





Agricultural

Structuring and strengthening of the European
Research Area (ERA)

8. Agricultural Infrastructuresinclude experimental farms,
environmental observatories, geneticresources, databases etc. There
is a clear need for their categorisation, and for a wider availability to
external parties within Europe. Within an ERA, access tothese facilities
for different consortia would help to make research more attractive.
Minimum requirements for thejr utilisation within an ERA would
depend upon their accessibility, the quality of the facilities, and the
willingness to share information generated.

9. The mobility of researchers throughout Europe must be
improved if the ERA is to be a success, and this is especially
relevant to agriculture. Fundamental administrative problems
need to be addressed to make mobility in research and training
more attractive. Examples of where administrative hurdles need to
be overcome include the coverage of all costs, improving the socio-
economic conditions of the visiting scientist, re-integration upon
retumn, mutual recognition of diplomas, and harmonisation of
working conditions. Any researcher trained or working under the
remit of the ERA in agriculture should be acknowledged as
contributing towards a sustainable European agriculture.
Categories to be specifically addressed under mobility actions
include diversity with respect to ethnic groupings, women, older
scientists, and the needs of researchers in applicant countries.
Alonger-term goal is the development of a recognised “European

career” for researchers throughout Europe.

10. Many agricultural problems are not confined by national
boundaries and are truly regional from an environinental and
climatic perspective. A co-ordinated agricultural research effort
within the ERA should therefore work within the context of agro-
ecological or agro-economic zones. These zones could be
considered at the European level but in co-ordination with the
needs of national authorities to avoid duplication. Valuable
suggestions for regional involvement in European policies can

already be gained from the INTER-REG programme.

11. Agricultural research has an important role to play in adapting
the Cominon Agricultural Policy to take into account the needs of
applicant countries. In particular there is a common interest in
defeating plant and animal diseases, reducing pesticide use, and
conserving genetic resources and biodiversity, and the ERA could
provides a forum for closer collaboration in these areas. Better
information on the degree and quality of research going onin the
applicant countries must be more readily available and could be
addressed through specific networks of excellence. The lower level
of funding in these countries resulting in deficiencies in
infrastructures and hi-tech based research, needs to be addressed.
Better use should be made of current research strengths, particularly
in genetics, along with consideration of the special mobility needs of

these countries.

12. The opening of national programmes to researchers from other
countries is intrinsic to the overall success of any proposed ERA. The
only known example in Europe is in the United Kingdom where
25% of the agricultural research programme is made available to
external parties on an annual basis. Opening national programmes

on a wider scale across Europe is generally seen as a desirable goal.

Research in the European Research Area

However the complexities and differences between national
systems could create an innate resistance which would be hard to
overcome. For these reasons a step by step approach should be
deployed where external parties are given access to specific fields
of research before whole programmes are opened. For example this
could be envisaged in the field of agricultural genomics where
several national initiatives are currently operational but without
significant co-ordination or accessibility to external parties. Other
complex areas where the opening of national programmes could
falter is in the area of enlargement where the current research
structure is too unwieldy for application to such a large number of
new countries. The ERA will also need to consider the protection of
intellectual property and other interests, for without a harmonised
patent system in Europe, participating countries may be obliged to

seek patents separately in each country.

13. Greater effort should be made in the short term in national
programme co-ordination and alignment, so that extensive
discussion, debate and networking can facilitate the eventual
opening of national programmes in the longer term. Several cross-
border alignments of agricultural research have recently been
launched but these are on a small scale and related to specific
cross-border problems. Indeed, within the context of the CAP, since
1974 there has been a legal requirement for Member States to co-
ordinate their agricultural research activities in accordance with
regulation 1728/74 (SCAR - Standing Committee on Agricultural
Research). The operation of this unique requirement for Member
State research co-ordination should be improved under the ERA. A
working SCAR committee could facilitate issues like
categorisation of infrastructures, dissemination of research

programmes and results, identification of centres of excellence etc.

14. Agriculture in Europe is very fragmented. In truth, the various
functions of agriculture are all managed in a very independent
fashion and there are many different political committees and
groupings at a European level, sometimes with conflicting
agendas. Betterintegration of these political groupings, the
policies and the disciplines and views of other interest groups
would certainly help towards a genuine consolidation of the future

role of agriculture in our society.

15. Concerning genetically modified crops and novel foods,
industry feels that political decision-making is a slow and
cumbersome exercise. There is a lack of a Europe-wide system for
approval and legislation concerning trials, pilot scale-up, and
release, similarly there is no Europe-wide patent system, and
decisions on what constitutes a novel food can sometimes take up
to one year to be made. Procedures to bring about a resolution to
these problems have to be addressed within the ERA to enablea

more competitive agro-food sector to grow.

16. In conclusion, the foundations of “a new contract for
agriculture” were laid and the Versailles conference was a first
step on the road to developing a much more constructive
relationship between agricultural science, agriculture, and society
and governance. Furthermore, by striving to apply excellence and
relevance, an ERA for agriculture will make the sector more
directly relevant to consumer demands and hence improve
society's perception of agriculture, along with a better
appreciation of its contribution to health and environment.






