
Research and innovation in the EU

Introduction
Science, knowledge, innovation and creativity have been 
the building blocks of European prosperity since before the 
Industrial Revolution. Many of the revolutionary ideas that 
transformed the way people live were "Made in Europe", from 
the motor car and cinema to the computer and the World 
Wide Web.

Today, in the 21st century, Europe remains a global scientific 
powerhouse, while research and innovation (R&I) are vital in 
meeting contemporary economic, social and environmental 
challenges. R&I is fundamental to Europe’s recovery from the 
current economic crisis and progress towards sustainable 
growth and jobs.

However, despite the quality knowledge Europe continues to 
produce, it faces important challenges, including an investment 
gap compared with major rivals like the US and Japan, and 
competition from emerging powers such as China and Brazil. 

In response, the EU and its Member States need not only to 
pump more resources into research but also to get the most out 
of the investments they make. This involves enhancing cross-
border collaboration, improving the mobility of knowledge, 
resources and researchers, and overcoming fragmentation.

European Union policy
Research and innovation have always been an EU priority: the 
European Commission’s Joint Research Centre was set up back 
in 1957.

EU-level activity moved up a gear in the 1980s with the launch 
of multiannual Research Framework Programmes (FPs): from 
FP1 in 1984-1987 to the current FP7 (2007-2013). With a budget 

in excess of EUR 50 billion, FP7 has focused on four main 
strands: cooperation, ideas, people and capacity. The eighth 
Framework Programme, known as Horizon 2020, will run from 
2014 to 2020.

EU Member States have agreed a common research investment 
target of 3  % of combined GDP by 2020 (1 % through public 
funding and 2 % through private-sector investment). This, it is 
estimated, would create 3.7 million jobs and increase annual 
GDP by nearly EUR 800 billion. However, there is a very real risk 
that with ongoing austerity measures, funding may decline 
rather than rise.

R&I is vital to the Union’s strategic vision for the current 
decade, as reflected in the Europe 2020 strategy, which seeks 
to transform the EU into a true Innovation Union (IU) that can 
turn ideas into quality jobs, green growth and social progress.

Since the start of the millennium, the EU and Member States 
have been working together to build a European Research Area 
(ERA). Like the single market, the ERA is a common, open space 
for collaborative R&I, which aims to help Europe make the most 
of its research investment, address common challenges and 
become globally more competitive.

"The Horizon 2020 budget must on no account be reduced or misused as a plaything for various conflicts of interest."

Gerd Wolf, rapporteur, EESC opinion on Horizon 2020

European Economic and Social Committee

"We believe that the free movement of 
researchers, scientific knowledge and technology 
must become the internal market’s ‘fifth 
freedom’ in addition to people, goods, capital 
and services."

Daniela Rondinelli, rapporteur,  
EESC opinion on a partnership for excellence  

and growth in the European Research Area



Further information:

•  Research at the EESC:  
www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.int-section  

•  EESC opinions on R&D:  
www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.enterprises-and-industry-
research-developement-opinions 

•  FP7:  
http://cordis.europa.eu/fp7/home_en.html 

•  Horizon 2020:  
http://ec.europa.eu/research/horizon2020/ 

•  Research and Innovation at the European Commission:  
http://ec.europa.eu/research/index.cfm?lg=en 

•  Space research at the European Commission:  
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/space/index_en.htm 

•  Innovation Union:  
http://ec.europa.eu/research/innovation-union/index_en.cfm

•  The European Research Area:  
http://ec.europa.eu/research/era/index_en.htm 

•  The European Research Council:  
http://erc.europa.eu/ 

•  The Joint Research Centre:  
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/jrc/index.cfm 

•  EU research policy:  
http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/research_
innovation/index_en.htm

European Economic and Social Committee: www.eesc.europa.eu

The view of the European Economic  
and Social Committee
The European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) 
recognises the importance of research and innovation for the 
EU’s future prosperity, competitiveness and sustainability. That 
is why the topic has been high on its agenda for years.

Research financing is one of the EESC’s top policy priorities 
and one of the most urgent. This is because Member States 
are currently debating the funding of Horizon 2020 and have 
to agree its budget and pass it into law in the course of 2013.

"The Horizon 2020 programme should help to shape the 
European Research Area and should become the critical lever 
that enables the 3 % target to be reached," explains EESC 
member Gerd Wolf, who was the rapporteur on four recent 
opinions related to R&I: focusing on Horizon 2020 (CES806-
2012); international cooperation (CES2081-2012); better access 
to scientific information (CES2282-2012); and the International 
Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor ITER (CES1295-2012). 

In addition to the issue of financing, the EESC Horizon 2020 
opinion focuses on the Commission’s proposals to simplify 
and streamline the programme in comparison with FP7, while 
further proposing that the forthcoming FPs should mainly 
fund collaborative research projects of a manageable size 
and with a workable number of participants. The opinion also 
calls on the Commission to study the potential inconsistencies 
between the objectives of a science-driven research policy 
and an innovation-friendly industrial and competition policy, 
and transform these into complementarities.

Moreover, Horizon 2020 on its own will not be enough, and 
other funding instruments at EU and national level will have to 
be marshalled to the service of knowledge. “The leverage ratio 
of the proposed budget for the Horizon 2020 programme is 
still less than 1 to 30,” notes Mr Wolf. "It is, therefore, all the more 
urgent, in the light of the current economic and financial crisis, 
to use all available financial and structural means to support 
the European Research Area."

A new ERA in research
"At the EESC, we think that completing the ERA is a strategic 
priority for Europe and will help promote growth and economic, 
social and cultural development," insists Daniela Rondinelli, the 
rapporteur on an EESC opinion on building a partnership for 
excellence and growth in the ERA (CES2075-2012). But although 
the EESC is convinced that the research area needs to be in 
place as soon as possible, the opinion concludes that the 
Commission’s ambition to achieve this by 2014 is unrealistic. "In 
our opinion, this deadline is overambitious and strong political 
will on the part of Member States is needed to iron out the 
problems and remove the obstacles that stand in the way of 
fulfilling the ERA."

These obstacles include the absence of a well-functioning and 
integrated EU-wide labour market. In fact, there are numerous 
disincentives in the way of true R&I worker mobility, including 
red tape, language and cultural barriers, not to mention the 
fact that moving from country to country could mean a cut 
in social security entitlements. For that reason, the EESC has 
proposed a supplementary European pension fund to cover or 
offset the losses caused by mobility.


