying financial processes and providing flexible funding options can speed up innovation development and application. The Commission is committed not only to proposing a coherent set of concrete measures to improve the EU-wide framework conditions for innovative companies, but also to actively collaborate with Member States and stakeholders in identifying and addressing disproportionate regulatory barriers that hinder small and medium-sized enterprises from entering and thriving in the market. By streamlining regulatory and administrative processes, improving venture capital availability, enhancing access to infrastructure and helping to bridge talent gaps, the holistic approach of the EU Start Up and Scale up Strategy is intended to empower startups to leverage their unique capabilities, thereby enhancing their growth and innovation potential, and ultimately contributing to the EU’s long-term economic resilience and global competitiveness. The EU Startup and Scaleup Strategy is closely linked to other flagship actions of the Competitiveness Compass, such as the Savings and Investments Union, the Single Market Strategy, and the Union of Skills.
The role of the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) and the European Committee of the Regions (CoR):
The Commission values the contributions of the EESC and the CoR in shaping R&I policy. Their role in integrating local knowledge and ensuring inclusive participation is vital for the equitable distribution of the benefits arising from the ʻfifth freedom’.
Next steps:
A public consultation questionnaire, with more specific questions, will be launched in autumn 2025 and will be open for 12 weeks. This consultation will seek views from all relevant stakeholders, Member States and policy makers on how EU-level legislation could address long-standing challenges within the European Research Area. The questionnaire will cover key areas such as boosting public and private R&D investment to reach the EU’s 3% GDP target by 2030; improving the alignment of national and EU research priorities; strengthening the attractiveness and mobility of researchers’ careers.
The proposal for an ERA Act will go beyond the limits of voluntary cooperation. The EU needs a legal framework to reduce fragmentation and administrative barriers to the flow of talent and knowledge. The real challenge is not just legal: it is institutional, political and cultural. The EU must move beyond silos and embed a true sense of shared ownership and responsibility.
In conclusion, the EESC opinion provides a comprehensive framework for enhancing the fifth freedom. The challenges and recommendations presented require coordinated action, innovative policy frameworks, and collaborative efforts across European institutions to build a resilient and competitive research landscape.



