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Distinguished Guests,  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am sincerely honoured and grateful for this nomination, and I am pleased to accept and to 

share the ACER-Association Award for leadership in launching the European Research Council.  

I was privileged to take on responsibility for driving forward European research policy in 2004, 

when the idea of the ERC was newly conceived. The huge task ahead of us then was to actually 

create it and to make it work; and in this I was helped and supported by many others. 

Throughout this process the cooperation and support of the broader Scientific Community, and 

its representative organisations such as ACER-Association has been an important force.  

But I would say that perhaps the biggest motivation for us has been the quality of the emerging 

and established scientists that the ERC supports. I want to pay a special tribute to those 

thousands of researchers all around Europe who are working, through ERC grants on the 

discoveries that will help tackle the societal challenges we face today and provide the basis for 

Europe’s future prosperity and competitiveness. 

In accepting this prize, therefore I would like to acknowledge and thank all of the friends and 

colleagues who worked with us to make the ERC project possible, in particular the ERC 

Scientific Council, the staff of the Executive Agency and my own team in the European 

Commission.  

My particular thanks and respects go to Professor Fotis Kafatos who played instrumental role at 

the early stages of the ERC.  

I doubt that without his fundamental trust and honesty, the friendship we established and 

nurtured those days the ERC would be as we know it today. And also to the second ERC 

Secretary General, Professor Andreu Mas-Colell, who has in the critical phase with his credibility 

and vision contributed to the success of ERC. He has always worked in tandem with the 

Commission and provided a remarkable impetus to make the ERC a dynamic European 

benchmark in the field.  



The first years of the ERC have confirmed to me the importance of some of the core principles 

for supporting frontier research that we set out and strongly defended in the early days:  

 funding on the basis of scientific excellence;  

 sustained medium-term funding for researchers;  

 a dedicated structure, and 

 independence and autonomy. 

These have been key factors for the success of the ERC. 

The ERC was actually pretty radical and unique amongst the European institutions in having a 

fully independent Scientific Council setting the scientific strategy. This autonomy in its 

functioning and membership has ensured its quality and credibility ever since.  

You only need to look at some of the figures to see that the ERC has become a major success 

story of the 7th Framework Programme. Over 44 000 proposals received in 7 years, and the 

number is increasing by every call. That is a remarkable achievement even in international terms, 

and it demonstrates a massive demand for competitive research funding. 

In supporting the best of these proposals the ERC is helping to develop the world class science 

base in Europe, allowing researchers the freedom to explore ideas at the frontiers of knowledge, 

and hopefully to generate radical breakthroughs. This bottom-up approach in research by now is 

widely recognised all around world. 

As you know, I have spent the last 4 years as European Commissioner for Environment. This 

has been a very different experience from Science and Research Commissioner, which  

I can sum up most quickly by saying that as A Science and Research Commissioner I used to be 

responsible for a lot of money, but not much legislation, whereas now I am responsible for a lot 

of legislation, but I miss a bit of money to help me deliver my policies.  

I can assure you that my experience in science and research has provided me with an excellent 

experience and perspective to bring to environmental policy, an area which really depends on 

scientific knowledge and analysis. 

Tackling the challenges posed by the increasing natural and man-made pressures on the 

environment needs the brilliant science that the ERC helps fund. Issues such as climate change, 



food security and fighting diseases require a concerted international research effort. So it is 

encouraging to see research funding evolving globally, with the share of BRIC countries in 

worldwide R&D expenditure doubling between 2000 and 2009. 

The Commission has supported fundamental research on environment, and more specifically on 

biodiversity and ecosystem services, since the 5th framework programme. I know that ACER 

members have taken part in some of these projects1 addressing, for example, the impact of 

climate change on environment, the effects of environment on health, and citizen science 

projects. 

Just as environmental problems don't recognise borders; it is also true that the best brains are not 

all concentrated in one country or continent; they are to be found across Europe and the world. 

That is why Europe can only maximise the excellence of its science base and innovative 

industries by being open to international cooperation. 

I was constantly amazed, in my time as Research Commissioner, by the capacity of humans to 

apply grey matter to break new ground and to address societal challenges.  

But although humanity prides itself on its intelligence, I see in my responsibilities today that we 

still manage to make a mess of the planet we live on. Rather than destroying nature, or trying to 

out-smart it, we should take more time and effort to try to learn from it. After all it has developed 

sustainably through millions of years of trial an error. 

Science and innovation are often inspired by nature.  

 Velcro tape was inspired by the grappling hooks of seeds,  

 the self-cleaning mechanism of lotus leaves and flowers inspired new cleaning products,  

 bio-based glues provide non-toxic alternatives that mirror the adhesive qualities of 

mussels attached to ocean rocks, and 

 traffic management IT tools are being developed through the study of the behaviour of 

social insects such as ants. 

Nature provides us not only with ideas, but with the resources and services – such as food, fibres, 

clean air and water – that we need to live and prosper. If we are to share this planet with 9 billion 

fellow human-beings, all of them aspiring to good lifestyles, we must take care of those resources. 

                                                           
1
  at least 19 projects worth a total of € 120 million were funded under FP7 (total EC contribution € 89 

million) with partnership of the three organisations that are members of ACER: CREAL, CREAF and 

ICRA. 



We need effective conservation strategies to avoid a "6th Mass Extinction", and we need resource 

efficient and circular economy models to ensure that all can enjoy the good living standards that 

only a few of us had until recently. 

Both frontier and societal challenge oriented research are tackling these challenges, and 

improving our understanding of how both local and large-scale ecological and evolutionary 

processes shape biodiversity abundance and distribution. 

Ladies and gentlemen,  

in accepting the ACER Award today I have indulged in some nostalgia and reminiscences, and a 

little bit of pride, but above all, I would like to express my hope and wish that the ERC will 

continue to push the boundaries in these areas for many years to come. 

And I am delighted to share the award with Frederico and Fotis (Dr Federico Mayor-Zaragoza 

and Dr Fotis Kafatos). Without people like them all of this would not have been possible. 

And by the way, since it is my birthday tomorrow, thank you for the present I will never forget. 

Thank you! 


