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ERC funds 60 innovative projects to bring 'blue sky' research towards market

The European Research Council (ERC) has today announced the outcome of the latest
round of its top-up funding scheme 'Proof of Concept'. Worth up to €150,000 each,
these grants provide funding for researchers, who are already ERC grantees, to bridge
the gap between their research and marketable innovation. In this call, a total of 60
grants have now been awarded, of which the final 27 were made public today. The first
33 grants were announced in September 2012.
Projects cover a wide range of topics, such as innovative drug therapies and new
biomaterials, greener and cheaper industrial chemical substances, as well as a more
inclusive approach for building accessibility. The funding can cover activities related to, for
instance, intellectual property rights, investigation of commercial and business opportunities
or technical validation.
Commissioner for Research, Innovation and Science Máire Geoghegan-Quinn said: "This
second 'Proof of Concept' call is great news, as we need to bring more of our best ideas to
market for Europe. This scheme helps ERC grant holders to realise the potential of their
breakthroughs and discoveries. Through these grants and by funding 'blue sky' research in
general, the ERC is helping make Europe more competitive now and for the future."
ERC President Professor Helga Nowotny commented: "Introduced in 2011, it is very
encouraging to see that the 'Proof of Concept' is well on its way towards achieving its
objectives. This top-up funding allows ERC grantees to take the findings of their research a
crucial step further towards the market. Results from the first call are already emerging, and
we also see growing interest in the scheme. With a limited part of the ERC budget, these
grants not only help maximise the value of ERC funded research, but open new interfaces
between fundamental research and industry in Europe."
Grants go to researchers across ten countries in the European Research Area. The budget
for this whole call is € 10 million. The success rate is around 50%, compared to 33% in the

first 'Proof of Concept' call. A total of 69 proposals were submitted in October 2012 to the
second deadline of this call. The first deadline was in May 2012.
•

List of the 27 selected Principal Investigators (second deadline) by country of host
institution (in alphabetical order within each country group)

•

Full list of all 69 selected Principal Investigators (entire call) by country of host institution
(in alphabetical order within each country group)

ERC Proof of Concept grantees met industry
Today, 5 February 2012, eleven ERC grantees holding Proof of Concept grants met various
investors from industry to speak about their projects and establish potential business contacts.
Helga Nowotny, ERC President; Anne Glover, Chief Scientific Adviser to the European
Commission President; and Clara de la Torre, Director at DG Research and Innovation at the
European Commission were amongst the speakers at this event, organised by
Science|Business Innovation Board on the ERC premises in Brussels.
More information on the event

Examples of projects selected for Proof of Concept (PoC) funding
Greener and cheaper hydrogen peroxide
Hydrogen peroxide is a chemical substance that has numerous applications. It is commonly used in
the textile and paper industry as a bleaching agent. This “green” oxidant can treat polluted water, soil
and air emissions and it also has cosmetic and pharmaceutical applications. Although the demand for
hydrogen peroxide is expected to rise in the following years (over 4.5 million tonnes by 2017), its
production process is very expensive and involves precious metals such as gold, which acts as a
catalyst (i.e. a component that can accelerate a chemical reaction). With his PoC grant, Prof. Hutching
will bring to pre-commercial stage an efficient and cheaper catalyst for the direct synthesis of
hydrogen peroxide. To ensure that their technology meets industry requirements, the research team
will launch a market and economic feasibility study with the support of their PoC grant. Prof.
Hutchings’ commercial project arises from research undertaken as part of his ERC Advanced Grant
“After the Goldrush”. It builds on ground-breaking work that identified the catalytic properties of gold
and offered an innovative approach to produce a new generation of cheaper catalysts that can be
used in large-scale manufacturing processes.
ERC grantee: Prof. Graham John Hutchings
Host institution: Cardiff University, United Kingdom
PoC project title: Novel low cost catalyst for direct hydrogen peroxide synthesis (Low cost peroxide)
ERC Advanced grant 2011: Addressing global sustainability challenges by changing perceptions in
catalyst design (After the Goldrush)
Links: Researcher’s webpage and ERC Advanced project on Cordis

New biomaterials for bone regeneration
Successful bone regeneration depends on the establishment of a good contact between an implant
(e.g. osteoconductive materials such as metals, ceramics, polymers) and the newly forming bone. One
of the future challenges lies in boosting bone regeneration by limiting the number of surgeries while
reducing their cost. With her ERC Starting Grant 2010, Prof. Picart has developed new biomaterials
permissive for the engineering of musculo-skeletal tissues and for guiding tissue regeneration. Her
team has shown that “smart” films like biopolymer films were capable of supporting the adhesion, the
proliferation and the differentiation of muscle and skeletal cells in vitro. The PoC grant will now allow
Prof. Picart to test the pre-clinical efficacy of these newly generated biomaterials as well as their ability
to deliver bioactive proteins. These proteins, such as the bone morphogenetic protein (BMP) are
known to stimulate bone growth. More specifically, the researchers will aim to prove the activity of
biopolymer films loaded with BMP after aging and to demonstrate the mechanical resistance of the
generated film on orthopedic and dental implants. They will also investigate the osteo-inductive
potential of alternative BMP loaded materials and prove the capacity of the film to generate bone in
living small animal models. Their hope is ultimately to commercialise a new generation of orthopedic
and dental materials.
ERC grantee: Prof. Catherine Picart
Host Institution: Grenoble Institute of Technology, France
PoC Project title: Osteo- inductive coating of orthopedic and dental implants (OSCODI)
ERC Starting Grant 2010: Biomimetic films and membranes as advanced materials for studies on
cellular processes (BIOMIM)
Link: Research project webpage

People with disabilities, pioneers of architectural innovation
Disability is often associated with access legislation rather than a source of creativity for architects.
Prof. Heylighen wants to reverse this perspective: disability can be seen as a valuable source of
design and a great opportunity for dialogue. Through their bodily interaction with the environment,
people with disabilities are able to detect obstacles and appreciate spatial qualities that architects are
not attuned to. With her PoC grant, Prof. Heylighen envisages to enable disabled people to “rent out”
their spatial experience to inform architects’ design process. This service – in line with the concept of
social innovation – will help architects design more inclusive environments, i.e. respectful of the
diversity in people’s abilities and conditions. Her approach has economic and societal advantages: as
the population ages, the number of Europeans with some disabilities is expected to increase in the
following years. It is important for them as well as for the owners of buildings to create more inclusive
museums, shops, restaurants, etc. This project will also empower people with disabilities by
highlighting their expertise and it could strengthen their position in the labour market.
Prof. Heylighen’s project originates in the research she conducted with an ERC Starting grant. She
studies whether and how disabled people’s experience can expand the ways in which architects
understand and design space.
ERC grantee: Prof. Ann Heylighen
Host institution: Katholieke Universiteit Leuven (KU Leuven), Belgium
PoC project title: Rent-a-Spatialist
ERC Starting grant 2007: Architectural design In Dialogue with disAbility (AIDA)
Link: ERC Starting project (AIDA) webpage

Development of light-regulated drug therapies
One of the major drawbacks of pharmacological therapies is the difficulty to control drug kinetics and
restrict drug action to the target organ. This in turn limits the efficacy of drugs and triggers undesired
side effects for patients. With his ERC Starting Grant 2007, Dr. Gorostiza has developed an innovative
approach to control the activity of drugs with light in cell culture systems. The PoC grant will allow Dr
Gorostiza to go a step further by testing his new methods on important pharmacological target
receptors and assay them in vivo. Dr. Gorostiza expects these tests to lead to the first clinical trials
and to present the biomedical applications of his project to pharmaceutical companies. Ultimately,
there are hopes that the combination of drugs with an external illumination device could create a more
personalised medicine where therapies could be tuned to adapt to each individual patient.
ERC grantee: Dr. Pau Gorostiza
Host Institution: Fundació Privada Institut de Bioenginyeria de Catalunya (Spain)
PoC Project title: Therapeutic Applications of Light-Regulated Drugs (THERALIGHT)
ERC Starting Grant 2007: Studies of neurosecretion by remote control of exocytosis and endocytosis
(OPTICALBULLET)
Link: Researcher's webpage

Note to the editors
The European Research Council launched the new funding initiative, 'ERC Proof of Concept', in March
2011, to contribute to stimulating innovation. The grant can be worth up to €150,000 each and the total
budget of the second ERC 'Proof of Concept' call is €10 Mio. The call is open to all Principal
Investigators benefitting from an on-going ERC grant, or a grant that ended less than twelve months
before the publication date of the call. The funding is for up to one year per grant.
Set up in 2007 by the EU, the European Research Council is the first pan-European funding
organisation for frontier research. It aims to stimulate scientific excellence in Europe by encouraging
competition for funding between the very best, creative researchers of any nationality and age. The
ERC also strives to attract top researchers from anywhere in the world to come to Europe. The ERC
three core funding schemes are the 'ERC Starting Grants' for early-career top researchers, the 'ERC
Consolidator Grants' for more experienced, independent researchers, and the 'ERC Advanced Grants'
for senior research leaders. Two smaller initiatives were added in 2011; the 'ERC Proof of Concept'
scheme for researchers already holding an ERC grant and the 'ERC Synergy scheme', targeting small
groups of principal investigators working together on one project.
The ERC operates according to an "investigator-driven", or "bottom-up", approach, allowing
researchers to identify new opportunities in any field of research. Since its launch, the ERC has
funded over 3,100 frontier research projects throughout Europe and has become a "benchmark" of the
competitiveness of national innovation systems as it complements existing funding schemes at
national and European levels.
The ERC, which is the newest component of the EU's Seventh Research Framework Programme, has
a total budget of €7.5 billion from 2007 to 2013. The European Commission has proposed a significant
boost of the ERC budget to over €13 billion in the new framework programme "Horizon 2020" (20142020).
The ERC is led by the ERC Scientific Council, composed of 22 top scientists and scholars. The ERC
President is Prof. Helga Nowotny. The Scientific Council's representative in Brussels is the Secretary
General, Prof. Donald Dingwell. The ERC Executive Agency implements the "Ideas" Specific
Programme and is led by Director Pablo Amor.
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