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Introduction 

 

The European Union's expenditure on research and technological development programmes - 

excluding nuclear research - amounted to ECU 5.7 billion under the Third Framework 

Programme (1990 to 1994), to ECU 11.8 billion under the Fourth (1994 to 1998); its budget 

for the Fifth (1999 to 2002) has now been established at �13.7 billion (or �15 billion 

including EURATOM). The sums available have expanded in part because of the view that 

the EU had a crucial role to play in improving the Union's  industrial competitiveness and 

that joint research programmes would be more effective in this respect than individual 

programmes financed by the Member States directly. However, not all Member States are 

convinced of this. 

 

A substantial share of the Union's budget for research - about 7.3% - is spent through its Joint 

Research Centre, which is based for the most part at Ispra in Italy but also has a number of 

specialised institutes elsewhere: Geel - Belgium, Petten - Netherlands, Karlsruhe - Germany 

and Seville - Spain. The first such institutes were installed at Ispra because the Italian 

government was able to provide a site and facilities. The initial emphasis was on nuclear 

research, the centre at Ispra having constituted the Italian centre for nuclear matters prior to 

abandonment of this aspect of the Italian national research effort in the 1950s. Even the Fifth 

Framework Programme provides for �281 million for direct funding of JRC EURATOM 

activities, compared to �739 million for the other three main themes ("Serving the citizen", 

Enhancing sustainability" and "Underpinning European competitiveness"). 

 

The European Parliament has considered the question of the effectiveness and the efficiency 

of the European Union's Joint Research Centre on many occasions. Various Committees have 

visited the sites of the JRC and the Committee on Budgetary Control began an irregular series 

of inspection visits  in the 1970s. Most attention has however been given to the nature and 

quality of the research output of the Joint Research Centres. Less careful consideration has 

been given, at least in recent years, to the management and cost-effectiveness of the Centre 

and its institutes themselves. However, a panel of industrialists appointed by the Commission 

concluded in November 1986 that the JRC's efficiency and effectiveness were inadequate and 

as a result there was a major reorganisation which ended in 1991. Since April 1996 the JRC 

has been a Directorate-General of the European Commission, but it has always had close 

links with this institution and especially DG XII. 

 

The Court of Auditors has reported on the JRC in the past1 and has recently completed an 

inspection which will be the subject of a forthcoming special report. A visit by a delegation 

of the EP's Committee on Budgetary Control to Ispra to look at implementation of research 

policy as part of its general control responsibilities for "Internal Policies" took place on 1 and 

2 October 1998. The 'Summary Record' of the delegation's visit was published as document 

PE 228.715 of 14 October 1998 and this paper should be read in conjunction with that 

document. 

                                                            
1 See especially its annual report for 1991, OJ C330 of 15.12.92, pp.196-206. 
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The other principle documents available for analysis of cost-effectiveness of the JRC are: 

* Annual reports of the JRC 

* Annual reports of the European Court of Auditors, especially for 1991 

* The "Rojo" report: Joint Research Centre, 1992-1996 - Overall evaluation and 

synthesis of Visiting Groups' Reports, J.M. Rojo, Madrid, 16.12.962 

* Opinion of the Board of governors of the JRC on the evaluation of the centre and 

its activities 

 

A report from DG XX (Financial Control), comprising an internal audit of the JRC 

undertaken in 1997, has not been made publicly available. Certain specific irregularities were 

apparently mentioned which have been the subject of questions by members of the 

Committee on Budgetary Control to the Commissioner concerned, but these are specific 

points not handled in this paper, which is intended to address broader issues of management 

policy. 

 

In addition to the visit of the Committee on Budgetary Control to Ispra of October 1998, 

Members of the Committee on Budgets and especially those responsible for supervision of 

EU agencies have also held talks with the Deputy Director General of the JRC, Mr Hugh 

Richardson. Mr Richardson has also kindly provided much information used in preparation of 

this short report, although responsibility for the text rests entirely with the author. 

 

This Working Document therefore offers a review of the issues related to cost-effectiveness 

and is distributed with a view to promoting discussion of management questions in relation to 

the JRC. It does not seek to address the value of the JRC's output in general nor of its work 

for the European Parliament. 

 

 

Issues 

 

The issues which have been of concern to MEPs include: 

 

 - staffing 

 - organisation  

 - use of resources 

 - co-ordination with the Commission and internally 

 - setting priorities 

 - the potential conflict between tendering for projects and managing the research 

budget 

 - evaluation procedures 

 - contractual relationships 

 - identification of new roles. 

  

When looking at each of these in more detail, it has been possible to note many attempts at 

improvement and innovation in the practice of management and implementation of research 

carried out for the EU by the JRC. In some areas there has been much progress, but in others 

                                                            
2 Distributed under cover of a Communication from the Commission, COM(97)164 of 22.04.1997. 
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the handicaps imposed by the past still impede modernisation and effectiveness. The JRC is 

now under new management and has recently adopted for the first time a "Mission 

Statement" so further changes may be expected. 

 

Role of the EP 

 

Apart from its role in the setting of political priorities for the Framework Programmes, the 

budgetary aspects of research policy are also scrutinised by the EP, especially through the 

discussions on the Financial Perspective and through the political battles associated with the 

financial packages represented by each framework programme. But in addition to the debate 

over resources to be allocated to research, the discharge responsibilities of the EP require that 

it investigate expenditure, in this case classified under the heading of "Internal Expenditure". 

 

This role is carried out usually on the basis of the annual and any special reports of the Court 

of Auditors, which in 1998 undertook its first close examination of the JRC for several years. 

 

The various committees of the Parliament tend to take up different positions when discussing 

the JRC. There is, however, a widespread concern to see that the work carried out is useful 

and that the taxpayers' resources are used efficiently. Fundamental questions have until 

recently only rarely been discussed - Why does the EU need a specific research facility at all? 

And -What tasks can be carried out better by an EU facility than by nationally-financed 

bodies or by researchers in the private sector?  

 

Answers given to such questions include: 

 

* eliminating duplication  

* the need to develop collaboration between scientists in different Member States 

across a wide range of sectors 

* the need to provide an independent source of scientific advice for the Commission 

* the need to bring together resources and expertise from several Member States in 

order to undertake major projects which are difficult to carry out independently 

* the need to provide a locus for research into problems with transfrontier 

implications or those which require an approach that is impartial and not 

nationally-oriented  

* the need to train scientists from Member States with a less-developed national 

scientific tradition. 

 

The Commission's new "Mission Statement" for the JRC, annexed to this document, states 

that its mission is:  

 

"...to provide customer-driven scientific and technical support for the conception, 

implementation and monitoring of EU policies."  
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But these fundamental issues are not the main topic of this paper, which is intended for 

Members of the Committees on Budgets and Budgetary Control rather than for those of the 

Committee on Energy and Research. It is the latter committee which is perhaps more 

properly suited to a discussion of basic questions about the JRC's role. What is without doubt 

appropriate for discussion in funding and control committees are the practical questions of 

the manner in which research is financed and managed and whether the results of research are 

properly exploited. Nevertheless it must be admitted that it is frequently difficult to separate 

the "fundamentals" from the "practicalities". 

 

What follows is intended as a series of conclusions resulting from the work of the Budgetary 

Control Committee and of its individual members. 

 

 

The JRC and competitive tendering 

 

For more than a decade, the Council of Minister of the EU has emphasised the importance of 

the JRC's role in tendering for "indirect research projects" financed from the EU budget but 

on the basis of competitive tenders. It is not clear that the consequences of the trend away 

from "direct financing" of the JRC towards competitive activities have been properly taken 

into account in terms of its organisation. This issue was addressed most recently by the 

Commissioner responsible for research policy, Mrs Cresson, in her reply to the rapporteur of 

the Budgetary Control Committee, Mr De Luca, dated 14 January 1999. 

 

Mrs Cresson stated that - whether the JRC is a participant or not in the tendering process - the 

rules applicable under EU directives for public purchasing are applied impartially. Contact 

with DGs commissioning research takes place only at the end of the selection procedure with 

a view to drawing up an "administrative arrangement", which takes the place of a contract.  

 

Nevertheless, it seems to many that the current position of the JRC within the Commission 

poses a specific problem in regard to these tendering procedures, which apply for that part of 

the research budget classified as "Indirect". Where the JRC competes with other bodies it is 

clearly inappropriate for the JRC itself, or even other parts of "the Commission", to decide on 

the awarding of contracts. Even the drawing up of the calls for tender may be done in such a 

way as to favour the interests of the JRC at the expense of outside bodies. 

 

Even if it is true, as Mrs Cresson states that  "...l'appartenance de la CCR à la Commission n'a 

donc pas posé de problème de compatibilité" ( - the fact that the JRC belongs to the 

Commission has not therefore created problems of "compatibility" - ), the arrangement 

whereby one part of the European Commission draws up calls for tender in which another 

part participates, is - to say the least - singular. It cannot but provoke criticism on the grounds 

that there is scope for unequal treatment between tenderers.  

 

The JRC has various roles and it is not evident that these can always be reconciled 

satisfactorily within one framework. There is a strong argument for strengthening advisory 

staff in Brussels, in accordance with the new mission statement, while limiting the role of the 

JRC's external institutes to carrying out tightly defined tasks on a contractual basis with 

penalties for failure to achieve the objectives set. If the power to decide on the precise 

parameters of the research programme is to rest with DGs in Brussels, then the advisory role 
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of the JRC falls and the external institutes would exist only to implement contracts issued by 

the other Commission DGs. In this case, the argument becomes stronger for the introduction 

of more competition into the tendering process for the money available from the EU's 

Framework Research Programmes.  

 

Both the questions of the link between the JRC and other Commission departments for 'direct 

research' and the issue of the tendering procedure in relation to public research bodies are 

also discussed in the Annex to this paper on the "Customer/Contractor Principle". In the 

context of the EU and its Financial Regulation, particular weight needs to be given to the 

overriding requirement to put all participants in a tendering procedure on an equal footing. 

This is patently not the case at the moment, but a withdrawal of the JRC from tendering is not 

acceptable either since this is an essential tool for measuring its efficiency in relation to other 

research bodies The proportion of the JRC's budget arising from participation in tendering 

procedures should be rising if the EU is genuinely concerned to improve the cost-

effectiveness of this body. 

 

In the light of these problems, the role of the JRC as contractor to the European Commission 

needs to be re-examined and the legal basis for its programmes re-thought in the light of the 

new JRC "Mission Statement".  

 

Organisational and staffing matters 

 

The budget of the JRC for staff and resources amounted to 200 MECU in 1997, to 207 

MECU in 1998 and for 1999 is set at �211 million. Despite the status of the JRC as a 

Directorate General of the European Commission the costs of its staff are shown separately in 

the budget from the rest of the Commission whose officials' salaries are paid under Chapter 

A11 of the EU budget. The JRC establishment plan in 1998 provided for 2080 permanent 

staff and there are nearly 200 visiting scientists, grant holders and seconded national experts. 

In addition to staff and resources, the 1998 EU budget provided for direct operating 

appropriations (41 MECU from EC Framework Programme 4, plus a further 12 MECU for 

nuclear activities from the EAEC Framework Programme). However, a growing share of JRC 

resources for research programmes comes from its participation in indirect actions where the 

JRC competes with other research institutes. In these 'shared-cost actions' the JRC seeks 

matching funds of up to 50 % of programme costs from outside. The various nature of the 

JRC's sources of income makes comprehension of its budget difficult 

 

The JRC is making big efforts to ensure that the scientific staff of the various institutes is 

rejuvenated and properly motivated. But the security of employment afforded by the Staff 

Regulations of the European Union institutions is not necessarily appropriate to research 

institutes which must encourage mobility and a constant flow of new ideas. The integration of 

the JRC into the European Commission may therefore have been regrettable from this 

viewpoint and the possibility has been raised of changing the status of the  JRC. However, the 

delegation of the Committee on Budgetary Control which visited Ispra in autumn 1998 did 

not conclude that such a change was desirable. 

 

The Commission has drawn attention to the age structure of the JRC which will permit a 

large number of personnel at all levels to be replaced soon. But in the past those leaving have 

been predominantly over the age of 60 and there is little movement in or out of scientists in 
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mid-career.  The Commission believes that flexible application of the Staff Regulations is 

possible, if the will exists to do this. Its aim is a structure with 40% permanent officials, 35% 

on 5-year renewable contracts (for experienced scientists) and 25% on "short-term" 3-year 

non-renewable contracts (for "young geniuses"). In the past almost all officials on 5-year 

contracts have seen their contracts renewed. The Commission says that it has introduced a 

new policy which will make such renewals rarer, but this will need to be monitored. It is not 

evident that the proportions proposed are the right ones for a body engaged in scientific 

research - 40% of staff on permanent contracts may be too high. 

 

Of course, it is by no means certain that changing the status of the JRC would in fact allow 

for greater flexibility: it has been pointed out that existing agencies themselves apply  the EU 

Staff Regulations and have little flexibility for employment contracts. The JRC's status in any 

case remains special, despite its incorporation as a Commission DG, because of the 

continuing supervisory role of the JRC Board of Governors, i.e. representatives of the 

Member States.  

 

The role of this Board of Governors is now being reviewed and, since its status derives from 

a Commission Regulation which would be relatively simple to change, it may soon be 

adapted and limited to that of an advisory committee, to which the EP might also nominate 

representatives. However, at present it may be seen as a particularly egregious example of 

"comitology", since the Member States in this case have a formalised role not evident for 

other Commission Directorate-Generals and which also excludes the European Parliament. 

 

There is currently no proposal to make the JRC into an external body, at arm's length from 

the European Commission. This would certainly arouse the resistance of existing personnel, 

who would feel that their terms of employment would be bound to deteriorate. It is also 

strongly opposed within the Commission on the grounds that flexibility of management 

would not be increased, while political control would be diminished. There may be 

advantages in introducing different contractual arrangements for employees at some stage in 

the future, but the example of existing agencies does not bode well for increasing flexibility. 

 

Nevertheless, it should be emphasised that management of the JRC's competitive activities 

requires  that such flexibility be strengthened, especially in regard to the recruitment of staff 

for limited periods, including technicians; to the maximising of revenues arising from tenders 

for contracts outside the EU framework; and to a greater latitude for its managers in the use 

of budgetary resources - which could be switched between programmes more easily in 

response to urgent requirements. This possibility needs to be borne in mind for the future, 

even if it is not an immediate prospect. In the meantime, maximum use needs to be made of 

such flexibility as is possible under the provisions of the existing legal framework - the EU 

Staff Regulations and the Financial Regulation and, in particular, temporary contracts should 

not normally be renewed. 

 

Management 

 

The level of overhead costs in relation to research costs is a constant source of criticism for 

many research bodies. However, the new Director-General of the JRC has stated that  

"The JRC will continue to make every effort to reduce the proportion of its total 

budget devoted to administration by introducing a tighter and leaner system. 
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The JRC intends to separate and identify general personnel and administration costs 

from those arising from the management of individual sites. These changes should be 

in place by the end of the year and should facilitate the reduction of avoidable 

overheads while enabling historical liabilities and site management costs to be better 

identified.3" 

As Mrs Cresson has recently confirmed in her reply to the rapporteur of the Committee on 

Budgetary Control, the Financial Regulation applies to all JRC activities. The Advisory 

Committee on Purchases and Contracts (usually known after its French acronym - CCAM) 

specific to the JRC has been suppressed for an experimental period of 6 months and both 

operational and scientific contracts are now handled by the CCAM of the Commission as a 

whole. 

 

Although the modernisation of financial management currently being implemented through 

the SEM 2000 programme is apparently well-advanced at the JRC, there are nevertheless 

various areas where a more flexible framework of management could be beneficial. Changes 

in this area may require a set of instructions to the management of the JRC at the political 

level obliging it to reduce costs and engage in partnerships. In exchange there needs to be a 

commitment on the part of EU institutions and Member States to step back from day-to-day 

interference in management.   

 

The Director-General has also stated4 that "The JRC believes that its current management 

systems need continuous improvement. Consequently 'Total quality management' as well as 

Project Management are progressively being introduced." He mentions in this context the 

various bodies involved in evaluating the JRC's work . However, it should be noted that, so 

far, only the internal audit of financial management appears likely to have addressed the 

question of cost-effectiveness in any detail. 

 

Several major areas of interest have been examined in the context of this paper from the point 

of view of cost-effectiveness and conclusions are as follows: 

 

�  Use of resources: 

  

A) It would be desirable for the JRC to collaborate more closely with local and 

regional government bodies in regard to sharing the costs of facilities such as the 

fire and medical services at Ispra. If national and local authorities are to share the 

costs then they will wish to have some benefits. The services provided should 

therefore be also available to a wider area outside the Ispra site and other types of 

specialised functions may need to be added, while retaining a capability for those 

nuclear emergencies which may arise in the now limited field of nuclear activities at 

Ispra. The Director-General states in his letter to Mr Tappin: 

 

"The Commission is giving due consideration to these issues and has not yet 

discussed them specifically." 

 
                                                            
3Annex to letter from Mr Allgeier to Mr Tappin, MEP, of 24 July 1998, p.5. 

4Idem, p.5. 
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B) The question of the use of land and buildings of the JRC was discussed by the 

Council in 1989.  These resources should be managed in a way which maximises the 

return on the EU's past investment but also encourages sharing of the cost of 

maintaining 

the resources - if necessary by collaborative ventures with the private sector. At this 

meeting the Council adopted a Decision5 concerning work for third parties. This 

decision states that: 

 

"For the purpose of fulfilling the overall objectives of the Community relating to 

research and technological development, the Commission may place the 

installations, equipment or expert assistance of the Joint Research Centre at the 

disposal of third parties whether public or private, as appropriate, against 

payment." 

 

However, the JRC has also said that it is still studying whether and to what extent 

such actions as those mentioned may be possible. New work contracts with third 

parties signed in 1997 amounted to 11 MECU, but more could surely be done to make 

use of the possibilities afforded by the Council Decision. 

 

 It is evident that the European Commission should not seek to promote commercial 

activities at the JRC which have no link to its mission. But it has taken too long to 

move towards a hard-headed approach to ensuring a return on the public investment 

in research at the JRC.  It is surely also desirable that the JRC should take a more 

imaginative approach to using its resources in terms of land and buildings to the full 

and to increasing the number of contracts with third parties.   

 

In this context, since the Science Park concept now seems to have been abandoned, 

every effort should be made to maximise use of the Ispra site, in particular by 

encouraging early implementation of the Technology Transfer Initiative which 

includes the idea of promoting entrepreneurship amongst young scientists and 

offering training for this purpose. It also seems desirable that land for which there is 

no foreseeable scientific use should either be returned to the Italian state or leased to 

the private sector on a commercial basis. This would at least reduce the cost of site 

maintenance.  

 

If necessary, negotiations with the Italian state should be conducted to revise the 

terms of the original lease to permit a more rational use of the land and buildings at 

Ispra, possibly including provision for sub-leasing part of the site to industrial or 

commercial enterprises. 

 

 

C) One of the main obstacles to a more rational use of the JRC's facilities at Ispra is 

the nuclear safety requirement.  At present nuclear activities are being run down 

and a programme of decommissioning is under way for obsolete facilities, but the cost 

of surveillance alone is between �8 and 9 million per annum. An agreement with the 

                                                            
5Council Decision 89/340/EEC, OJ L142 of 35.05.89, p10. 
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Italian authorities concerning the storage of nuclear waste has not yet been achieved. 

The decommissioning programme was expected to cost �95 million and last between 

10 and 15 years. Unfortunately, negotiations with the Council on the EURATOM 

budget resulted in a reduction of the JRC budget for nuclear work. Fusion 

programmes have been halted altogether, but dismantling has also had to be reduced. 

 

There is a strong argument that decommissioning is not an activity that should be 

financed from a research budget. This argument does not appear inconsistent with the 

"polluter pays" principle. Although some specific funds will still be made available 

for this purpose from the EURATOM budget with a view to returning the site to a 

"green field" state, in accordance with the terms of the ECOCENTRE project,  it is 

regrettable that these funds should still be included as research expenditure under the 

terms of the Fifth Framework Programme and not under a separate heading.  

 

In the Explanatory Statement to its report on the JRC-EURATOM specific 

programme for 1998-2002, the EP's Committee on Research, Technological 

Development and Energy argued as follows6: 

 

"We know from published findings in the USA and UK that during the 1960s, 

operators of nuclear research facilities regarded as normal behaviour some 

practices which would be frowned upon, to say the least, in the 1990s. The Ispra 

site was, and to a lesser extent still is, home to a number of nuclear research 

facilities, including the Orgel and Essor experimental reactors. It is probably fair 

to say that no thorough and detailed appraisal has ever been made of the nuclear 

legacy at Ispra, though conservative estimates indicate that a clean-up bill of over 

MECU 100 is a likely scenario. Moreover the on-going infrastructure fixed costs 

associated with the nuclear commitments are very considerable at Ispra.  

 

We in the Parliament believe in, and are committed to, openness and 

transparency in all policy areas, particularly with respect to areas where a 

history of secrecy has produced a legacy of public mistrust. We applaud 

the JRC for having the courage to finally address this problem, but we find 

it hard to accept that it should be financed from the Framework 

Programme. We know that the EC Treaty now includes the principle that 

"the polluter must pay", which has been used by some to indicate that the 

JRC must bear the costs of its nuclear clean-up. We feel that this is an 

unnecessarily narrow view of who the polluter was. Surely it was the 

European Atomic Energy Community, of which the JNRC was merely an 

executive body charged with research? The Committee on Research, 

together with the Committee on Budgets will try to develop a different 

approach to solving the problem, perhaps via the creation of a special 

fund. We would expect the Council and Commission to support such an 

initiative."    

 

 

                                                            
6EP Doc A4-048/98 of 27.11.1998 pp20-21; rapporteur Eryl McNally. 
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The European Parliament in its vote on this report on 15 December 1998 accordingly 

adopted  amendments which include financing by EURATOM of a special fund 

outside the framework programme.  

 

 

The Commission has now presented some calculations of the investment in 

decommissioning at varying rates and the expected cost savings on surveillance. 

Much of the projected savings would not however be achieved until the Sixth 

Framework Programme was in operation. Even if some nuclear facilities will remain, 

the area assigned to nuclear work should obviously be reduced to a minimum and the 

rest of this part of the site opened up to new ventures, possibly in partnership with 

Italian official bodies or with the private sector. 

 

�  Contracting out: 

 

Certain services such as cleaning, transport and workshops are already contracted out 

and the range of such activities is being expanded. Even technical maintenance of 

scientific facilities should  be investigated as an area of activity which  potentially 

might be carried out by external contractors on the basis of contracts specifying 

reviews of performance at regular intervals. Provided that quality standards can be 

maintained or improved, the choice of internal or external agents should reflect cost to 

the European taxpayer.  Particular areas of activity which seem to offer savings would 

include security tasks, but all work undertaken by EU agents, which lies outside the 

core research activities, should be  examined with a view to contracting out. 

 

 Contracting-out has been the source of concern about possible corruption in the 

tendering process. Every effort should be made to ensure that a wide range of 

potential tenderers is invited to participate in this process and that the provisions of 

the Financial Regulation are properly observed. 

 

�  Project management: 

 

Although project management skills are apparently being improved there is a general 

policy question which needs to be addressed. Projects and programmes are not 

conducted in isolation. The maximum use possible of partnerships between JRC 

institutes, with other EU bodies and with national research institutes should be 

encouraged and the JRC itself should seek to become a model for skills in managing 

joint projects involving several actors..Of course, coordination within the JRC, with 

the Commission DGs and with bodies such as the European Environment Agency 

does take place; but the scope for improvement and for joint actions involving 

national bodies both within the EU and outside should be further investigated.  

 

The role of coordination of research efforts carried out in Europe and world-wide is a 

task to which the JRC might also contribute more actively. Its experience and skills in 

the area of managing large-scale international projects should be further developed by 

specific training courses. 
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Evaluation and quality control 

 

Much emphasis has been placed in recent years on evaluating the quality of research at the 

JRC7. But no satisfactory arrangement has been found which is acceptable to all. Neither the 

rate of patenting of research products emerging from the JRC nor the number of citations in 

scientific periodicals are seen as fair standards by which to judge the performance of the JRC, 

given its current wide range of roles and responsibilities. 

 

In regard to specific research programmes, this question has recently been addressed by an 

external study financed by STOA8, which recommends that the present system needs to be 

improved incrementally, that it should be "embedded" within the institutional environment 

for strategic management and that it be better resourced. The basic problem in regard to 

evaluating the research done by the JRC is that satisfactory evaluation needs to be neutral in 

regard to objectives and can only be done by scientists who are both competent and 

independent9. The concepts of scientific ability and objectivity are however considered by 

some to be incompatible in regard to evaluation of the JRC, since - necessarily - good 

scientists are already committed to particular institutes and to specific programmes which 

will rarely correspond to those priorities set for the JRC.  Although it is no doubt desirable to 

have second opinions on what is being done and the methods used, there is ultimately no 

answer to the problem of how to provide satisfactory evaluation procedures whose results can 

be widely accepted and used to change the course of JRC research programmes.  

 

The aims of evaluation are to ensure both that the right research is being done and that the 

results achieved meet a high standard. But the best way of achieving these aims is to establish 

clear objectives in the first place which do not conflict with each other, to nominate talented 

and capable people to run the programmes and to give them the power and incentive to 

introduce changes where necessary. Exhaustive procedures to evaluate research proposals "ex 

ante" may also lead to a waste of resources. Monitoring of research carried out both at the 

JRC and by outside institutes is necessary, but simple checks, sometimes involving 

unannounced inspections, to ensure that the work specified is being or has been properly 

carried out should be a sufficient basis for evaluation.  

 

These are basically political issues, not management ones, since they require a political 

decision by Council and Parliament to step back from excessively close scrutiny and to leave 

those responsible to follow broad guidelines, subject only to accountability for their work 

after it has been completed. 

They also imply the abandonment of national jealousies and a commitment to spending EU 

                                                            
7See especially COM (97)164,  Evaluation of the Joint Research Centre 1992-1996  (the Rojo report). Other 
evaluation exercises are carried out via the internal screening of scientific activities, a specific internal audit of 

financial management and by visits by members of parliament and the advisory boards. 

8"Strategic Options for the Evaluation of R&D Programmes of the European Union", a study completed in 

December 1998 by Technopolis Ltd. for STOA (Scientific and Technological Options Assessment), DG for 

Research, EP -  PE 167.406. 

9Nevertheless, a substantial number of evaluations have been carried out recently. See "Bilan d'Evaluation 

1996/1997, Document de Travail, Avant-Projet de budget général des CE pour l'Exercice 1999", mai 1998, in 

particular pages 111-137. 
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funds where and how they can be employed most effectively. Objectives may include a broad 

spreading of scientific research efforts across the territory of the Union, but this broad 

objective should not be permitted to degenerate into political bargaining over specific 

programmes. 

 

 

Exploitation and diffusion of research 

 

The question of the usefulness of JRC research to EU industry and society is a question much 

addressed but certainly unresolved. In the context of cost-effectiveness it is essential both that 

the output be of high quality and that use be made of this output. 

 

The first aspect of setting objectives for exploitation and diffusion is the argument over the 

type of research which it is appropriate to pursue: pure science or market-oriented applied 

research. The emphasis on raising European competitiveness implied the choice of the latter, 

but this choice is vulnerable to the obvious attack that if research can easily be exploited by 

the market then it should be a matter for private firms and not publicly-financed institutes. 

Presumably, therefore, the JRC's institutes are to be placed somewhere between pure research 

and the invention of applications which will be marketed. 

 

The users of JRC output are therefore both other scientists and industrial research 

laboratories. It is difficult to assess how the effectiveness of the JRC may be evaluated by 

these various customers, other than by the process of peer review and by the Visiting Groups 

whose conclusions are summarised in the Rojo report. In general, the Visiting Groups have 

accepted both that there is a satisfactory dialogue between the JRC institutes and their 

customers and that the output is readily available. However, it is not apparent from all reports 

that this output is in fact used to a sufficient level - even by other JRC institutes - despite 

considerable investment in making results available. An incubator facility and other novel 

initiatives should enhance this transfer of JRC output to society and the wider economy. The 

concepts of a Science Park and an Innovation Business Centre have not found ready 

acceptance, but the need to promote links with industry should be more widely recognised. 

 

Greater emphasis on "transfer" or the dissemination of results to the outside world should 

also be accompanied by the appointment of a Commercial Director and a department 

dedicated to maximising both the use of JRC work by industry and the returns to the taxpayer 

through royalties or possibly share holdings in start-up companies.     

 

One goal on which all are agreed for the JRC is that of bringing together scientists and 

expertise from different parts of Europe, thereby promoting a common approach and 

diffusing mutual knowledge of research activities throughout the Union. But this has largely 

been done for most of the areas in which the JRC is currently engaged.  The diffusion of the 

essence of the JRC's work may therefore be complete in those sectors where it is currently 

active and further benefits will rely on new discoveries and "pure science", for which the JRC 

is possibly not the best environment.  
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From a budgetary viewpoint, excessive attention to the exploitation and diffusion of applied 

research may therefore distract attention from the more important issue of concentrating 

funds where they can be used most effectively. There needs to be both a margin set aside in 

the JRC budget for new activities, such as for example, the reaction to the BSE crisis, and 

continual pressure to close down existing activities where the essential task of the JRC has 

been completed.  

 

Once collaboration and mutual understanding in a particular area of scientific research is 

well-established, the JRC's role may be at an end. Certainly, if new roles for the JRC become 

apparent or new areas where the JRC can  promote collaboration and mutual understanding, 

then this implies closing down other areas of research as they reach maturity and can be taken 

on by other bodies in the private sector or by national institutes. Difficult decisions to close 

down major projects despite past levels of investment in facilities may be necessary and the 

recent decision not to load tritium into the specialised laboratory set up in previous years 

should therefore be applauded. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Cost-effectiveness for the JRC in present circumstances requires agility, flexibility and 

partnership. The JRC is handicapped by a large burden of the past in terms of its sites, the 

contractual basis for employment of its staff and the inflexibility of past commitments to big 

programmes which are difficult to modify during the programming period.  

 

This should mean that a smaller body of permanent officials with a rapid turnover of bright 

and motivated young scientists, not committed to maintaining a large, spread-out site such as 

Ispra and without the rigid strait-jacket imposed by the current programming procedures, 

would very probably be more useful to the EU.  

 

There is general agreement on improving the proportion of young and talented scientists 

recruited on short-term contracts, so it seems that little more can be recommended in regard 

to staffing other than to emphasise the need to utilise to the maximum the flexibility in the 

Staff Regulations and ensure a more frequent "turnover" of researchers. 

 

Since it is unlikely to prove feasible to abandon the Ispra site, as much as possible should be 

done to minimise the extra costs involved and to share these where possible with local public 

authorities and with other potential users of the site, whether these be in the public or private 

sectors. 

 

 

 

 

 

* * * 
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ANNEX 
 

 

 

 

The basis for a rational relationship between researchers and their paymasters envisaged in 

this document is the customer-contractor principle. Although developed in the context of the 

Rothschild reforms of the publicly-financed research in the United Kingdom in the early 

1970s, the principle is just as valid for other environments. 

 

 

 

The Customer-Contractor Principle in the EU 
 

 

The Beckers report 

 

The first major external review of the JRC was published in November 1986. Entitled An 

Industrial View of the JRC, it was produced by a panel of industrialists chaired by Harry 

Beckers, Shell's Director of Research. The study was set up by the Commission in response 

to a demand from the Council of Ministers and was published as a working document of the 

EP's Committee on Research (then the "Committee on Energy, Research and Technology") in 

May 1987. The report stated, inter alia, that10: 

 

"...The effectiveness and efficiency of the JRC are inadequate by industrial standards. 

Ispra, especially, creates problems in this respect. 

 

By effectiveness, we mean the whole activity of Programme Management which 

necessarily involves both a customer and a contractor and, at its highest level, 

includes the allocation of the limited resources available to the programmes judged to 

be of the greatest interest to the customer who pays for the work. Such programme 

management encompasses the formulation, revision and termination of programmes 

and is essentially supervised by the customer to ensure that the contractor fulfils the 

targets set for the programme. 

 

By efficiency, we mean the management of the available resources to carry out the 

selected programmes in the most cost-effective way. This resources management by 

the contractor will include implementation of the programmes, often in terms of 

individual projects, as well as management of the general facilities and staff. The 

principle of a customer/contractor relationship must apply whether the customer is an 

industrial company, a government agency or a Commission Directorate General. The 

customer defines what he wishes to be done, and pays for the work; the contractor is 

responsible for executing the technical activities." 

 

 

                                                            
10PE 113.370, p.7 
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This was the first time that the customer/contractor principle, which had been a 

feature of the UK science policy scene since the early 1970s, was clearly proposed as 

the desirable modus operandi of the JRC. The Beckers panel made it quite clear that 

they were talking about a full-blooded implementation of this principle: 

 

"With a few, minor exceptions..., the JRC is designed to carry out applied research 

which, by definition, has to be applied by users who should be the customers of the 

work. Up to now the JRC has in fact had only one customer - the Commission - which 

has operated through a large number of consultative bodies, largely irresponsible 

because they have no financial commitment and no responsibility to apply the results 

of the research.  

 

We consider that the number of customers should be expanded (i.e. industry and 

Commission Directorates), that they should be real customers and that the JRC should 

compete wherever possible with other institutions for the work required by the 

customers..... 

 

We can see no reason why other Directorates of the Commission cannot be, in effect, 

a customer of a JRC laboratory, but this is only acceptable in our view if there is clear 

distinction between the customer (some part of the Commission) and the contractor 

(the JRC laboratory). 

 

In this respect, the Commission customers should have a relationship to the JRC like 

that of national governments to public national bodies who would also be able to 

contract directly with the JRC.11" 

 

 

The Commission's response 

 

The Beckers panel thought that the customer/contractor principle could also apply to potential 

industrial customers of the JRC. Furthermore it proposed that the costs of contracts could be 

more-or-less 'cushioned' by Community resources, depending upon the nature of the 

customer. The Commission responded by bringing forward a whole package of measures to 

change the management and organisational structure of the JRC, embodying many of the 

suggestions made in the Beckers report. But on the specific concept of the 

customer/contractor principle, the Commission's response was less clear. It noted in a 

Communication of 1987 that: 

 

"...the final customer is none other than the Community as a whole, with the 

Commission acting as a proxy customer through the responsible Directorates-General. 

As the recent report by the House of Lords Select Committee on Science and 

Technology pointed out, there is sometimes a problem because the customer does not 

have the necessary expertise to define its research requirements precisely, even 

though it perceives more clearly its  

                                                            
11PE 113.370, p.15 
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requirements for implementation of the policy for which it is responsible. As 

emphasised in that report, the main thing is to ensure close relations between the 

groups carrying out the research and those benefiting from the results.12" 

 

Thus it can be seen that the Commission believed, and possibly still believes, that the 

customer/contractor principle is a kind of gentlemen's agreement, whereby the JRC will take 

account of the wishes of proxy customers, without having the considerable inconvenience of 

a system in which "the customer defines what he wishes to be done, and pays for the work: 

the contractor is responsible for executing the technical activities.13" 

 

Lord Rothschild's version of the principle, outlined in his report of 1971 to the UK 

government, was even more blunt: 

 

"This report is based on the principle that applied R&D must be done on a customer-

contractor basis. The customer says what he wants; the contractor does it (if he can); 

and the customer pays ♥........♠ 
 

However distinguished, intelligent and practical scientists may be, they cannot be so 

well qualified to decide what the needs of the nation are, as those responsible for 

ensuring that those needs are met. This is why applied R&D must have a 

customer...."14 

 

It is not too difficult to envisage mechanisms by which such an approach could be 

implemented in the European Community structure. The essential reform would involve the 

customer DGs creating Research Requirement Boards (or something similar) so as to control 

their own research budget, some of which would be "ring-fenced" for spending with the JRC. 

This means that a certain proportion of the research budget would still be reserved for the 

JRC even if the principle of open tendering were strengthened. Clearly, the creation of such 

an 'internal market' for research services within the Commission would have to respect the 

requirements of the various Public Procurement Directives, but this should not present 

insuperable difficulties. Lack of expertise in Commission DGs could be countered quite 

simply either by transferring staff from DG XII to other DGs, or by recruiting new staff. 

Horizontal coordination has been a problem in the past, since each DG inevitably has its own 

style, and certain baronial characteristics. Increasingly, however, as policies have become 

more interrelated, horizontal coordination and planning committees have begun to flourish. 

 

                                                            
12"A new outlook for the Joint Research Centre", COM(87)491, p.13 

13Idem, p.8 and see also reference 25 of the document. 

14"The Organisation and Management of Government R&D", p.20 - also known as the "Rothschild Report". It 

was published as the first part of  'A Framework for Government Research Development', Cmnd 4814, London 

HMSO, November 1971. 
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Strategic research 

 

A more substantial political problem concerns strategic research. In the customer/contractor 

system, the control of applied research is transferred to the executive departments, which 

might sometimes have a vested interest in not supporting, or even suppressing, potentially 

embarrassing research programmes. 

 

Thus a political case exists for the maintenance of a truly independent research capability, 

which might lead to challenges to existing policy, for example, on the grounds of public 

safety or environmental protection. It might be argued, of course, that such research is best 

left to the universities, but the JRC does possess extensive facilities and equipment, as well as 

possessing an international perspective which may not always be present in Member State 

universities. 

Also, the JRC would have to be given sufficient resources to ensure an adequate base in 

terms of fundamental science for its contractual applied research programmes. The Beckers 

panel suggested this should constitute 15% of the JRC's activity (and presumably be funded 

accordingly). 

 

 

Views of Parliament and Council 

 

On 13 December 1991, when giving its opinion on the Commission's proposal for a Council 

Decision adopting specific research programmes to be implemented by the Joint Research 

Centre (1992 to 1994), Parliament adopted the following amendments15: 

 

 

                                                            
15Minutes of the European Parliament for 13 December 1991 published in OJ C13, 20.12.92. Texts adopted on 

pp.510-522. 
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Amendment No 316 

 

Recital 3 

 

Whereas the Joint Research Centre, as set out 

in Decision 90/221/Euratom,, EEC, is called 

on to contribute to the implementation of the 

framework programme particularly in those 

fields in which it can offer an impartial and 

independent expert opinion for the benefit of 

all Community policies; 

Whereas the Joint Research Centre, as set out 

in Decision 90/221/Euratom, EEC, is called 

on to contribute to the implementation of the 

framework programme particularly in those 

fields in which it can offer an impartial and 

independent expert opinion for the benefit of 

all Community policies; whereas 

multidisciplinary Community activity in 

research and technological development 

continues to be necessary; whereas such 

activity should form part of a long-term 

strategy in which the JRC takes on a key 

institutional role within the Community, 

providing scientific and technical back-up 

to Commission in its initiatives on 

Community policies; 

 

 

Amendment No 7317 

 

Article 7(2a) (new) 

 

 2a. During the period 1991 to 1994 the 

Commission shall establish research 

requirement committees in those of its 

Directorates-General, excluding DG XII, 

in which have an interest in funding 

applied scientific research. The task of 

these committees will be to define the 

applied scientific requirements of these 

Directorates-General, in time for a 

complete adoption of the 

customer/contractor principle of research 

funding from 1 January 1995. 

 

                                                            
16Ibid, p.510. 

17Ibid, pp 514-515. 
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Amendment No 74
8
 

 

Article 7(2b) (new) 

 

 2b. The customer/contractor principle 

of research funding is defined as a system 

in which the customers (the Commission 

Directorates-General referred to in Article 

7(2a)) specify their research requirements 

and then allocate applied research 

contracts from their own budgets on the 

basis of competitive tenders from research 

contractors, which shall include the 

Commission's DG XII (Science, Research 

and Development) and the Joint Research 

Centre, and any public or private 

organisation which wishes to tender for 

contracts. Public and private organisations 

shall also be permitted to act as customers 

of the Joint Research Centre by 

negotiating applied research contracts 

with it. 

 

Subsequently, the Council adopted a Resolution on 29 April 1992 "concerning the activities 

to be undertaken by the Joint Research Centre" (OJ C118, 9.5.1992, pp.8-10), which included 

the following paragraph: 

 

"4. CONSIDERS that the JRC should further optimise the use of available staff and 

equipment in fields where it has the competence and should, in addition to its task of 

executing specific research programmes and exploratory research, seek to pursue its 

work of providing services: 

 

 - in conformity with EAEC Treaty obligations for the relevant Commission 

departments, 

 - in other cases for Commission departments by following a competitive approach 

(taking into account all real costs concerned) and on the basis of a genuine 

customer/contractor relationship, which should be reflected in the scientific, 

technical and budgetary arrangements of these departments, 

 - under contract for external third parties, while maintaining self-sufficiency in 

financial terms for this type of service;" 

 

The final Council Decision18 adopting the 1992-1994 EC programmes for the JRC did not 

include the customer/contractor structure proposed by the European Parliament. Indeed, 

despite the Council's own Resolution, it makes no mention whatsoever of the 

                                                            
18OJ L141, 23.5.92, pp. 11-13. 
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customer/contractor principle. One can only conclude that the Council was unable in 1992 to 

muster the unanimity in order to impose such a policy on a reluctant Commission, as required 

by the Treaty. 

 

By 1994 things had changed sufficiently for the Council to move further in the direction of 

the customer/contractor principle, as expressed in the unilateral Council Declaration19 on the 

future of the JRC approved during the process of adoption of the Fourth Framework 

Programme for Research and Technological Development. Even so, a "full-blooded" version 

was not imposed. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Both the European Parliament and the Council of Ministers have thus sought in the past to 

impose a rather more rigorous interpretation of the customer/contractor principle on a 

somewhat reluctant Commission. But the logic of the customer/contractor principle cannot be 

fully operational without a reallocation of sources of funding and control to the customers, 

despite the problems facing such a significant policy shift. 

 

In response to a question from Mr Tappin concerning the contractual arrangements for 

research carried out by the JRC for the Commission, Mr Allgeier replied on 24 July 199820 

that: 

"While the present form of relationships with the "customer" Directorates General is 

operating satisfactorily, the JRC wishes to propose an amended formulation of the 

agreements of the Directorates General, with increased emphasis on the deliverables 

[sic]" 

Relationships with some DGs are already based on inter-DG agreements and 

supplemented with detailed task sheets including objectives, milestones and 

deliverables. This approach is being more widely applied. 

 

However, the 'customer' DG should not specify the resources to be used by the JRC as 

this is a question for the JRC management, which is responsible for the technical 

aspects." 

 

                                                            
19At that time, the texts of Council Declarations were not published in the Official Journal. 

20Mr Allgeier's letter to Mr Tappin of 24 July 1998, enclosing answers to "Follow-up questions concerning the 

cost-effectiveness of the JRC", question 4 : 

"Could the tied contracts, as well as those from public tender, be subjected to similar contractual 

terms? i.e. should not the Commission sponsoring departments lay down more clearly -also for 

programmes funded directly through the JRC -the specifications for their requirements, the resources 

to be used to carry them out and the dates by when the research is to be completed?" 
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There remains therefore some disagreement concerning the nature of the contractual 

arrangements between the different parts of the European Commission, including the JRC. 

The word "resources" in the preceding paragraph is ambiguous and it is unclear whether 

money or equipment is intended. The risk implied in this last statement of the JRC Director-

General is that scientists will continue to carry out the work of interest to themselves and fit 

in the contracts with the other Commission DGs into their spare moments. The authors of this 

paper consider that tighter arrangements are necessary which will put such contracts at the 

centre and will lay down in detail what is required of the JRC and its institutes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

* * * 
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ANNEX 2 

 

EUROPEAN COMMISSION 

 

DIRECTORATE GENERAL – JRC 
JOINT RESEARCH CENTRE  

 

TTHHEE  JJRRCC::  SSPPEELLLLIINNGG  OOPPUUTT  IITTSS  MMIISSSSIIOONN  

 

 he mission of the JRC is to provide customer-driven scientific and technical support for 

the conception, implementation and monitoring of EU policies.  As a service of the 

European Commission, the JRC functions as a centre of science and technology (S/T) 

reference for the Union.  Close to the policy-making process, it serves the common interest of 

the Member States, while being independent of special interests, private or national. To carry 

out its mission, the JRC has a unique combination of facilities and expertise transcending 

national boundaries.  Moreover through its networks it stimulates collaborative research and 

broadens its knowledge base. 

 

This is the role of the JRC: close to the EU policies, developing, as a Commission service, 

and in close contact with the European Parliament, a dynamic relationship and understanding 

of the policy agenda; carrying out very specific high-level research in close contact with 

industry and other centres of excellence, in order to be equipped to provide the appropriate 

prospective advice, to alert on new developments, to analyse relationships, quantify impact, 

assess options, support specific policy measures, store date, and develop reliable, dependable 

procedures and measurements.  The JRC can help the EU policy-maker to address the 

concerns of the citizen, alleviate conflict between man and environment, explore the potential 

of S/T for promoting European economic development, set standards that pre-empt trade 

conflict and enhance gains from trade, and to fight fraud and corruption in a world of rapid 

technological change and growing complexity. 

 

Scientific and technological developments, most notably through our understanding of, and 

insight in, atomic and molecular structures on the one hand, and information and 

telecommunications technologies on the other, are now setting the speed of development, 

affecting all aspects of our society; industrial competitiveness, employment, environment, 

health, communications, transport, and agriculture.  The increasing realisation of the need to 

achieve fully sustainable development highlights the complexities facing us. Many scientific 

or technological advances, such as the development of genetically modified organisms , spark 

a new debate on the supposed advantages they bestow and risks they involve. 

 

The challenge for policies is to strike a balance between the desires of individuals to enhance 

quality of life, the need to protect the natural environment, and the need to provide a 

predictable and calculable frame for economic activity, both within the EU and 

internationally. 

 

Policy-makers cannot afford to face this challenge without the benefit of unbiased, policy-

relevant, policy-sensitive advice, founded on own knowledge and experience, shared 

objectives and concerns, and not subservient to the pursuit of private agendas. 

 

T 
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 here is no better place for such an activity, an integral part of the EU policy-making 

process, than the institutions of the EU. 

 

If this is the mission of the JRC, its raison d’être, it is not enough to have it accepted.  It is 

pivotal that its role be well understood, within and outside the EU institutions, and fully 

entrenched in the policy-making process. 

 

The JRC must be attentive to the policy agenda and develop relationship with those shaping 

it.  It must focus its research, in order not to be seen as yet one more research centre 

competing with others for public funds, but rather as a focal point of co-operation for the 

promotion of European excellence.  The JRC must develop a careful balance between co-

operation and competition; carry out research that will enable its policy-support function; 

raise awareness of its know-how and facilities which enhance the European knowledge 

reservoir, and foster the understanding of technology transfer mechanisms.  It must enrich its 

sources of advice and guarantee the understanding and embracing of this new mission among 

its management and staff – its most precious resource. 

 

In order to achieve these objectives the JRC must be launched, or rather reconfirmed, 

assertively as an integral part of EU policy-making – and not apologetically defended.  

Towards this goal contact and collaboration with other DGs and the Parliament must be 

enhanced.  This assertiveness will be necessary for another crucial step: boosting morale 

among its staff which, thanks to its education and training, represents a precious resource for 

the whole of the Commission. 

 

Finally, scientific expertise is important for the JRC as a means towards achieving its goals.  

The JRC needs scientists who are respected by their peers and understand what their 

colleagues are doing and how they can help each other.  Its success will not be measured 

neither by number of publications nor by number of patents – welcome and useful as they 

may be.  Its success will be measured by the way and the extent to which it has helped policy-

makers in dealing with S&T and its impact, and in best exploiting the opportunities it afford. 

 

This underscores the need to escape the current predicament in which the JRC is reviewed by 

those in charge of research budgets, who not only often mistakenly see the JRC as a 

competitor, but are also not necessarily, the users of its work.  There is hence a need to 

contemplate eventual evolution towards a new dynamic which will allow the policy-making 

beneficiaries of the policy support function of the JRC to participate more actively in shaping 

the agenda of the JRC.  Clearly such a process should take into consideration legal/financial 

considerations, the need to establish appropriate mechanisms, and the need to preserve a 

basic, longer-term oriented core work in S/T, beyond immediate – and as preparation for 

future – concerns. 
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