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Informal meeting of Ministers in Competitiveness Council,
Umeå 15-16 October 2009
Issues to be discussed on enhanced political governance of European Research Area

In the Presidency discussion note for the Ministerial Seminar in Brussels, 24 September 2009, the forward looking exercise "The World 2025" was quoted as highlighting the rise of Asia not only in terms of demography and GDP but also in terms of science, technology and innovation. Considering the present and future societal challenges like climate change and energy security, the access to, and rapid world wide diffusion of vital knowledge is essential to Europe's future welfare. Research policies in Europe will increasingly need to be aimed at addressing these challenges more systematically. Improving the efficiency and effectiveness of the European research system, and bringing about a transition to a more knowledge-intensive economy and society must be high on the political agenda.

The conclusion of the Presidency is that the global perspectives also in a short term call for a very ambitious agenda for Europe. The proposals put forward by the Presidency regarding the enhanced governance of ERA, building on the notion that the challenges facing Europe call for a structured approach, and must provide visibility, transparency and efficiency. It must also provide for clarity in working methods and responsibilities.

Within the framework of the draft Resolution, three issues seem particularly relevant for a deeper political discussion to guide the negotiations on the preparatory levels of Council.

· How to promote the implementation of the Knowledge triangle

· How to develop working methods on the Ministerial level

· How to define partnership in ERA Governance

I. The Knowledge triangle

The ongoing work on implementing the Knowledge triangle responds to repeated calls for action from the European Council to bring about interaction between three core policy areas, higher education, research and innovation. The Competitiveness Council has recently affirmed its commitment through conclusions on the Ljubljana process (May 2008), ERA Vision 2020 (December 2008) and on engagement in ensuring enhanced complementarity and synergies between Community policies and instruments (May 2009).

The Conference "The Knowledge triangle, shaping the future of Europe" (Gothenburg, August/September 2009), defined the concept of the knowledge triangle by relating it to the need for improving the impact of investments in the three activities, higher education, research and innovation, by systemic and continuous interaction. The conference also called for measures to improve governance on both national and European level to support making the knowledge triangle a reality.

Responding to these wide appeals, initiatives are needed to improve structures and working methods and ways of interaction at both European and national level. 
Ministers are invited to reflect on the urgency to develop existing measures and structures in response to the challenges in developing the knowledge triangle as an important part of ERA.

II. Working methods on Ministerial level

The Council structure is tailored to adopt legislation on e.g. the Framework programme but less suited to strategic debates going beyond the remits of one Council formation. The informal meetings are more flexible but in practice they follow the same pattern as the formal Councils. In addition, informal meetings are also important for the Presidency to take up specific Presidency priorities.

The political landscape of Europe - facing major global challenges - calls in many cases for action across policy areas , be they  climate change or a number of other major political issues. Taking action on these challenges must involve many stakeholders. The ERA itself is extremely complex, consisting of a great number of actors and stakeholders at national, regional and European level. Their mobilization is a major task.

The Presidency suggests establishing the ERA Ministerial Conference, as a very flexible tool for further developing ERA and improving its political visibility. The Ministerial conference  should be very well prepared to fill its purpose, which should be a very important task of CREST, the ERA Policy committee. The establishment of this conference should be developed in such a way that it does not lead to an increase of the number of ministerial meetings since it is unlikely that it will be convened more than once during every TRIO of Presidencies.

The Ministers are invited to reflect on the political potential of the Ministerial conference to contribute to the development of the knowledge triangle and the strategic guidance on the development of ERA at the political level.

III. Partnership in ERA Governance

In May 2008, the Competitiveness Council set out in its Conclusions on the Ljubljana process a number of principles which should be guiding the development of improved governance of ERA. These include that it should be “based on a long-term partnership between the Member States, the countries associated to the FP, and the Commission, involving relevant Community, national and joint ERA initiatives. From the early phases of planning of initiatives to their implementation, monitoring and evaluation, the partnership should be guided at the political level;”

The concept of ERA, by present orientations already , goes far beyond the existing Community instruments, e. g. Framework programmes and involves, when implementing Vision 2020, the development of the knowledge triangle. However, as according to present Treaty, Research and Innovation will remain a shared competence.

Furthermore, the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty would establish a legal basis for the European Research Area, the consequences of which are not yet known, but might in time be very considerable.

An issue that needs to be pursued is how a balance between Member States and the Commission should be developed in order to ensure shared responsibility for the development of the ERA.

The Council together with Parliament is the legislator, acting on proposals from the Commission, according to the Commission's right of initiative.  The Commission  has the executive power, as well as vast resources for work preparing policy decisions in the Council.

According to the Ljubljana conclusions, the political guidance of ERA should cover all stages, from the early phases of planning of initiatives to their implementation.

According to the proposed Resolution on ERA Governance, the future ERA Ministerial conferences should be chaired by the Presidency of the Council. It is also proposed that the Chair of the ERA Policy committee, CREST, preparing the Conference, will be an elected individual from a Member State. The Chair will be assisted by a Bureau, consisting of representatives from Member States and the Commission. It is essential that the Commission, having played an important role in developing the ERA,  will continue to play a major role in preparing the deliberations of CREST and to implement the results from these.

The Chairs of certain other ERA advisory bodies, following the existing model from CREST – i.e. SFIC and GPC – are also representatives from  Member States (in GPC a representative of the Presidency).

The logic in this sharing of responsibilities is that representatives of Member States get a more distinct role and responsibility in the advisory stages of the policy-making process. The Commission's right of initiative and  its role in implementation will not change, and thus the Commission is guaranteed a major role in the process.

The Ministers are invited to reflect on this balance of responsibilities within the partnership for political governance of ERA. 

