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Commissioner Geoghegan-Quinn 
Presentation of the Royal Irish Academy Gold 

Medals 
Dublin, 30 November 2012 

 

 

Good morning and thank you for your welcome – it’s a 

real pleasure for me to visit the Royal Irish Academy, an 

institution that is quite rightly held in the highest regard 

here at home and on the international stage.  

I would particularly like to thank Professor Luke Drury 

for inviting me to be part of this special occasion, where 

I have the privilege of presenting the 2012 Academy 

Gold Medals in Life Sciences and the Humanities. 

I would also like to thank the Higher Education Authority 

and The Irish Independent for sponsoring these awards. 

Since their launch in 2005 by President McAleese, the 

Academy Gold Medals Award has become the premier 

award for Ireland's academic community – the Irish 

Nobel prize if you like. 
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The Royal Irish Academy plays a leading role in 

promoting a culture of commitment to excellent original 

research and scholarship in Ireland, which I think we all 

agree is extremely important. The Academy's work in 

this area is vital. Questions about the place of science in 

society or how research should influence policy-making 

are part of public debate in Europe as never before. 

At a time when budgets are under pressure and every 

euro spent has to be justified, a major question for 

scientists, business people, policymakers and citizens 

alike must be: "What kind of research should we be 

doing?" 

Of course, science, innovation and economic growth are 

closely linked – there is ample evidence to this effect, 

and we can see right here in Europe that the Member 

States that continue to invest in research and innovation 

are the ones that are recovering from the crisis most 

quickly. And of course research is the key to finding 

answers to complex, systemic challenges such as 

climate change, food and energy security and an ageing 

population.  
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Science is vital for a healthy economy and for a healthy 

society. But I firmly believe that science has a greater 

value than simply as a motor for economic growth or a 

means of tackling our biggest policy dilemmas.  

Beyond its many obvious practical benefits, intellectual 

inquiry is a valuable and worthwhile pursuit in itself.  

Science satisfies our need to understand the world 

around us, to understand the great variety of life on 

earth, and to understand ourselves. 

Even if we were only interested in achieving our policy 

goals, which is not the case, it simply wouldn't be 

enough to only fund challenge-driven research. Because 

we all know that curiosity-driven or fundamental 

research can often be the source of unpredictable 

breakthroughs. 

Silicon chips, fundamental to the way we live now, 

resulted from breakthroughs in quantum mechanics, and 

I often use the practical application of lasers as a good 

example - discovered through fundamental research 

and now found in CD players in every home. 
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So, we need to achieve a balance between challenge-

driven and curiosity-driven research. 

In both cases we must strive for excellence, and 

excellence is the watchword for what we are doing at 

European level.  

At a time when public budgets are very tight 

everywhere, the European Commission is proposing 

more money for research, innovation and science.  

There are good economic arguments for this.  

As I've said, the EU Member States that have 

maintained investment in education, research, science - 

the motors of economic growth - are coping better with 

today's severe economic challenges.  

Business is also continuing to invest. According to a 

recent survey, the top companies in Europe estimate 

that they will increase their R&D investment by an 

average of 4% per year over the next two years.  

The Commission has proposed an increase from 55 

billion euro in the current seven-year budget, to 80 

billion euro in the next one beginning in 2014, to fund 
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our new research and innovation programme, Horizon 

2020.  

But, as we have all seen in the last few weeks, 

negotiations on the next EU budget are extremely tough. 

Not everyone is convinced that the 80 billion euro for 

Horizon 2020 is justified, far from it.  

And national budgets for science are also at risk. It 

really is a battle to maintain the central place of science 

in European society, and at the heart of Europe's 

economy.  

I am working hard to defend the need for investment, 

and we need scientists and the businesses they work 

with to be vocal about the need for more money for 

science at European and national level.  

So how do we propose to spend the money, if we 

manage to secure it? 

Fundamental research is fundamental to our plans. The 

first pillar of Horizon 2020 is the promotion of excellent, 

curiosity-driven research. 
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We are proposing to double the funding for the 

incredibly successful European Research Council, or 

ERC. It's hard to believe that such a new organisation 

has already established such an enviable reputation 

worldwide. 

In its first five years, the ERC has helped more than 

2,500 top researchers to follow their scientific instincts 

and carry out top quality research.  

The ERC counts Nobel laureates and Fields medallists 

among its grantees, as well as the winners of 30 more 

internationally recognised prizes.  

They have been carrying out top-quality research. In the 

course of 2011, every week at least one ERC-funded 

project reported its findings in either Nature or Science! I 

know some of the Irish ERC grantees are here with us 

today, and I look forward to hearing of many more in the 

years to come. 

The second pillar of Horizon 2020, aimed at creating 

industrial leadership, will drive the development of new, 

sustainable production processes and support young, 

innovative enterprises. 
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Under the third pillar of the programme, funding will be 

challenge-based, and not thematic as in previous 

Framework Programmes. This will allow us to bring 

together research and knowledge across different fields, 

technologies and disciplines, including the social 

sciences and humanities, to make real progress in 

tackling the big problems we face. It will also help us to 

tackle areas that require cross-cutting research, like 

Blue Growth for example. 

 

 

There will also be a stronger focus on innovation, and on 

the links between excellent research and innovative 

technologies, products and services.  

We are also proposing radical simplification, cutting red 

tape across the board. This is an eagerly-awaited reform 

- the need for simplification is one of the things I've 

heard about from scientists since the beginning of my 

mandate. So you see - Horizon 2020 marks a real 

departure from the long-standing Framework 

Programmes for Research.  I hope this new approach 
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will encourage more Irish researchers and institutions to 

take part in European-level projects.  

This brings me to the European Research Area - or ERA 

– Europe's single market for knowledge. ERA is the 

policy pillar that accompanies Horizon 2020. 

While we have made some progress since ERA was 

launched, researchers still complain about a range of 

barriers to their careers. And they have good reason to 

complain. 

They cannot take their grants across borders. Their 

pensions are not portable. Recruitment to top positions 

is not always based on merit. And career structures are 

not clear enough. It's no wonder that many of our top 

researchers are leaving Europe.  

Meanwhile, there is a scandalous waste of female talent. 

National funding is not always allocated on a competitive 

basis. And it's difficult to get cross-border projects off the 

ground.  

These are all stumbling blocks to excellent research. 
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That is why the European Commission launched the 

European Research Area Framework last July. I am 

determined to move up several gears and make real 

progress – the 2014 deadline set by Member States in 

the European Council has certainly concentrated minds. 

We have also launched a reinforced partnership with 

Member States. It has been extended to include 

research stakeholder organisations. Indeed, the 

Commission has signed Memoranda of Understanding 

with some of the biggest academic and research 

organisations. 

These are not empty declarations of intent; they contain 

clear commitments that I am convinced can produce 

results. 

The Commission will monitor progress towards ERA 

goals carefully. I intend each year to state very publicly 

how well, or how badly, each Member State is doing. I 

will not be afraid to 'name and shame' - ERA is too 

important for that. 

We are focusing now on a small number of key issues, 

such as making it easier to strategically align funding 
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from different Member States, improving researchers' 

careers and mobility and giving researchers access to 

world-class scientific infrastructures.  

ERA will generate excellence by opening up national 

funding to pan-European competition, and at the same 

time, increasing cross-border co-operation.  

That's what excellent scientists want – to compete and 

cooperate.  

I hope that these reforms will encourage Irish scientists 

to play an even bigger role in research and innovation at 

European-level. 

Ladies and gentlemen,  

The Academy Committees charged with the 

responsibility of shortlisting candidates for this year's 

awards were faced with a demanding task. I am pleased 

about this because it shows that that there was rich pool 

of deserving candidates.  

I would like to take this opportunity then, to warmly 

congratulate this year's medallists, Professor Luke 

O'Neill and Professor Dermot Moran. 
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These awards are hard earned. Each one is a testament 

to a lifetime of passionate commitment to the highest 

standards in scholarship. And they are well-deserved 

recognition of scientific excellence. 

My best wishes for your continued success here in 

Ireland and with your European and international 

partners. 

End 


