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The ERC – a success story

.. the launching of the ERC, in spite of institutional and 

regulatory difficulties, constitutes a major improvement in 

relation to the existing funding structures in Europe. For 

the first time a truly pan-European, scientifically 

independent instrument for frontier research has been 

created thus establishing a new standard of excellence for 

Europe. 

Review of the European Research Council’s 

Structures and

Mechanisms - 23 July 2009

Once in a generation, perhaps, a new research agency is 

born that does unprecedented things……. The European 

Research
Council (ERC) was first conceived in 2002, opened its doors 

in February 2007, and its budget will pass €1 billion (close to 

$1.5 billion) next year. This speed of implementation is 

unprecedented in global science.

The Scientist Volume 24 | Issue 2 | 2010 By Colin MacilwainThe overall feeling is very positive: this is really something 

new that industry wants to experiment and help to put on 

stream. 

Comments received from EIRMA, after an ERC/EIRMA 

meeting in February 2010 
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The ERC paradigm

• A radical shift in policy:
 First pan-European competition ever to support the 

best individual researchers in frontier research

• Ensure early independence of young talents 
• Enhance attractiveness of ERA: retain, repatriate, re-

open globally 
• Frontier discoveries, frontier technologies: leading 

towards frontier innovation?
• Leverage effects throughout ERA: setting gold standard 

in evaluation, competition among universities ….
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51835603,750Total Advanced Grant

54111,18611,670Total Starting Grant 

Received 
proposals 

of which 

evaluated Selected*

Starting Grant 2007 9,167 8,794 299

Starting Grant 2009 2,503 2,392 242

Advanced Grant 2008 2,167 2,034 282

Advanced Grant 2009 1,583 1,526 236

Grand Total 15,420 14,746 1,059

• ~ 800 panel members    
• ~ 2000 reviewers

• 1059 selected PI´s
• ~ 1000 signed projects

What has the ERC delivered so far?
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Early accomplishments

Basis: ISI, a bibliographic databases indexing about 8000 most 
important scientific journals 

7PNAS

10Journal of the American 
Chemical Society 

No  of article 
Physical Review Lettres 18
Nature  10

Physical Review B 10
Chemistry – A European 
Journal 7

Organic Letters 7

•About 400 publications in high 
impact scientific journals in 
2009: 

•Training the next generation of researchers: 
1000 individual research teams already funded 
by ERC

•The high number of excellent but unfunded 
ERC proposals elicited additional national 
funding from research funding organisations in 
France, Switzerland, Italy, Spain, Sweden, 
Hungary, Norway, Flanders

•An already highly respected peer review 
system: an investment for the future
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Investigator-led, bottom-up research and 
grand challenges

• Benefits of research are often serendipitous

• Maintain broad range of research capabilities and continue 
to prioritise excellence in bottom-up research

• Upstream prioritisation on basis of projected impacts not 
feasible

• Scientists are aware of societal concerns and engage with 
society



European Research Council   

ERC – outlook on the future

• Continue to invest in excellent people: 
Starters, Consolidators, Advanced researchers (high 
risk/high gain)

• Creating creative environments:
setting long-term conditions for nurturing talent and their 
societal engagement

• Reinforce Europe's positions in global science and 
innovation
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The ERC - first years of ERC life

• Infancy – “Teething problems”
 Transition to EA: EA recruitment, EA “one size fits all”

• Adolescence – Becoming autonomous
 Scientific vs. administrative cultures (trust vs. control)
 ERC EA: autonomy July 2009 (later than expected)

• Early adulthood – Need for consolidation
 Difficult governance structure (‘birth defect’): Scientific 

Council (no legal status) & EA (harmonious relation 
thanks to persons involved) 

 Complex interface with parent DG: not yet
consolidated
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Next steps following the MTR Committee 
recommendations (1)

Governance Structure:
 Integrating scientific and administrative cultures: 

external recruitment of the ERCEA director (merged 
with Secretary-General of ScC)

 Clarification of role of ScC, EA and parent DG:
institutional robustness independent of persons in key 
positions



European Research Council   

Next steps following the MTR Committee 
recommendations (2)

Further development of lighter ERC-specific 
administrative procedures:
 recruitment and compensation of Panel members, 

appointment of referees
 light financial and technical follow-up of ERC funded

projects
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Next steps following the MTR Committee 
recommendations (3)

Clarification of modus operandi between ERCEA 
and ERC Scientific Council
 Standing Committees
 ERC Board
 Identification Committee for renewal of ScC
 ScC: full access to data needed, appropriate ethical

review procedures
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Broader interventions

 From a culture of control to a culture of trust while 
respecting the principle of accountability (frontier research-
specific revision of the Financial Regulation)

 Research-serving instruments of funding. Moving from 
contracts to grants to awards to research qualified prizes 
(under the monitoring of trusted i.e. certified institutions)
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Next landmark

 “CALLS ON the Commission to carry out by July 2011 an 
independent evaluation as a follow up of the Review 
recommendations. The evaluation should, inter alia, deal 
with the question as to whether the ERC’s structure is 
sufficiently tailored to achieve its mission or whether an 
alternative structure is called for, and, if necessary make 
recommendations on this point that could be implemented 
by the start of the Eight Framework Programme.”

(Conclusions of 2999th Competitiveness Council meeting, 2 March 2010)
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An integrated, independent and dynamic ERC 
supporting frontier research in Europe

 ERC needs to become a PERMANENT institution 
sui generis with a significantly higher budget to fulfil its 
unique mission

The Lisbon Treaty offers the 
possibility to advance towards 
this goal within the European 
Research Area

art. 182 (5)
art. 185
other?
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