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Introduction

Since 1984, European Community RTD activities have been implemented through multi -
annual framework programmes (FPs). With a budget of around 17 billion euro for the years 
2002-2006, the European Community Sixth Framework Programme (FP6) financed until the 
end of 2008 ‘indirect’ RTD activities worth 25 billion euro in estimated investments.

Two new instruments were introduced by FP6 aiming especially at 'Integrating and 
strengthening the European Research Area’:

- ‘Networks of Excellence’ (NoEs, 167 projects financed under FP6, with a EU contribution 
of 1,2 billion euro) were aimed primarily at creating a substantial and lasting integration of 
the research activities of the network partners, thus directly tackling the fragmentation of 
research activities in Europe in a given thematic priority; and

- 'Integrated projects' (IPs, almost 700 projects financed, with an EU contribution of 6,5 
billion euro) were designed to generate the knowledge required to implement the thematic 
priorities , by achieving ambitious, clearly defined scientific and technological objectives of a 
European dimension.

1) The Court's audit (scope, findings and recommendations)

a) Audit scope 

The Court's audit asked to what extent:

 NoEs and IPs contributed to achieve the research policy objectives set by the Treaty as 
well as their own specific objectives;

 the Commission effectively supported the projects' implementation by providing the 
necessary guidance to beneficiaries, managing the contracts and monitoring the 
progress achieved; and

 FP6 had stimulated RTD investment.

b) Findings of the Court

Absence of an explicit intervention logic

The Court found that the FP6 instruments were successful in promoting research collaboration 
and projects of reasonable quality. However these instruments have operated in the absence of 
an explicit intervention logic, as well as of SMART objectives1 and performance indicators.
                                               
1 SMART stands for specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and timed in accordance with Article 27, 
paragraph 3 of the Financial Regulation
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Specific objectives only partially achieved

The specific objectives of the new instruments were only partially achieved. Only a minority 
of NoEs achieved a progressive and self-sustainable integration of research activities between 
the network partners. The audited IPs have not succeeded in attracting more resources from 
individual participants nor additional sources of public and private financing. 

Weaknesses in the Commission's management

According to the Court the Commission's management revealed a number of weaknesses 
which affected the effectiveness of the actions.

Objectives of stimulating RTD investment non achieved

As compared to FP5, FP6 did not succeed in generating a significant increase in terms of 
participants RTD investment. The participation of the private sector even diminished in 
relative terms. Indeed, a lower rate (10 %) of the total budget was allocated to them than the 
one achieved under FP5 Thematic Programmes (12%) and concerning FP7, first results show 
that SME participation is further declining.

c) The Court's recommendations

In summary, the Court has put forward the following recommendations:

1. Spending programmes should be based upon an explicit intervention logic, linking the 
instruments to realistic objectives. The possibility of setting one single objective for each 
instrument should be considered. For each programme there should be appropriate 
performance indicators to monitor the expected outputs, outcomes and impacts.

2. The Commission should consider whether NoEs and IPs have realistic objectives and 
provide significant advantages as compared with traditional instruments for research 
collaboration. The Commission should assess whether past achievements, potential EU added 
value and prospects of self-sustainability justify further funding under FP7.

3. The Commission should examine the reasons underlying the low level of participants’ RTD 
investment compared to the goals pursued and propose specific measures. 

4. The Commission should ensure clear and timely guidance, speedier contracting process and 
better project monitoring.

2. The Commission's replies

The Commission considered that the FPs had always been based on a sound intervention 
logic. Essential elements of the SMART approach were taken up in the Commission's work 
programmes under FP6 despite the fact that this approach was not explicit in the Financial 
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Regulation applicable at that moment. Under FP7, all work programmes contain expected 
impact statements,. Furthermore, the Commission considered that FP6 was properly 
monitored and evaluated.

The Commission took the view that there was a large number of NoEs where lasting
integration among partners was achieved and the overall quality of projects was deemed high.

The Commission pointed out that when taking into account public and private organisations 
engaged in commercial activities, participation rates under FP6 are similar to those of FP5 and 
considered it was still too early to pass judgment on the SMEs participation under FP7.

Finally, the Commission considered that FP6 had provided a significant boost to research 
efforts. 

3. Comments and recommendations from the Committee on Budgetary Control for 
possible inclusion in the draft report on the Commission discharge (financial year 2008)

The European Parliament:

General remarks

1. welcomes the Court of Auditors' constructive recommendations and overall positive 
opinion on the promotion of research collaboration and projects of reasonable quality by 
'Networks of Excellence' and 'Integrated Projects' in Community Research policy;

2. appreciates that in the view of the Court, the FP6 instruments covered by the audit had 
promoted a good and effective level of research collaboration between project participants;

Initial stage of proceedings

3. notes the existence of a high 'expectation gap', i.e. the fact that less than 55% of all projects 
reviewed ex post maintained their initial 'excellent' evaluation; asks Commission to reconsider 
its evaluation procedures;

4. recalls the fact that the vast majority of applications does not overcome the threshold of 
'excellence' (only 15 to 20 %), whereas application costs (amounting in individual cases up to 
300 000 euro) are borne by applicants; in this regard urges the Commission to coherently and 
efficiently apply sensible discretion (e.g. multi stage procedures) in order to make most 
efficient use of the money allocated to research instead of 'administration of research'; 

5. considers unfortunate that, depending on their eventual success in the application 
procedure, only 53 to 86 % of all parties concerned fully understood the nature of the 
instruments applied in the FP6; regrets the fact that in some cases apparently the choice of 
instrument rather followed fiscal instead of material considerations; notes that the existence of 
a high number of partners in NoEs as well as the Commission's strong focus on legal 
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integration is a specific challenge and notes that the Expert Group on the future for NoEs has 
recommended that larger partnerships should only be formed in exceptional duly justified 
cases1;

Formation of Networks of Excellence

6. regrets that - notwithstanding Parliament's demands for a more service and customer 
oriented implementation of research programmes, only little progress has been achieved in the 
formation of 'one stop shops', covering the full range of Directorates General within the 
research family, standardisation in terms of application procedures, prerequisite 
documentation and consistent communication; highlights the fact that the public considers the 
Commission as a single entity; 

7. demands in that respect that the Commission finally takes the appropriate steps towards a 
pro-active approach in terms of customer support, internal quality control including second 
level standardisation and coherent management; asks Commission to make available on-line 
all legal texts on which the grants contracts are based including, where appropriate references 
to Belgian law;

8. recalls the Parliament's constant demands for reducing the administrative burden in 
particular in grants procedures2; deplores the fact that the time to contract averages 13 
months, thus increasing by 4 months in comparison with the FP5; with a view to FP7 
demands that Commission make use of existing administrative tools (e.g. Personal 
Identification Codes (PIC) Legal Entity Appointed Representatives (LEARs));

9. is unsatisfied that FP6 did not attain the aim of stronger participation of private participants, 
in particular SME's; shares the Court's view that some provisions actively discouraged their 
participation; on the whole takes the view that the legal provisions and rules (including model 
contracts and guidelines) are overly complex and in themselves clog up the effective and 
efficient implementation of research policies; 

10. observes that the focus of evaluations is set on 'input' checks rather than output 
assessments; joins the Court in his appreciation that the proper definition of SMART
objectives at the outset of the project is a key element to determine its progress and eventual 
success; Stresses that reporting requirements have to be designed as a purposeful tool for 
monitoring and assessing progress in the integration and material progress3 and must not be 
used as a means of sanctioning or interfering with the coordinator's other discretionary 
managerial activities as long as they are in line with the legal provisions.

                                               
1 cf. Final Report of the expert group on the future of networks of excellence (September 2008 - 'ER') p. 21

2 SEC(2006)0866 – C6-0231/2006 – 2006/0900(CNS)

3 ER p.26.
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Sustainability and future development

11. regrets to learn that in most cases sustainable integration, exceeding the initial funding 
period, could not be achieved and that in the Court's appreciation, the initial funding period of 
five years did not prove to be realistic; supports the proposal to apply highly competitive and 
selective criteria to the prolonged funding of NoEs that claim to be able to enter into self-
sustainability (ER p. 28);

12. notes with interest the Expert Group's proposal to explore the possibility of coordinated 
calls between ERA-NETs and FP7 combining national and Community funds1 as well as all 
measures to enhance transparency and accessibility of the CORDIS database to ensure an 
exchange of research results in the ERA (exchange of best practice examples);

13. is deeply concerned by the fact that the application of Commission's audit strategy for FP6 
has already resulted in two court cases initiated by former participants; stresses that reliability 
is the basis for any long term cooperation and reiterates its call on the Commission, as a 
requirement for legal certainty, to refrain from recalculating the financial statements of 
projects under the FP6 that it has already approved and settled, by applying new 
interpretations to the eligibility criteria for costs established in the General Conditions 
(Annex II) of the FP6 model contract2; urges the Commission to reinforce its efforts with 
regard to finding a solution and expresses its desire for a solution based dialogue;

14. asks the Commission to find solutions that ensure reliability and mid-term continuity in 
the implementation and planning of framework programmes, notably with a view to FP8; and 
in particular to homogenously apply fix deadlines and firm rules of procedure;

                                               
1 ER p.27.

2 SEC(2008)2359 – C6-0415/2008 – 2008/2186(DEC)


