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Editorial

Almost exactly two years after the European Commission presented our proposals for Horizon 
2020, the programme is now a reality.  Horizon 2020 is a break from the past – a completely 
new, streamlined programme that will advance knowledge, boost competitiveness through 
innovation, and help improve quality of life.

What will not change is our commitment to excellence, and nothing embodies that commitment 
more than the European Research Council.  After just seven years, the ERC has won a global 
reputation for funding the best curiosity-driven research. Nearly 4 000 top-tier researchers have 
now been funded, having gone through the most rigorous selection process.

Their work is vital.  We face a series of complex, systemic problems affecting all aspects of our societies, such as climate 
change, energy insecurity and world hunger.  Scientific and technological breakthroughs will play an important part in 
tackling these issues.  That is why the ERC will receive a funding boost of almost 60%, to €13 billion, in Horizon 2020.

However, I am not arguing that we should simply be harnessing science to solve these challenges or produce economic 
growth. Beyond any practical benefits it brings, intellectual inquiry is a worthwhile pursuit in itself. Science satisfies 
our drive to get to the bottom of things and understand the world around us. To reveal the facts and uncover the truth.

The ERC now needs continued strong leadership and imagination to pursue these goals.  That is why I am delighted the 
European Commission has followed my proposal to appoint Professor Jean-Pierre Bourguignon as the next President 
of the ERC, following the recommendation of the selection committee led by Lord Sainsbury. 

Professor Bourguignon is the right choice for this task, given his distinguished academic career, international renown, 
and proven record of leadership. I am confident that he will defend the ERC principles of excellence and independence.

I also pay tribute to outgoing President Professor Helga Nowotny and former President Professor Fotis Kafatos.  Both 
have led the ERC from strength to strength, showing imagination and determination.

Finally, I would like to thank all former and current members of the Scientific Council, the staff at the ERC Executive 
Agency and above all the ERC funded researchers, some of whose work you can read about in this newsletter.   Here’s 
to the next 4 000 grantees, and many more beyond!

Máire Geoghegan-Quinn
Commissioner for Research, Innovation and Science
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Horizon 2020

Europe is about to enter a new chapter under the next 
research and innovation funding programme, Horizon 
2020. With a budget of nearly €80 billion for the next 
seven years, it will be a key instrument of Europe’s 
strategy to boost its global competitiveness and create 
growth and jobs. The European Research Council (ERC) 
will play a vital role in Horizon 2020 with a substantially 
increased budget of over €13 billion, compared to €7.5 
billion under the previous framework programme (FP7).

In November 2011, the European Commission proposed 
the new framework programme for 2014 to 2020, 
bringing together research and innovation. After months 
of in-depth discussions, the European Parliament and the 
Council of the EU gave their green light to the proposal, 
just in time for Horizon 2020 to begin on schedule in 
January 2014. In preparation for the big kick-off, launch 
events are now happening all around Europe. 

With innovation as its leitmotif, Horizon 2020 
has the ambitious goal of providing seamless and 
coherent funding from idea to market. From scientific 
breakthroughs all the way to innovative products 
and services that can support new businesses and 
job opportunities. In times of economic crisis, this is 
more important than ever and will help to make a real 
difference to people’s lives. 

To achieve this goal, Horizon 2020 is built on three pillars: 

1.  Excellent science – to strengthen the EU’s position 
in science, attracting the best talents from around the 
world. The ERC is a key part of this pillar.

2.  Competitive industries - to strengthen industrial 
leadership and innovation, including major investment 
in key technologies, greater access to capital and 
support for SMEs.

3.  Tackling societal challenges - to create a better society 
through research and innovation, facing challenges 
shared by all Europeans (climate change, food safety, 
ageing etc.).

Under Horizon 2020, it will become easier for researchers 
and companies to access funds thanks to simpler 
procedures, partly inspired by the ERC’s way of working. 

Building on Excellence: the ERC in Horizon 2020  
Under the new programme, the ERC’s mission remains 
unchanged: providing attractive, long-term funding 
to the best, creative scientists and their teams to pursue 
ground-breaking, high-risk/high-gain research in any 
domain. The ERC will continue its highly successful 
core schemes (Starting, Consolidator and Advanced 
grants) according to its ‘trademark’ principle of scientific 
excellence alone. 

By increasing the ERC budget to over €13 billion during 
a time of economic austerity, the Commission, the 
European Parliament and the EU Member States have 
recognised that funding the best frontier research – which 
often leads to the greatest innovations - is critical for 
economic recovery and Europe’s well-being. In President 
Helga Nowotny’s words this is “a vote of confidence for 
the ERC”. As a key feature of the pillar ‘Excellent Science’, 
17% of the total budget of Horizon 2020 is allocated to the 
ERC, whilst, under FP7, it was 15%.

However, despite the major increase to the ERC’s budget, 
its calls will remain extremely competitive and only 
exceptional proposals will be funded. Researchers are 
therefore encouraged to take the time to develop the 
strongest application they can and avoid submitting 
premature proposals. More on this and upcoming calls 
on p. 13.

Under Horizon 2020, the ERC will continue to contribute 
to the training of a new generation of excellent scientists. 
Through the funding, grantees on average employ 
around six other researchers as part of their teams. 
Under the new programme, an estimated 7 500 lead 
researchers and a further 49 000 project team members 
will benefit from the funding. The majority of these team 
members will be early-career researchers at doctoral and 
postdoctoral level.

Finally, the ERC will also maintain its international 
outlook, continuing to promote global ‘brain circulation’, 
inspire scientific exchange and attract the best researchers 
to Europe. 

Statement from President Nowotny on European 
Parliament vote on Horizon 2020

The future of scientific excellence

http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/press_release/files/ERC_President_Statement.pdf
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Taking stock 

Helga Nowotny, ERC President and distinguished social 
scientist, has a passion for science. Her unconventional 
career, which started in law and took her to Columbia 
University, Cambridge and ETH Zurich, among others, 
has given her a unique vantage point to observe science. 
She was part of the small group that made the ERC 
happen in 2005. At that time, it was hard to imagine the 
success story they were laying the foundations for. Her 
talent and endless energy have served the organisation 
well. Now that her mandate is coming to an end, we took 
the chance to speak to her.

Since the very start, you have been highly involved in 
the creation of the ERC; could you share some of the 
highlights from the early days?
In 2005, the members of the Scientific Council all met 
for the first time in Brussels. Most of us did not know 
each other.  After the welcome speech by Commissioner 
Potočnik, a somewhat erratic discussion started. Everyone 
threw in bits from their experience, but there was no 
structure. After an hour, one member, a distinguished 
scientist and Nobel Laureate, declared that if it continued 
in this way she would not participate in this group. To 
everyone’s amazement, the intellectual dust quickly 
settled after this emotional outburst, and we found that we 
were all in agreement on the basic principles. These have 
since become the hallmark of the ERC: keep it simple; 
follow a bottom-up strategy of scientific excellence with 
the individual Principal Investigator at the centre; and 

let the panel members, whom we would appoint, decide 
whom to fund. So, in a nutshell, the idea of the ERC was 
born in this very first meeting.

Of course, it was not all over then. In the early days, it was 
a constant challenge to make sure that Commission rules 
would not bend our principles. We insisted on having a 
Secretary General working for us in Brussels, as none of 
us had the time to follow, on a day-to-day basis, how our 
scientific strategy would be implemented in practice.  I 
vividly remember our encounter with President Barroso 
in Portugal in July 2007. We had just been told that, for 
some unspecified reason, the ERC would not be able to 
invite the applicants of the first Starting Grant call to come 
to Brussels for interviews, even though we had decided to 
do so. We went to Barroso and told him that without these 
interviews we could not run a world-class funding agency, 
and that, what we saw as obstruction from his services, 
was detrimental to our mission. Barroso - I must say I 
am grateful till this day - just turned to the Commission 
official in charge and said: Solve the problem. And that’s 
what happened. Unfortunately, such a quick fix remained 
the exception for other obstacles in the early years.

Since then, the ERC has come a long way; what is the 
ERC’s impact on the European research landscape so 
far? 
The impact is substantial. The ERC has become a unique 
benchmark for European research organisations and 

Interview with ERC President Prof. Helga Nowotny
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universities, as its grants come with the highest scientific 
reputation. It has become the gold standard of research 
evaluation throughout Europe. And its grants are regarded 
as the gold medals that open up bright new prospects for 
scientists, especially for younger researchers in Europe. As 
I see it, the ERC has achieved integration among Europe’s 
researchers by offering them something that they can 
strongly identify with and be proud of. In a sense, this 
could be the backbone of the European Research Area. We 
now see that the ERC is also becoming something to envy 
for researchers outside of Europe.

What are the main challenges for the ERC in the coming 
years? 
The main challenges are institutional inertia and a drive 
for efficiency without taking into account the specificity 
and uniqueness of the ERC. If this attitude indeed took 
over, the ERC would rapidly lose its exceptionality 
in the eyes of the research community. There is a 
danger that the ERC could be taken for granted. The 
scientific community should never forget that the ERC’s 
achievements had to be fought for and that it is up to the 
community to preserve its success. Much will depend 
on the Scientific Council, working closely together with 
the ERC Executive Agency staff, to make sure that the 
scientific community will continue to be fully engaged 
with and support the ERC.

On the international side, the ERC has been met with 
great enthusiasm every time Secretary General Don 
Dingwell gave a presentation around the world. Now, 
with the global campaign ending, we will have to wait 
for the results trickling in. But the global research 
community has extensive communication channels 
– the message is out, and I am absolutely certain that 
Europe has already become an attractive option for 
researchers across the globe.

What is your main message to European and national 
policy-makers?
I think it is essential to regard frontier research as having 
value in itself. We need to continuously push the kind 
of science that is inherently uncertain as we do not 
yet know where it will take us. It needs confidence to 
take risks and we must fight against risk aversion, as it 

hampers innovation. Everyone should understand that 
we must allow failure to happen in research. Seemingly 
useless knowledge will turn out to be very useful, as many 
examples have proven repeatedly in the history of science.

Top researchers are what I like to call competent 
rebels. They call into question the work of the previous 
generation or of what passes as mainstream. However, 
space must be given for a large variety of new ideas. The 
pressure on younger researchers to publish is enormous. 
We must be careful that this does not turn them into 
thinking only in terms of mainstream ideas. Their 
curiosity must be cherished and preserved as it will 
take them into unknown territory. This is the reason 
why policy makers and funders should have patience 
and greater confidence. Frontier research is more than 
a turn-key to future economic growth. It is more than 
an indispensable part of the innovation chain – which 
is no chain at all, but a dynamic and complex process. 
Frontier research offers a vision for the next evolutionary 
steps that humanity could take. 

What are your own plans for the future?
It is too early to be specific. I certainly want to have 
the time to write a book again, but not about the ERC.  
I have no plans to retire. My own professional field – 
social studies of science and technology – has given 
me a wonderful and advantageous position to observe, 
analyse and participate in the dynamics of contemporary 
science. In one way or another, I will continue to explore 
the exciting potential of science and its relations with 
wider society.

Video Interview with Prof. Helga Nowotny

• €6.5 billion to nearly 4 000 top researchers 
• 58 nationalities represented 
• in over 500 host institutions in 29 countries
• some 28 000 team members supported 
• over 20 000 publications in scientific journals
• more than 40 000 project proposals evaluated

The ERC under FP7 *

* figures as of Dec. 2013

https://vimeo.com/82192311
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Changing of the guard 

As Horizon 2020 comes into force 
in January 2014, the European 
Research Council will continue to 
fund excellent frontier research 
through its well-established grant 
schemes and methods. However, 
on the governance side, some 
changes lie ahead. After President 
Helga Nowotny’s invaluable 
contribution to the organisation, 
distinguished Professor Jean-
Pierre Bourguignon will succeed 
her in the new year. 

After seven years at the frontline 
of the ERC - first as founding Vice-
President and then, from 2010, as 
President - Prof. Helga Nowotny 
will be succeeded by top scientist 
Prof. Jean-Pierre Bourguignon as 
the new President from January. 
Like his predecessors, he will head 
the ERC and chair its governing 
body, the Scientific Council. 
However, he will be the first 
ever ERC President based at the 
ERC’s headquarters in Brussels, 

as foreseen in the new Horizon 
2020 legislation. This change will 
allow the ERC’s two main bodies, 
the Scientific Council and the 
Executive Agency, to work even 
more closely together, on a day-
to-day basis.  

This streamlining was 
recommended by the ERC Task 
Force in 2011, to help clarify and 
strengthen the governance of 
the ERC. The Task Force built 
on the recommendations of the 
independent 2009 Review of the 
ERC. This means that the positions 
of President and Secretary 
General will effectively be merged. 
From now on, the President 
will ensure close cooperation 
between the Scientific Council, 
the Executive Agency and the 
European Commission, as well as 
monitoring the implementation 
of the Scientific Council’s 
strategy. Thus far, this was the role 
of the Secretary General, as the 
Scientific Council’s permanent 
representative in Brussels. 
Another governance change for 
the ERC as of next year is that 
there will be three ERC Vice-
Presidents instead of two, who 
will assist the President; each in 
charge of one of the three ERC 
domains. 

Prof. Jean-Pierre Bourguignon
The new ERC President was 
appointed by the Commission 
after being selected by an 
independent search committee. 
The Scientific Council also 
had its say in the selection. 

Jean-Pierre Bourguignon is a 
renowned French mathematician 
with an international profile. 
During the past two decades, 
Prof. Bourguignon has been the 
Director of the Institut des Hautes 
Etudes Scientifiques (IHES), near 
Paris, France. He is well-known 
for being a strong defender of 
creative and excellent research. 
In addition to his mother tongue, 
French, he is fluent in English and 
German.
Prof. Bourguignon received 
the Prix Paul Langevin and the 
Prix du Rayonnement Français 
in Mathematical Sciences and 
Physics from the Académie des 
Sciences de Paris. He is a foreign 
member of the Royal Spanish 
Academy of Sciences. In 2005, he 
was elected honorary member of 
the London Mathematical Society 
and has been the secretary of 
the mathematics section of the 
Academia Europaea. 
Prof. Jean-Pierre Bourguignon 
is no novice in the ERC, as he 
was the chair of the first ERC 
evaluation panel in Mathematics 
for Starting Grants. His in-depth 
knowledge about the workings of 
the ERC and its principles will 
be valuable when he takes office 
next year. Prof. Bourguignon’s 
mandate lasts for four years.

•  Video: Exclusive interview with 
Jean-Pierre Bourguignon (also 
in French) 

•  Video: Exchange of views with 
Helga Nowotny and Jean-Pierre 
Bourguignon (also in French) 

•  Press Release and Prof. 
Bourguignon’s biography 

The ERC presents its new leader - Jean-Pierre Bourguignon
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http://vimeo.com/82016401
http://vimeo.com/82016558
http://vimeo.com/82008550
http://vimeo.com/82016559
http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/press_release/files/Statement_on_new_president.pdf
http://erc.europa.eu/organisation/jean-pierre-bourguignon_FR
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Korea and the ERC have signed an agreement to 
encourage ‘brain circulation’ and stimulate cooperation 
by bringing the best researchers together. This initiative 
– the second of its kind and the first in Asia – will foster 
opportunities for top researchers from Korea to be hosted 
as part of ERC grantees’ teams in Europe. This is very 
much in line with the ERC’s international outlook. The 
dedicated two-year global campaign, led by Secretary 
General Donald Dingwell, has now come to an end, but 
efforts will go on and contacts will be further strengthened 
to ensure that the ERC is well-known globally. 

During the EU-Korea summit in November in Brussels, 
the agreement was officially signed by the Commissioner 
of Research, Innovation and Science, Máire Geoghegan-
Quinn, and the Korean Minister of Science, ICT and 
Future Planning, Choi Mun Kee. The ceremony took 
place in the presence of the Korean President, Park Geun-
hye, and EU Presidents Herman van Rompuy and José 
Manuel Barroso. 

ERC President Helga Nowotny, who also attended the 
signing ceremony, said: “The agreement is a further 
important step in the mission of the ERC to make Europe 
an attractive place for frontier research”. Korean Science 
Ministry Director-General Sun Ok Kim defined it as “a 
watershed moment for the partnership between Korea and 
the EU”.
The scheme will enable bright young scientists from 
Korea, supported by their Science Ministry, to become 
part of an ERC-funded team for up to twelve months. 

All ERC grantees can participate in this programme and 
invite Korean researchers. This will allow scientists to 
exchange ideas and experiences, which will benefit both 
sides.
Prior to the agreement, in July last year, Secretary General 
Donald Dingwell visited Korea to meet counterparts 
and raise awareness amongst top researchers there. The 
initiative comes after a similar agreement signed last year 
with the US National Science Foundation (NSF) (read 
more). This type of cooperation is also in the pipeline for 
other countries.

Global mind-set
Since its inception, the ERC has had a mission to fund 
talented scientists working in Europe, wherever they 
come from worldwide. The ERC reinforced its efforts by 
launching the “ERC goes global” campaign in 2011. As the 
ambassador for this cause, Donald Dingwell has tirelessly 
spread the word about the ERC around the world, 
highlighting the importance of frontier research and 
promoting Europe as a destination for science. Originally 
from Canada, Prof. Dingwell has fostered relations with 
research communities during his tour that took him to five 
continents, 14 countries and more than 120 institutions. 
A string of countries (South Africa, Taiwan, Argentina, 
Brazil and Korea) have since set up national contact points 
to relay information about the ERC.

Since 2007, around 290 non-European nationals have 
received ERC grants; the large majority of which are 
Americans. Most of them were already in Europe, but may 
well have stayed thanks to the ERC grant. The funding 
in particular seems to strike a chord with Europeans 
overseas: over 80 have returned home to Europe with the 
ERC grant thus far. 
Now that Prof. Dingwell’s mandate is ending, the 
campaign also comes to a close. However, the ERC’s drive 
to go global will not stop here. International awareness 
is constantly growing, but it is still a work in progress. 
Increasing the number of excellent researchers in the ERC 
competitions from outside Europe remains a priority for 
the ERC.

Press release  on ERC-Korea agreement

Going global

ERC and Korea seal deal to enhance cooperation
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http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/press_release/files/Press_release_NSF-ERC_agreement_final.pdf
http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/press_release/files/Press_release_NSF-ERC_agreement_final.pdf
http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/press_release/files/Highlight_ERC-Korea_agreement.pdf


8
ideas • 2013 #4 (December)

European Research Council Newsletter

Researchers in the spotlight 

The ERC bets huge sums of money on the best 
researchers and their risky, ground-breaking ideas. So 
what is the outcome of this daring enterprise? With the 
first 150 ERC-funded projects to be finished by the end 
of the 2013, the results are finally in. Three passionate 
Starting grantees share their views on what their ERC 
grant has brought them, and what makes this research 
a desirable experience.

A retrospective look at ERC projects should start 
with the researchers’ impressions when they were 
first confronted with the ERC. “What I remember 
from my interview is that I was about to engage in a 
fierce competition with exceptionally talented people 
to obtain the few grants that were available” says 
Dr Niko Geldner from the University of Lausanne 
(Switzerland), with a voice still buzzing with 
excitement. “I knew it would be pretty hard to do 
science in a very good lab without an ERC grant and 
I did not want to do second rate science” continues 
the biologist who was finally awarded a €1.2 million 
grant for his project on the endodermis, or cell 
membrane, of plants. 

Like Dr Geldner, many other scientists fear the 
difficulties of a scientific career punctuated by 
the ever-present threat of not having a salary or 
a permanent position, the pressure to constantly 
produce results and papers, and, of course, the 
knockbacks from famous institutes and universities. 
This is why the ERC funding really makes a 
difference, not least for the younger generation of 
talented researchers.

After five years of funding, the enthusiasm is 
certainly still there amongst ERC grantees. Dr Sari 
Wastell, from Goldsmiths’ College in London, works 
on the impact of legal activities in peace-building 
efforts and without hesitation describes her ERC 
project as “the most extraordinary experience in my 
science career”. She elaborates: “Without my grant, I 
would never have been able to work on 18 field sites 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina or to collect the incredible 
amount of stories and testimonials we got from 
widows, orphans, soldiers and medical practitioners, 
among others, in post-conflict societies”.

Another grant holder, Dr Maja Pantic from Imperial 
College London, explains that scientific discoveries 
often span several years. She says that there is 
a general tendency to reward scientists for the 
novelty and immediate impact of their work over 
the quality or long-term contribution to the field. 
With her five-year ERC grant, she has been able to 
develop a methodology in computer vision to detect 
human facial expressions “as they exist in real-world 
settings - under much more challenging observation 
conditions, of a much more subtle nature, than was 
originally thought possible”. She adds: “Our team has 
also released software tools and a set of databases 
for direct use by the scientific community, although 
our methodology is not yet fully mature for use in 
commercial applications”. 

To complete this research, Dr Pantic now plans to move 
a step further and observe human face behaviours 
(e.g. stress), in much more difficult and uncontrolled 
environments (with less or variable light), such as 
cars. Apart from the automotive industry, she also 
foresees several applications in medical healthcare. For 
instance, she hopes to be able to assist hospitals in their 
daily work by measuring pain and distress through a 
computer analysis of patients’ faces (’human-computer 
interaction’), which could alert staff quickly and 
remotely to a patient’s needs. (Learn more about Dr 
Pantic’s project in her podcast and watch her video 
showing face tracking results on famous actors).

Did they break new ground?
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https://soundcloud.com/#erc_research/interview-maya-pantic
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LQiJLv7LtOI
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Dr Geldner’s results in cell biology are also incredibly 
promising. In contrast to all academic expectations, 
his team showed that plants are able to count on 
some sort of back-up system when their endodermis, 
which filters nutrients from toxins, is defective. 

The mutant plants he and his team created were in 
fact able to filter the nutrients they needed to grow 
properly (e.g. phosphate or iron) with a deficient 
endodermis, except in stressful conditions, such as 
a rise in temperature or change in light conditions. 

All three grantees commented that ERC funding is 
often the starting point of another scientific quest 
and many complete their projects with more exciting 
questions and topics to explore. For instance, Dr 
Geldner’s discovery opens new ways of thinking 
in cell biology and in agriculture. Anticipating a 
second “green revolution”, the biologist has hopes for 
a modern agriculture less dependent on fertilisers. 
Through a physiological approach that would improve 
the functions of roots, it could be possible to replace 
fertilisers and help plants to grow better in infertile 
soils. (Learn about Dr Geldner’s project and career in 
his podcast).

An ERC project can also be a way forward for those 
who aspire to applied research. That was the path 
taken by Dr Sari Wastell who, following her Starting 
Grant, applied for a top-up Proof-of-Concept grant 

in 2011. After a year, she is glad to have been able to 
get her results beyond purely academic circles. Not 
only has she gained a higher profile, but she is now 
working in partnership with the UN Development 
Programme and other actors in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
such as the Ministry of Justice and the Ministry for 
Human Rights and Refugees. 

Most people agree that science is a noble pursuit, but 
when it comes to running a lab, many Starting grantees 
highlight that they have little experience. “We’re trained 
in doing research and being top of our field, but we have 
zero experience in terms of how to manage a lab, which 
is like running a small business” says Dr Wastell. She 
explains that her ERC grant helped her to “resuscitate 
her accountancy and managerial skills” and coordinate 
a large team of up to 20 people. (Learn more about Dr 
Wastell’s project and career, in her podcast).

When asked about their future careers, the three 
grantees remain optimistic. “Many strange words 
and phrases are thrown at scientists to measure their 
career: H index, impact factors, citation numbers 
- but with our ERC grant, we go much further than 
that. The science we do enables us to observe the 
wonders of our world, but it also allows us to make 
sense of it and to truly advance scientific knowledge”, 
concludes Dr Niko Geldner. 

So, was it worth the investment? Did ERC grantees 
break new ground in the end? These were just 
three personal perspectives, but the answer seems 
to be enthusiastically positive: the ERC has given 
researchers confidence, prestige, independence 
and the freedom to explore world-changing ideas.
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“ I knew it would be pretty hard 
to do science in a very good lab 
without an ERC grant “

https://soundcloud.com/#erc_research/interview-niko
https://soundcloud.com/#erc_research/interview-sari-wastell-working
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Focus on 

On 1 July 2013, the European family became bigger 
as Croatia joined the European Union. Following the 
successful fulfilment of all the accession criteria and a 
determined ‘Yes’ to entering the Union by its citizens, 
the Republic of Croatia became the 28th EU Member 
State, and the first country from the Western Balkans 
region to join the EU. Whilst most people know 
the country for the events around the breakup of 
Yugoslavia that have marked its more recent history 
as well as for its picturesque coast line, there is much 
more to Croatia than initially meets the eye.  

Homeland to some renowned scientists and inventors 
such as Ruđer Bošković, Slavoljub Penkala and 
Nikola Tesla, this small country – with a population 
of only 4.3 million - has a long-standing dedication 
to knowledge, research and scientific discovery. The 
country has recently been working hard to further 
enhance its research performance and catch up with 
its European counterparts. Croatia’s new national 
‘Economic Programme’ has set an ambitious goal 
of 1.4% of GDP investment in R&D by 2020, which 
would constitute a significant increase from 0.75% in 
2011. In addition, the country’s upcoming ‘Strategy 
for Education, Science and Technology’, planned 
for adoption next year, is set to put an emphasis on 
excellence and competitiveness, as well as creating 

stronger ties between research and economy as crucial 
‘ingredients’ of growth and progress.

In terms of research cooperation at EU level, Croatia 
has been successful so far: its network of research 
performers – primarily its 25 public research 
institutes and 7 public universities - has been actively 
involved in the EU Framework Programmes since 
FP5. During FP7, a total of 309 Croatian partners in 
248 projects have been supported by European co-
financing - amounting to over €70 million in total. 
This surpassed the national contribution by 40%.  
Croatia is also no stranger to the ERC: 13 Croatian 
researchers hold 10 Starting and 3 Advanced grants, 
two of which are based in Croatian Host institutions. 
One of these projects is currently on-going at the 
University of Rijeka and the other is scheduled to start 
early next year at the University of Zagreb. 

The ERC Scientific Council has recently received an 
invitation from the Croatian Ministry of Science, 
Education and Sports, to hold a plenary session in 
Zagreb in October 2014. This will present a good 
opportunity for the Council to personally welcome 
Croatia to the EU, on behalf of the ERC, and to foster 
the interest of Croatian researchers to apply for ERC 
grants. 

Croatia
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Interview with

the Croatian National Contact Point (NCP)

We asked the Croatian 
ERC National Contact 
Point (NCP), Ida Skevin, a 
few questions as  Croatia 
recently joined the EU.

How would you describe 
the Croatian research 
landscape? 

During the last 20 years the research and higher 
education systems in Croatia have undergone 
significant transformations. Reforms have been 
implemented to respond to European standards, 
with the main aim of strengthening capacities, 
contributing to national development and being able 
to compete globally. 
The overall slowdown of the national economy 
during the last years also affected the national R&D 
system. The Croatian Government has tried to 
respond to present challenges by adopting a series of 
measures to improve work conditions, employment 
procedures and continuous development in the 
research system. 
Improvements are needed, however, in order to 
strengthen knowledge transfer and collaboration 
between industry and academia. There are a lot of 
excellent researchers and smaller research groups 
and it is crucial to team them up to compete on a 
European and global level.

Your country entered the EU this year; in your 
view, will this have an impact on Croatia in terms 
of R&D?
At the beginning of 2006, Croatia became an 
associated country in the EU Framework Programme 
for research, which meant that partners from 
Croatia could participate in it on an equal footing 
with any EU Member State. Over the last few years, 
the success rate of Croatian partners improved and 
reached the level of 17% which is not significantly 
lower than the EU average of 21%. Therefore, we 
can consider Croatian researchers to be already an 
integral part of the European research landscape 
and competitive on a European scale.

Without any doubt, being an EU member state will 
improve the visibility of Croatian research groups 
in international cooperation and help them attract 
EU and international funding. Further active 
participation in European research programmes is 
of crucial importance for Croatia as it allows sharing 
of best practices and enhanced mobility.

So far, two out of 13 Croatian ERC grantees carry 
out their projects in Croatia. Why, and what could 
be done about it? 
The ERC grants are still not well enough known 
within the Croatian research community. Potential 
applicants are sometimes intimidated by high 
competition and requirements in terms of the 
scientific track record. They often think that 
applicants from countries with larger and wealthier 
research communities are  more likely to succeed in 
the evaluation process.
Furthermore, research institutions outside 
Croatia where Croatian ERC grantees are based 
are often more familiar with ERC grants and have 
the necessary support, both administrative and 
financial, to generate successful applications and to 
help grantees manage their funding.
We are extremely happy that this year, the first 
ERC grants (one Advanced Grant and one Starting 
Grant) have been awarded to researchers based in 
Croatia. I hope this will encourage other excellent 
researchers to apply. Necessary support and training 
will be provided by the NCP network and there are 
also plans to provide funding to successful project 
proposals that, in the end, did not win an ERC grant.

Why should Croatian researchers apply for ERC 
grants?
An ERC grant is first of all a means to obtain 
significant funding which could not be received 
from state budget sources. But above that, it is a 
mechanism which allows outstanding researchers to 
build up their own research groups, to choose the 
institution which can provide the best environment 
to carry out their research activities and finally to 
boost their career and professional development.
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Did you miss this?  

Horizon 2020 launch events
From October to February, the ERC is participating in 
national events around Europe to launch the new EU 
framework programme for research and innovation, 
Horizon 2020. ERC delegations have explained the 
opportunities offered by the ERC and highlighted the 
countries’ participation in the ERC funding schemes, as 
well as the changes foreseen under the new programme. 
Some grantees are also attending these events to share their 
experiences and present their projects. The ERC will go to 
launch events in Greece, Hungary, Switzerland, Germany, 
Sweden and the UK in the next weeks.

See the calendar of events

ERC Scientific Council meets in Utrecht  
The ERC Scientific Council gathers up to five times a year, 
in Brussels and around Europe, to discuss its strategy. In 
October, the plenary meeting was held in Utrecht; for the first 
time in the Netherlands. The Commission’s R&I Director-
General Robert-Jan Smits, and the Dutch Science State 
Secretary, Sander Dekker, also attended the meeting. The 
Scientific Council discussions focused on the preparation of 
Horizon 2020. A seminar on “Research impact on society” 
also took place with several grantees from Utrecht University 
as speakers.
See the press release (in Dutch)

Synergy Grants awarded 
The ERC has announced the winners of 13 Synergy 

Grants, who will share €150 million in total. The 
projects, at the crossroads of many disciplines, will 

each receive funding of up to €15 million for the 
coming six years. Each project brings together two 

to four outstanding researchers, which means 45 
scientists based in 11 countries will be supported 

through these prestigious grants. This is the second 
competition for Synergy Grants, which is a pilot 

scheme introduced in 2011.

See the press release

Città della Scienza 
At the end of October, the ERC organised an information day 
on the premises of the museum Città della Scienza in Naples, 

Italy. Addressing more than 150 researchers, including 
some 70 ERC grantees, President Nowotny highlighted the 

importance of supporting young researchers for the future of 
Italy and of Europe. She also discussed the current situation 

of scientific excellence with national and local authorities. 
Several ERC grantees presented their projects in a range of 

research fields. This event followed the solidarity message sent 
earlier this year after a fire devastated the site. 

See the press release
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Horizon 2020
European Union Funding
for Research & Innovation

http://erc.europa.eu/events
http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/press_release/files/press_release_ERC_ScC_in_NL.pdf
http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/press_release/files/press_release_syg2013_results.pdf
http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/press_release/files/ERC_Highlight_Excellence_Italy.pdf
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Future Calls

Call for proposals* Publication date Deadline Budget Funding

ERC 2014 Starting Grant 11 December 2013 25 March 2014 €485 million Up to €2 Mio per grant

ERC 2014 Consolidator Grant 11 December 2013 20 May 2014 €713 million Up to €2.75 Mio per grant

ERC 2014 Advanced Grant 17 June 2014 21 October 2014 €450 million Up to €3.5 Mio per grant

ERC 2014 Proof of Concept 
Grant** 11 December 2013 1 April 2014

1 October 2014  €15 million Up to €150 000 per grant

On 11 December, the final ERC Work Programme for 2014 was published, including the ERC calls for 2014 
with a total budget of almost €1.7 billion; the first under the new EU Framework Programme for Research 
and Innovation, Horizon 2020. 

Call openings and submission deadlines of 2014 ERC calls (including grant sizes):

*Researchers who wish to apply to one of the ERC’s calls can do so through the Participant Portal.  
**Calls open to ERC grantees only

There will be no calls for Synergy Grants in 2014. The ERC Scientific Council will analyse the pilot phase of 
this new scheme before deciding on future calls. 

New rules on re-submission of proposals 

As a result of very high and constantly rising demand for ERC grants, the ERC Scientific Council has decided 
to extend the current restrictions on submission of proposals. These rules are viewed as a means to maintain 
the quality and the integrity of the ERC’s evaluation process. They should also allow unsuccessful researchers 
the time necessary to develop a stronger proposal. 
For details on these rules, see ERC Work Programme 2014  (pp. 18 and 19).

Stay informed on the ERC website

Press hightlight on new calls

http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/document/file/ERC_Work_Programme_2014.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/portal/desktop/en/home.html
http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/document/file/ERC_Work_Programme_2014.pdf
http://erc.europa.eu/
http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/press_release/files/ERC_Highlight_WP_2014.pdf


Macroeconomics • Growth • Development • Business cycles • Microeconomics • Institutional economics • Econometrics • Statistical methods • Financial 
markets • Banking and corporate finance • Competitiveness • Innovation • Research and development • Consumer behaviour • Marketing • Organization 
studies • Strategy • Human resource management • Employment and earnings • Public administration • Public economics • Income distribution • 
Poverty • International trade • Economic geography • Social structure • Inequalities • Social mobility • Ageing • Work • Social policies • Kinship • Cultural 
dimensions of classification and cognition • Individual and social identity • Gender • Myth • ritual • Symbolic representations • Religious studies • 
Ethnography • Globalization • Migration • Interethnic • Relations • Transformation of societies • Democratization • Social movements • Political systems 
• Legitimacy of governance • Legal systems • Constitutions • Foundations of law • Private • Public and social law • Global and transnational governance 
• International law, human rights • Communication networks • media, information society • Social studies of science and technology • Policies • science 
and society • History of science and technology • Environment and sustainability • Environmental regulation and mediation • Social and industrial 
ecology • Geographical information systems • Cartography • Human and social geography • Spatial and regional planning • Population dynamics • 
Urbanization and urban planning • Cities • Mobility and transportation • Evolution of mind and cognitive functions • Animal communication • Human 
life-span development • Neuropsychology and cognitive psychology • Clinical and experimental psychology • Formal • Cognitive • Functional and 
computational linguistics • Typological • Historical and comparative linguistics • Acquisition and knowledge of language: Psycholinguistics • 
Neurolinguistics • Use of language: pragmatics, Sociolinguistics • Discourse analysis • Second language teaching and learning • language pathologies 
• Lexicography • Terminology • Philosophy • History of philosophy • Epistemology • Logic • Philosophy of science • Ethics and morality • Bioethics • 
Education • Principles • Typologies • Classics • History of literature • Literary theory and comparative literature • Literary styles • Textual philology and 
palaeography • Visual arts • Performing arts • Museums and exhibitions • Numismatics • Epigraphy • Music and musicology • History of music • History 
of art and architecture • Cultural studies • Cultural diversity • Cultural memory • Intangible cultural heritage • Archaeology • Archaeometry • Landscape 
archaeology • Prehistory • Protohistory • Ancient history • Ancient cultures • Medieval history • Modern and contemporary history • Colonial history • 
Entangled histories • Global history • Military history • Historiography • Theory and methods of history • History of ideas • Intellectual history • Social, 
economic cultural and political history • Memories • Identities • Lieux de mémoire • Oral history • Cultural heritage • Logic and foundations • Algebra • 
Number theory • Algebraic and complex geometry • Geometry • Topology • Lie groups • Lie algebras • Analysis • Operator algebras and functional 
analysis • ODE and dynamical systems • Partial differential equations • Mathematical physics • Probability and statistics • Combinatorics • Mathematical 
aspects of computer science • Numerical analysis and scientific computing • Control theory and optimization • Application of mathematics in sciences 
• Fundamental interactions and fields • Particle physics • Nuclear physics • Nuclear astrophysics • Gas and plasma physics • Electromagnetism • Atomic, 
molecular physics • Optics and quantum optics • Lasers and laser physics • Acoustics • Relativity • Classical physics • Thermodynamics • Non-linear 
physics • General physics • Metrology and measurement • Statistical physics (gases) • Structure of solids and liquids • Mechanical and acoustical 
properties of condensed matter • Thermal properties of condensed matter • Transport properties of condensed matter • Electronic properties of 
materials and transport • Lattice dynamics • Semiconductors • Superconductivity • Superfluids • Spintronics • Magnetism • Nanophysics: Nanoelectronics 
• Nanophotonics • Nanomagnetism • Mesoscopic physics • Molecular electronics • Soft condensed matter • Fluid dynamics • Statistical physics 
(condensed matter) • Phase transitions • Phase equilibria • Biophysics • Physical chemistry • Nanochemistry • Spectroscopic and spectrometric 
techniques • Molecular architecture and Structure • Surface science • Analytical chemistry • Chemical physics • Chemical instrumentation • 
Electrochemistry • Electrodialysis • Microfluidics • Combinatorial chemistry • Method development in chemistry • Catalysis • Physical chemistry of 
biological systems • Chemical reactions: mechanisms • dynamics • Kinetics and catalytic reactions • Theoretical and computational chemistry • 
Radiation chemistry • Nuclear chemistry • Photochemistry • Structural properties of materials • Solid state materials • Surface modification • Thin films 
• Corrosion • Porous materials • Ionic liquids • New materials: oxides • alloys, composite • Organic-inorganic hybrid • Superconductors • Materials for 
sensors • Nanomaterials • Nanoparticles • Nanotubes • Biomaterials synthesis • Intelligent materials – self assembled materials • Environment 
chemistry • Coordination chemistry • Colloid chemistry • Biological chemistry • Chemistry of condensed matter • Homogeneous and heterogeneous 
catalysis • Characterization methods of materials • Macromolecular chemistry • Polymer chemistry • Supramolecular chemistry • Organic chemistry • 
Molecular chemistry • Computer architecture • Database management • Formal methods • Graphics and image processing • Human computer 
interaction and interface • Informatics and information systems • Theoretical computer science including quantum information • Intelligent systems • 
Scientific computing • Modelling tools • Multimedia • Parallel and Distributed Computing • Speech recognition • Systems and software • Control 
engineering • Electrical and electronic engineering: semiconductors • Components • Systems • Simulation engineering and modelling • Systems 
engineering • Sensorics • Actorics • Automation • Micro- and nanoelectronics • Optoelectronics • Communication technology • High-frequency 
technology • Signal processing • Networks • Man-machine-interfaces • Robotics • Aerospace engineering • Chemical engineering • Technical chemistry 
• Civil engineering • Maritime/hydraulic engineering • Geotechnics • Waste treatment • Computational engineering • Fluid mechanics • Hydraulic • Turbo 
and piston engines • Energy systems (production, distribution, application) • Micro(system) engineering • Mechanical and manufacturing engineering 
(shaping, mounting, joining, separation) • Materials engineering • Biomaterials • Polymers • Composites • Production technology • process engineering 
• Product design • Ergonomics • Man-machine interfaces • Lightweight construction • textile technology • Industrial bioengineering • Industrial biofuel 
production • Solar and interplanetary physics • Planetary systems sciences • Interstellar medium • Formation of stars and planets • Astrobiology • Stars 
and stellar systems • The Galaxy • Formation and evolution of galaxies • Clusters of galaxies and large scale structures • High energy and particles 
astronomy – X-rays • Cosmic rays • Gamma rays • Neutrinos • Relativistic astrophysics • Dark matter • Dark energy • Gravitational astronomy • 
Cosmology • Space Sciences • Very large data bases: archiving • Handling and analysis • Instrumentation - telescopes • detectors and techniques • 
Solar planetology • Atmospheric chemistry • Atmospheric composition • Air pollution • Meteorology • Atmospheric physics and dynamics • Climatology 
and climate change • Terrestrial ecology • Land cover change • Geology, • tectonics • volcanology • Paleoclimatology • paleoecology • Physics of earth’s 
interior • Seismology • volcanology • Oceanography • Biogeochemistry • Biogeochemical cycles • Environmental chemistry • Mineralogy • Petrology • 
Igneous petrology • Metamorphic petrology • Geochemistry • Crystal chemistry • Isotope geochemistry • Thermodynamics • Sedimentology • Soil 
science • Palaeontology • Earth evolution • Physical geography • Earth observations from space/remote sensing • Geomagnetism • Paleomagnetism • 
Ozone • Upper atmosphere • Ionosphere • Hydrology • Water and soil pollution • Molecular biology and interactions • General biochemistry and 
metabolism • DNA biosynthesis • Modification • Repair and degradation • RNA synthesis • processing • Modification and degradation • Protein 
synthesis • Modification and turnover • Biophysics • Structural biology (crystallography, NMR, EM) • Biochemistry of signal transduction • Genomics • 
Comparative genomics • Functional genomics • Transcriptomics • Proteomics • Metabolomics • Glycomics • Molecular genetics • Reverse genetics and 
RNAi • Quantitative genetics • Epigenetics and gene regulation • Genetic epidemiology • Bioinformatics • Computational biology • Biostatistics • 
Systems biology • Biological systems analysis • Modelling and simulation • Morphology and functional imaging of cells • Cell biology and molecular 
transport mechanisms • Cell cycle and division • Apoptosis • Cell differentiation, • physiology and dynamics • Organelle biology • Cell signalling and 
cellular interactions • Signal transduction • Development • developmental genetics • Pattern formation and embryology in animals • Development • 
Developmental genetics • Pattern formation and embryology in plants • Cell genetics • Stem cell biology • Organ physiology • Comparative physiology 
• Endocrinology • Ageing • Metabolism • biological basis of metabolism related disorders • Cancer and its biological basis • Cardiovascular diseases • 
Non-communicable diseases • Neuroanatomy and neurosurgery • Neurophysiology • Neurochemistry and neuropharmacology • Sensory systems 
(visual system, auditory system) • Mechanisms of pain • Developmental neurobiology • Cognition (learning, memory, emotions, speech) • Behavioral 
neuroscience (sleep, consciousness, handedness) • Systems neuroscience • Neuroimaging and computational neuroscience • Neurological disorders 
(Alzheimer’s disease • Huntington’s disease • Parkinson’s disease) • Psychiatric disorders (schizophrenia • autism • Tourette’s syndrome • Compulsive 
disorder • Depression • Bipolar disorder • Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder • Innate immunity • Adaptive immunity • Phagocytosis and cellular 
immunity • Immunosignalling • Immunological memory and tolerance • Immunogenetics • Microbiology • Virology • Bacteriology • Parasitology • 
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