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President Browne, distinguished guests, ladies and 

gentlemen,  

 

I am very pleased to have this opportunity to speak to 

the members of the Coimbra Group and other invited 

stakeholders, and to welcome you to my native city – I 

hope you will have time to explore Galway and the 

surrounding countryside and coast while you are here.  

 

For me, what makes the Coimbra Group so interesting is 

not the venerable ages of your member institutions, but 

the broad mix and richness of experiences you 

represent. 

 

The Coimbra Group has a double strength. On the one 

hand, your members influence policy-making, 

individually and collectively, at national and European 

level.  
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On the other hand, the group facilitates mutual learning 

between its members on basic issues of common 

interest like the provision of doctoral training, career 

guidance and international cooperation.  

 

You are also very active participants in the 7th EU 

Research Framework Programme. Your researchers are 

involved in over 3,700 projects with a total EU 

contribution of around 2 billion euro. 

 

The themes you have chosen for this annual conference 

are particularly appealing:  'Creativity, research and 

innovation' are exactly what we need for our universities 

and indeed for society more generally.  

 

With Europe tackling the deepest and longest economic 

crisis of its recent history, we need to prioritise those 

policies that strengthen Europe - that will return us to 

growth and create more and better jobs.  
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This means that we must focus on creativity, research 

and innovation. And that's precisely what Europe is 

doing through Innovation Union, the European Research 

Area and Horizon 2020.  

 

Today, I would like bring you up to date on the progress 

of these three initiatives, starting with the role of 

universities in Innovation Union.  

 

Innovation Union, as you know, is one of the seven 

flagship initiatives of the European 2020 Strategy for 

smart sustainable and inclusive growth. 

 

Innovation Union, adopted in October 2010, is our 

roadmap for boosting Europe's innovation capacity. It 

proposes a series of measures or "commitments" to 

improve the conditions that allow scientists, researchers, 

entrepreneurs and companies to flourish. 

 

One of the main ambitions of Innovation Union is to 

remove any obstacles that make it difficult for business 

to transform European research into innovative new 

products, processes and services. 
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Achieving Innovation Union requires a concerted effort in 

many policy fields: education, fundamental research, 

applied research, knowledge transfer and IPR policy, to 

name but a few. 

 

Innovation Union is not just about technological 

innovation and developing the skills that go with it, 

important as they are. Innovation Union embraces all 

types of innovation; design innovation, service 

innovation, and social innovation, which implies a strong 

role for creativity and for the social sciences and 

humanities. 

 

We are asking Member States and regions, research 

institutes, universities and companies to do a lot, to 

make profound changes.  

 

We have made good progress on the 34 different 

commitments contained in Innovation Union, including 

the Unitary Patent, the European Passport for venture 

capital funds and innovation-friendly public procurement, 

so we have made a good start, but we are not yet there. 
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Innovation Union includes actions to promote excellence 

in education and skills development, on e-skills for 

innovation and competitiveness, on new curricula 

addressing innovation skills gaps and on the training of 

researchers so that countries can reach their R&D 

investment targets. 
 

Universities play a crucial role here. If we want to tackle 

our biggest societal challenges and develop technology-

based business, we need an excellent science base and 

we need to train creative graduates and foster critical 

and innovative mind-sets. 
 

Currently there are some 2.5 million researchers in the 

EU. Increasing R&D investments from the current 2% of 

GDP to 3% in 2020, as Member States have committed 

to do, means that we will need 1 million more 

researchers to absorb that increased capacity.  
 

Innovation Union asks Member States to draw up plans 

to address this shortfall in researchers. Many have 

introduced national strategies or even legislation to 

ensure they train enough researchers to meet their own 

national R&D targets.  
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I know that this is a real challenge in the current 

economic climate, but I want to encourage Member 

States in their efforts because new, highly-trained 

researchers will be a huge asset for our society and our 

economy.  

 

But training researchers just to remain in academia is no 

longer enough.  

 

Knowledge transfer should be given more recognition as 

part of an academic career, right from the start. 

Researchers need to be better attuned to the innovation 

potential of their findings, and academics should get the 

training and experience they need to sharpen their 

entrepreneurial skills. 

 

With this in mind, the Commission has worked with 

experts from industry and academia to prepare seven 

'Principles for Innovative Doctoral Training' to foster 

excellence and a critical mind set, and provide young 

researchers with transferable skills and exposure to 

other sectors of employment. Input from the Coimbra 

group was very valuable in this exercise.  
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The Council of Ministers has endorsed these principles 

and has called on Member States and universities to 

provide financial support. 

 

The popular Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions will place 

particular emphasis on combining research and other 

skills that maximise employability. It will also create the 

European level industrial PhDs offering researchers 

invaluable experience in industry for at least half the 

duration of their PhD. 

 

To fulfil one of the major Innovation Union commitments, 

the Commission launched, in July last year, the 

Reinforced European Research Area Partnership for 

Excellence and Growth. 

 

Our idea, strongly supported by all 27 Member States of 

the EU, is to create a European Research Area, or ERA, 

as a "single market for knowledge".  

 

Rather than creating a single research system, ERA 

aims to connect up national research systems so that we 

can get more out of them, spread excellence and 
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encourage cross-border research collaboration and open 

innovation.  

 

And ERA will help ensure a sufficient supply of highly-

qualified workers by offering researchers more attractive 

and rewarding careers, and by removing any obstacles 

to mobility across sectors and countries.  

 

So the ERA initiative sets out a series of measures to 

enable researchers, research institutions and 

businesses to better collaborate, move, and compete 

across borders.  

 

It identifies concrete steps to be taken by EU Member 

States, stakeholders and the European Commission, 

working together within a reinforced partnership.  

 

The Commission is closely monitoring progress. At the 

request of the Heads of State and Government, we will 

present our first progress report at the European Council 

meeting this coming October.  
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But ERA doesn’t just ask governments and 

administrations to take action. Universities and research 

organisations must also implement reforms. 

 

When the European Commission adopted the ERA 

Communication last July, I signed a number of 

Memoranda of Understanding with research stakeholder 

organisations such as EUA and LERU - organisations 

which also represent individual Coimbra Group 

members. The commitments made concern the five big 

ERA priorities: 

 

First, more effective national research systems – 

ensuring that funding is allocated on a competitive basis, 

to the best and most productive researchers and 

research teams;  

 

Second, Optimal transnational co-operation and 

competition – removing barriers that prevent joint actions 

from getting off the ground, raising quality through 

Europe-wide open competition, and using key research 

infrastructures on a pan-European basis;  
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Third, an open labour market for researchers so they 

can move freely across the continent - making research 

grants and pensions portable and ensuring open, 

transparent and merit-based recruitment is a must.   

 

Fourth, we need to improve gender equality and 

mainstreaming in research, to put an end to the 

scandalous waste of female talent;  

 

And fifth, we need to ensure better circulation, access to 

and transfer of scientific knowledge, including via 'digital 

ERA' – meaning wider and faster access to scientific 

publications and data. 

 

Universities play a vital role in all these areas. Besides 

the doctoral training that I already discussed, I would like 

to mention briefly three actions that I think are 

particularly relevant to you.   

 

More than 200 institutions from across Europe are now 

engaged in a peer review exercise of their human 

resources strategies in line with the "European Charter 
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for Researchers" and the "Code of Conduct for the 

Recruitment of Researchers".   

 

About 130 of them have received the 'HR Excellence in 

Research' logo for their efforts. Only a few members of 

the Coimbra Group are taking part so I would 

recommend that you consider how a similar exercise 

could be organised for your members, knowing that 

today, good HR has become a crucial factor in attracting 

and retaining the best staff.  

 

Researchers will be reluctant to move country if they're 

afraid that this will negatively affect their supplementary 

pension rights. This is clearly a brake on the free 

circulation of researchers and knowledge that is a 

cornerstone of ERA. 

 

The European Commission is providing guidance to 

universities and other employers wishing to set up a 

European supplementary pension fund for researchers. 

A group of volunteer organisations has started defining 

the rules for the fund to be launched in 2014. Coimbra 

Group members are very welcome to join in. 
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The third issue that I want to highlight is Knowledge 

transfer and open innovation. In my view, universities 

should become 'innovation centres' for their region. They 

should train and retrain the workforce in cooperation with 

industry. Mobility between industry and academia should 

become the norm. A series of measures in this area are 

being proposed in the Innovation Union, ERA and 

Horizon 2020. 

 

I have set up an Expert group on Knowledge Transfer 

and Open Innovation which in November, will produce 

recommendations to underpin the development of a 

comprehensive policy approach to this issue. We hope 

to learn from your experiences in this respect. 

 

Now let me say a few more words about Horizon 2020. 

 

Horizon 2020 represents a big change from the previous 

Research Framework Programmes, because for the first 

time it brings together all of the EU's funding for 

research and innovation in one place. 
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With Horizon 2020, we want to make it easier to 

participate in EU-funded research and innovation 

actions, to increase scientific and economic impact, and 

give the taxpayer better results and better value for 

money.  

 

Horizon 2020 strikes the right balance between 

supporting excellent science, boosting the 

competitiveness of our industries and tackling societal 

challenges.  It is structured around three distinct, but 

mutually reinforcing pillars. Universities will of course 

play a key role in all three.  

 

The first pillar, 'Excellence in the science base' will 

support frontier or basic research, the bedrock of 

economic growth and the wellbeing of our society. This 

is obviously good for researchers, to whom we offer 

opportunities to work together and develop ideas. As 

well as support for the Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions 

and research infrastructures, we have proposed a 

significant increase in funding to the extremely 

successful European Research Council, which in six 
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years has already become a gold standard for 

excellence in research. 

 

The second pillar, on industrial leadership, aims to make 

Europe a more attractive place for businesses to invest 

in R&D and innovation. Key enabling technologies such 

as advanced manufacturing, nanotechnology and 

biotechnology underpin innovation across many 

industries and sectors. We will invest in order to maintain 

a lead in these technologies. An important aspect will be 

the development and implementation of research and 

innovation agendas through public-private partnerships 

that include strong and effective cooepration between 

industry and academia. 

 

The third priority of Horizon 2020, 'Societal challenges', 

puts a strong emphasis on bringing together 

international and multidisciplinary teams of researchers 

to tackle the societal challenges of greatest concern to 

people and that meet the EU's broader policy agenda in 

areas such as health, energy, transport or climate 

change.  
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Horizon 2020's focus on excellence will be 

complemented by measures to ensure that the 

programme is open to the widest possible range of 

participants, including newcomers. Talent will be 

nurtured to grow into excellence, so that innovators and 

researchers from all over Europe can benefit. This will 

be in line with the approach of basing future funding for 

research and innovation under EU cohesion policy on 

the concept of smart specialisation, through which 

regions seek to develop their research and innovation 

strengths.  

 

The broad, multi-disciplinary approach of Horizon 2020 

will bring together universities, industry, public bodies 

and users to create innovative solutions that will meet 

peoples' needs. 

 

The Twinning, Teaming and ERA Chairs actions will 

strengthen the scientific excellence and innovation 

capacities of emerging institutions and help establish 

new Centres of Excellence. 
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"Twinning" aims to significantly strengthen an emerging 

institution's capacities in a specific field of research 

through co-operation with at least two internationally 

renowned counterparts in Europe.  

Rather than developing excellence in a specific field of 

research, "Teaming" has the broader goal of significantly 

upgrading or creating new Centres of Excellence by 

teaming up with leading research counterparts in 

Europe.  

I believe that these twinning and teaming initiatives can 

provide sustainable “anchor points” of excellence in less 

research-intensive countries and regions. As members 

of the Coimbra network, you are well placed to engage 

in these activities, since you have a track record in 

successful cooperation at grassroots level. 

 

The ERA Chairs initiative aims to bring outstanding 

academics to institutions that have a high potential for 

research excellence. 
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The Commission has launched a pilot phase under the 

current 7th Framework Programme, targeting institutions 

located in convergence regions. The deadline for 

submission of proposals is the end of this month and the 

Commission will select the best proposals during the 

summer.  

 

This is a competitive process and given the size of the 

pilot, not every country or region will be successful at 

this stage. However, we are just preparing the ground for 

Horizon 2020, where I would like to fund a much larger 

number of ERA Chairs. I count on Coimbra Group 

members to play an active role in promoting the ERA 

Chairs initiative. 

 

We have had extremely positive reactions to our Horizon 

2020 proposal from Member States, the European 

Parliament and our many stakeholders. We have worked 

hard to respond to the needs of researchers, and I'm 

pleased that the new strategic ambition of Horizon 2020 

and across-the-board simplification has been so well 

received.  
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Of course, Horizon 2020 is one part of the European 

Union's budget for 2014 to 2020, currently under 

discussion in the European Council and Parliament.  

 

The Commission proposed an ambitious budget of 80 

billion euro, and although the Heads of State and 

Government in February proposed a lower figure of just 

over 70 billion when they met in February, this 

represents a significant increase in the current budget, 

and an important catalyst for growth and jobs in Europe. 

In fact, Horizon 2020 is the only significant budgetary 

area that will see an increase, and it is encouraging that 

the European Council highlighted the particular 

importance of Horizon 2020 to Europe's economic 

recovery and future prosperity.  

We are very hopeful that the Council and Parliament can 

reach a satisfactory agreement soon, so that Horizon 

2020 can get off to a flying start in January 2014 as 

planned. 
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Ladies and gentlemen, 
 

We share common goals to make our society more 

knowledge intensive, to prepare our young people for 

work, to foster entrepreneurship and to stimulate 

innovation. By combining education with research and 

innovation, people can develop the practical skills, 

knowledge and creativity that will allow them to 

participate in an ever-changing economy. 
 

There is a great deal at stake. Today, more than ever, 

research, innovation and education can deliver social 

progress. When we invest in these areas, we commit 

ourselves to the development of our citizens and the 

long-term welfare of society. 
 

I count on the Coimbra Group to remain actively involved 

in the initiatives I have described today, building on the 

rich and varied experiences of your members.  
 

And you can count on me to do all I can to help you 

achieve your goals. 

 

 

Thank you. 
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