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The ERANET scheme
The ERANET scheme, developed in 2002, was the first instrument to support joint programming of
national research activities. The scheme created networks of programme owners and programme
managers from national or regional research funding institutions, to foster mutual knowledge and
exchange of good practices. However, the instrument revealed existing national administrative and
legal barriers that prevent the implementation of transnational joint programmes, and thus had a
limited impact on the fragmentation of the research landscape.

Policy context
In 2000, the European Commission launched the concept of a European Research Area (ERA) to address the
fragmentation of the European research system which creates duplication and a lack of critical mass. One key
ERA objective is to improve coordination of national research programme implementation, as more than 80 %
of the research funding in Europe is managed at national level. The European Council asked the Council and
the Commission, together with the Member States, ‘to develop appropriate mechanisms for networking
national and joint research programmes’.

The sixth framework programme for research (2002-2006)
ERANETs were introduced in 2002 in the sixth framework programme (FP6), to step up coordination through
the networking of national or regional research activities and mutual open national research programmes
(meaning that grants from a national funding body could be attributed to researchers abroad). An ERANET is
a network of programme owners and managers from national or regional research funding institutions
(research councils or ministries) who exchange information on national research programmes and aim to
establish joint research programmes in a given field. The scheme was fully bottom-up, as no research topics
were pre-selected for the establishment of the networks. ERANET is a variable geometry instrument, as
member institutions decide whether to take part, based on their interest in a given research topic.
The activities developed under an ERANET had to cover at least the two first steps of a four step process:
1. the systematic exchange of information and good practice among the participating institutions;
2. the development of strategic activities: complementarities between national programmes or

identification of administrative and legal barriers that hinder transnational cooperation;
3. the implementation of joint activities: multinational evaluation procedures, joint training activities, or

mutual opening of facilities or laboratories;
4. the implementation of a programme of transnational research activities with a common strategy, a joint

work programme, common calls for proposals, common evaluation and common dissemination of results.
For the last step of the process, different funding options were envisaged. Either the countries would fund
their own researchers creating a ‘virtual common pot’ of national funds, or they would fund a ‘real common
pot’ from which the selected projects would be financed. This second option would create transnational flows
of national funding for research activities and present a high degree of integration. Funding from FP6 under
the ERANET scheme was limited to supporting networking activities.

Seventh framework programme: ERANET and ERANET Plus (2007-2013)
In accordance with an evaluation conducted in 2006, under the seventh framework programme (FP7) the
ERANET scheme evolved to focus more on the two last steps of the process. ERANET financial support for the
establishment of new or existing networks continued. ERANET Plus actions were introduced to provide
Community funding to top-up national funding in one transnational call, organised as step four of the ERANET

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2016/579097/EPRS_IDA%282016%29579097_EN.pdf
http://cordis.europa.eu/pub/coordination/docs/eranet_networking_art169_brochure_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/summits/lis1_en.htm
ftp://ftp.cordis.europa.eu/pub/fp6/docs/wp/sp1/n_wp_200201_en.pdf
ftp://ftp.cordis.europa.eu/pub/coordination/docs/era_net_review_report_dec2006_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/fp7/89215/cooperation-general-annexes201102_en.pdf
mailto:eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank
http://epthinktank.eu/


EPRS The ERANET scheme

Members' Research Service Page 2 of 2

process. The Community contribution was limited to one third of the total contributions from national
institutions. Only existing ERANETs could apply for ERANET Plus actions to pursue their activities and deepen
research programme integration. Decisions on topics were no longer bottom-up, as some topics were selected
in line with FP7 thematic priorities.

Horizon 2020: ERANET Cofund (2014-2020)
Under Horizon 2020, the ERANET Cofund actions provide top-up funding for one transnational call for
proposals, focusing only on the last step of the ERANET scheme. Limited funding can be provided for the costs
deriving from the launch of additional calls. Under Horizon 2020, ERANET Cofund action topics are pre-defined.
A significant number of the selected topics relate to Joint Programming Initiative topics, established in 2009
to implement the joint programming process. ERANET Cofund is a funding scheme for these new partnerships.

Figure 1 – Key figures of the ERANET scheme (2002-2015)

Programme Scheme Number of
networks

EU funding
(€ million)

National funding
(€ million)

Number of joint
calls organised

FP6 ERANET 71 180 858 131

FP7
ERANET 82 158 1 333 202
ERANET Plus 23 144 338 25

Horizon 2020 ERANET Cofund* 26 230 572 30
Source: European Commission. *Data taking into account the calls of the 2014-2015 work programme.

Evaluation of the scheme and challenges
Evaluations of the scheme conducted in 2005 and 2006 stressed ERANETs participants’ positive feedback
regarding mutual learning and the exchange of good practices between national programmes owners and
managers. However, they recognised a lack of high-level strategic action to increase the alignment and
coordination of national programmes. The objective of implementing transnational joint programming in
research was hindered by the administrative and legal barriers imposed on the management of national
research programme and funding processes.
These barriers prevented the opening up of national research programmes and the use of real common pots
to fund the research projects selected by the networks. The ‘virtual common pot’ became the normal ERANETs
funding mechanism. The 2009 final evaluation of the scheme under FP6 concluded that ‘mutual opening up of
national programmes on a larger scale will require further efforts from national policy makers’.
The NETWATCH platform set up within the Joint Research Centre to monitor and analyse the impact of
ERANETs concluded in 2012 that the scheme had a positive influence on transnational cooperation, but that
reasonable questions could be asked regarding the impact of the scheme on fragmentation, duplication and
critical mass at European level. Another NETWATCH report published in 2014 on the impact of ERANETs under
FP7 noted an increased impact regarding coordination of transnational research programming based on the
increased volume of joint calls. However, the authors concluded that the scheme only promoted ad-hoc
alignment of existing programmes – not systemic alignment – and that structural changes within the national
research systems were limited. The overarching objective of restructuring the research landscape was not
met. The NETWATCH platform was integrated into the ERA LEARN 2020 platform in 2015.
A Commission evaluation covering the full development of the scheme from FP6 to Horizon 2020 showed an
increase in the average number of participating countries in ERANETs and in joint call budgets over time.
However, it also demonstrated that a limited number of ERANETs remained active once EU funding was
withdrawn, confirming that continued support is a key success factor. The report pointed out two issues
deserving further attention: the need to improve knowledge on the impacts of ERANETs and the unbalanced
Member State commitment and participation. Indeed, the 13 newer Member States provide 5 % of the public
funding mobilised by ERANETs while the United Kingdom and Germany represent together up to one third.
The ERANET scheme was a first attempt to address the issue of transnational research programming and
funding in Europe. If it is considered a success regarding the exchange of information between national
programme owners and managers and the establishment of networks between funding institutions, the
existing barriers prevent the scheme from successful implementation of transnational funding. Joint
Programming Initiatives were developed to address the limitations revealed by the ERANET scheme.
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