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Editorial Pablo Amor

By now, the European Research Council has gained recognition as a world-class funding 
organisation throughout the scientific community and beyond. As we enter the last months 
of the current framework programme (FP7) and with the next, ‘Horizon 2020’, around the 
corner, we can look back at seven eventful but very successful years; the ERC has come a 
long way since its inception in 2007. Its grants are clearly very much in demand, which has 
certainly kept us busy. Indeed over 43,000 project proposals have to date been submitted to 
the ERC. All have been carefully assessed through our peer review process and judged on 
scientific excellence alone. That has been, and will remain, our core principle of funding. 

By now, over 3,800 top researchers have been selected, allowing them to pursue their 
excellent investigator-initiated frontier research. With the 2013 calls soon to be concluded, we should reach the 
4,000 grant milestone by year end.

“The European Research Council Executive Agency is dedicated to selecting and funding the excellent ideas that 
have not happened yet and the scientists that are dreaming them up.”  This mission statement brightens up the walls 
of the corridors of the Executive Agency, based in Brussels. This ethos is a great source of inspiration for the 378 
staff working at the Agency. As the executive arm of the ERC, it implements the ERC Scientific Council’s strategy 
and is accountable to the European Commission. In other words, the Agency is the machinery behind the ERC; 
seeing to that the evaluation process runs smoothly which includes thousands of reviewers from near and far, 
assessing the impact of the ERC, ensuring grant management, making the message clear to the outside world, and 
more.  With the motto “better, faster and cheaper”, we aim in short to provide excellence in service to the best and 
most creative scientists in Europe. 

In this edition of the ERC newsletter, you will read about some of the recent ERC activities. On the occasion of 
the “World Water week”, we invite you to take a dip into a selection of ERC-funded projects that provide ground-
breaking insights for instance into aquatic biodiversity and river floods. We also draw the attention to Lithuania 
that took over the EU Presidency on 1 July. Under its auspices, a conference on “Horizons for Social Sciences and 
Humanities” recently took place in Vilnius in which the ERC was highly involved. 

I hope very much that you will enjoy the reading.

Pablo Amor, Director of the ERC Executive Agency
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Research in the spotlight

As we all know, water is an absolutely essential element 
for human life; we cannot exist without it. Water 
resources are however far from equally distributed 
across our blue planet, and draughts, flooding and 
pollution are major concerns in this day and age. At 
the occasion of the United Nations International Year 
of Water Cooperation and the ‘World Water Week’, we 
take the opportunity to feature a few ERC projects that 
push the frontiers of our knowledge and address some 
of today’s challenges related to water; from causes of 
water calamities to changes in water ecosystems.

The water theme is topical this month, as the ‘World 
Water Week’ took place from 1 till 6 September in 
Stockholm, Sweden. This event has been an annual 
focal point for these global water issues since 1991 
and this time gathered some 2,600 experts, decision-
makers and business innovators from around the 
globe to exchange ideas, foster new thinking and 
develop solutions. The ERC and one of its grantees, 
Dr Marja Schlüter, also attended the conference, at 
which the most pressing water challenges of our time 
were debated under the theme “Water Cooperation – 
Building Partnerships”. The week closed with a call 

for the UN to put special emphasis on water when it 
considers the post-2015 global development agenda.
By making 2013 the International Year of Water 
Cooperation, the UN has acknowledged the 
importance of global water issues on the international 
agenda. The topic was chosen because water issues 
affect all sort of different social groups, economic 
sectors, regional governments, countries, and present 
and future generations. It is seen as a crucial part of 
water management, as it does not only ensure the 
sustainable and equitable use of water, but it can also 
create and maintain peaceful relations between people. 

The ERC is committed to supporting academic 
excellence in which ever scientific field identified by 
the top researchers it funds. Over the past years, the 
ERC has invested around €95 million into some 50 
innovative research projects dealing with water issues. 
Many of these projects tackle key topics in water 
research, involving areas as diverse as life sciences, 
environmental studies, engineering, material sciences 
or social sciences. To whet your appetite, we have 
selected a few of them focusing on global water issues.

Diving into uncharted waters

Discover more ERC project 
on water issues

http://erc.europa.eu/erc-stories/world-water-week-2013-all-about-water-erc-projects
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Understanding river floods and their causes
Major floods around the world have raised questions about the frequency and magnitude of such phenomena. 
Although changes in climate and land use are known to play a critical role in river floods, how they actually 
translate into considerable variations in intensity remains unknown. Prof. Günter Blöschl addresses this issue 
with a comprehensive approach, which includes the analysis of 200 years of flood data from selected catchments 
(i.e. areas where waters from rain falls and melting snow or ice converge) along three European axes (UK-Italy, 
Scandinavia-Romania and Spain-Hungary). With all these data, Prof. Blöschl aims to build a flood-change 
model that could predict how variations in one parameter (e.g. change in weather, storms, soil moisture or 
land management) could affect floods levels. The model will be tested for the different catchments and also be 
compared with results from data-based methods. His research will make it possible to clarify the effects of land 
use and climate on floods, a vital step towards predicting how floods will change in the future.

ERC grantee:  Prof. Günter Blöschl, Vienna University of Technology, Austria

ERC Project:  Deciphering River Flood Change (FLOODCHANGE)

ERC Call:  Advanced Grant 2011, € 2.2 million for five years
Click here for the researcher’s webpage
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Flood in Tyrol, Austria
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http://www.waterresources.at/index.php?id=99
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Protecting aquatic biodiversity in a rapidly changing world
In every ecological community, some species are abundant while others - usually the majority - are rare. This 
distribution of abundance remains constant over time, but the individual species within this distribution are not 
static: some rare species may become common while others may become locally extinct. These on-going, natural 
changes are likely to be accelerated in response to climate change or disturbances such as the arrival of invasive 
species. Prof. Anne Magurran studies freshwaters, marine and terrestrial ecosystems to predict and quantify how 
this distribution changes and at what pace, both as a consequence of natural evolution and under the influence of 
human activity. She also looks at the capacity of the aquatic communities to resist - and to recover from - these 
changes. Models developed in the project will provide practical solutions for the conservation of biodiversity in 
two very different areas: the county Fife (Scotland, UK), where the management history is well known; and two 
reserves of the Amazonian rainforest (Brazil), where more than 500 species of fishes have already been recorded.

ERC grantee:  Prof. Anne E. Magurran, University of St. Andrews, UK

ERC Project:   Biological diversity in an inconstant world: Temporal turnover in modified Ecosystems 
(BioTIME)

ERC Call:  Advanced Grant 2009, € 1.8 million for five years

Click here for the researcher’s web page
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Sampling fish in rivers in Trinidad’s Northern Range. This work is part of a five-year study of temporal 
and spatial turnover in biodiversity in tropical freshwaters.

http://biology.st-andrews.ac.uk/contact/staffProfile.aspx?sunID=aem1
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Simulation of the dragging of objects and debris in a tsunami flow using the Particle Finite Element Method (PFEM). 
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Towards safer constructions in water calamities
Tsunamis like the one in Japan (2012) and Indonesia (2004) or recent flooding in Central and Eastern Europe 
showed the fragility of civil constructions and infrastructures when confronted with water. Can the resistance 
of these constructions be improved? Dr Eugenio Oñate is working on a new generation of mathematical and 
numerical models that could predict the behaviour and safety of civil constructions during water hazards, such 
as flooding, large sea waves, tsunamis or water spills due to the collapse of dams or dykes. These models will 
combine the behaviour of the mix of water and suspended particles – ranging from nanoparticles to soil or rock 
particles - with data on how this fluid interacts with building surfaces. They will also take into account the type 
of soil on which the building is grounded and how it can erode with time and under water forces. Dr Oñate’s 
model should not only help to assess the safety of constructions in case of water hazard, but also build more 
resistant and site-specific infrastructures, such as bridges, buildings, harbours or dams, and optimise emergency 
responses during a water hazard. 

ERC grantee:   Prof. Eugenio Oñate, International Center for Numerical Methods in Engineering (CIMNE), Spain

ERC Project:    New Computational Methods for Predicting the Safety of Constructions to Water Hazards 
accounting for Fluid-Soil-Structure Interactions (SAFECON)

ERC Call:   Advanced Grant 2010, € 2.4 million for five years

Click here  for the project webpage and  here  for the researcher’s webpage

http://www.cimne.com/safecon/
http://www.cimne.com/eo/ctrhome/1
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Going Global

These days, the ERC continues to cross time zones in its 
quest to spread the word about its funding opportunities 
to top-notch talent further afield. The ERC focused on 
China in September, beginning with a visit to leading 
universities in the context of the awareness-raising 
campaign ‘ERC goes Global’. This was followed by 
the Annual Meeting of the New Champions, dubbed 
‘Summer Davos”, which took place in Dalian in China. 
And, as the month ends, the ERC is just starting a tour 
in Australia and New Zealand. 

From 2 to 7 September, an ERC delegation set out to 
China for awareness-raising purposes, where they met 
representatives and scientists at leading universities and 
research institutions in Beijing, Shanghai, Hangzhou, 
Wuhan, Xi’an and Harbin. They also had meetings with 
for instance the National Natural Science Foundation 
of China (NSFC) in Beijing. During this intensive 
programme, ERC Secretary General Prof. Donald 
Dingwell was accompanied by ERC Scientific Council 
member sinologist Prof. Alain Peyraube, as well as 
Chinese ERC grantee Prof. Ming Cao. (Read more here)

This ‘ERC goes Global’ visit was followed by the Annual 
Meeting of the New Champions, also known as the 
‘Summer Davos’, organised by the World Economic 
Forum in Dalian, China, from 11 to 13 September. This 
annual gathering especially focuses on the younger 
generation and creates an opportunity for exchange 
between leaders from industry, academia and key 
decision-makers, as well as the media and civil society. 
This year, the ERC took part with more speakers and 
in more sessions than ever before. It was represented 
by ERC President Prof. Helga Nowotny and two ERC 
Scientific Council members, Nobel laureate Sir Tim 

Hunt and Prof. Alain Peyraube, as well as six pioneering 
ERC grantees. Under this edition’s theme, “Meeting 
the Innovation Imperative”, they showed the latest 
discoveries in their fields, and brought the scientific 
perspective into the discussions. A press conference 
was also held which drew the attention especially of the 
Chinese media present. President Nowotny said: “It is 
very fruitful for the ERC to meet and debate with leaders 
from around the world who the World Economic Forum 
so uniquely gathers. With its special focus on science, 
innovation and young talent, the Annual Meeting of the 
New Champions is a natural platform for the ERC”. She 
added “For the ERC it is a golden opportunity to interact 
with global partners and to raise our visibility beyond a 
more scientific audience. Our message is clear - excellent 
curiosity-driven frontier research is an imperative, not 
an option to spur innovation. Science, technology and 
innovation is a common theme in a rapidly globalising 
world. It is up to all of us to utilise this enormous potential.”  
(Read more here)

Following these visits to China, the ERC is currently 
in Australia and New Zealand until 11 October. This 
part of the ‘ERC goes Global’ campaign will take the 
ERC delegation to several top universities and various 
institutes in Wellington, Auckland, Canberra, Sydney, 
Brisbane, Adelaide, Melbourne, Hobart and Perth. 

After China, the ERC is heading ‘Down Under’
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ERC seminar at Huazhong University, China

http://erc.europa.eu/erc-stories/towards-next-generation-e-voting
http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/press_release/files/ERC_Highlight_global_campaign_China_2013.pdf
http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/press_release/files/ERC_highlight_WEF_Dalian_2013.pdf
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Focus on Lithuania

Last week, the research community, policy-makers 
and research funding organisations in the EU 
came together in Vilnius to discuss better visibility, 
integration and implementation of Social Sciences 
and Humanities (SSH) in science and research 
policies. Organised under the current Lithuanian 
Presidency of the Council of the EU, the conference 
“Horizons for Social Sciences and Humanities” was 
hosted by the Mykolas Romeris University, Vilnius. 

ERC President Helga Nowotny was the chairwoman 
of the conference Steering Committee, and during 
the event she moderated a panel discussion on the 
future of the SSH. Several ERC Scientific Council 
members and grantees contributed greatly to the 
debate and animated a dedicated ERC session 
there. Other key personalities speaking at the event 
included Commissioner Máire Geoghegan-Quinn 
and Director-General Robert-Jan Smits from the 
EU research side, as well as Lithuanian research 
Minister Dainius Pavalkis (see interview on p. 9). 
Ahead of the conference, its Steering Committee 
organised a consultation to gain more insight into the 
current situation and ambitions of the SSH research 

community, and the needs and structural problems of 
specific fields. The first outcomes of the consultation 
and the debates were incorporated into the Vilnius 
declaration, which was handed over to Minister 
Pavalkis at the event.  
Under the new EU research programme ‘Horizon 
2020’, the importance of the SSH field has been 
formally recognised and the topic certainly also 
resonates with the ERC. Since its inception in 2007, 
the ERC treats research projects in the Social Sciences 
and Humanities exactly as those in the other two ERC 
domains and only judges them on their excellence. 
Around 17% of the ERC’s total budget goes to projects 
in this field. On the occasion of the conference, Helga 
Nowotny published an article to raise the profile of 
this topic in several media, including the Guardian. 
Read her appeal here.  

More about the conference in this ERC highlight.

A collection of SSH projects funded by the ERC is 
available in this brochure, in which Lithuanian ERC 
grantee Margarita Gleba is also featured.

Current EU Presidency shifts the horizons for 
Social Sciences and Humanities
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http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/content/pages/pdf/Vilnius_SSH_declaration_2013.pdf
http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/content/pages/pdf/Vilnius_SSH_declaration_2013.pdf
http://www.theguardian.com/science/political-science/2013/sep/23/europe-social-sciences-humanities
http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/press_release/files/ERC_press_highlight_Vilnius2013.pdf
http://erc.europa.eu/publication/collection-erc-projects-social-sciences-and-humanities
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Interview with

Minister Dainius Pavalkis

On the occasion of the on-going 
Lithuanian EU Presidency, we had 
the chance to speak to the country’s 
Minister of Education and Science, 
Mr Dainius Pavalkis.

The Lithuanian Presidency has 
put the spotlight on SSH; why?

Facing the challenges of the 21st century and 
intensive global competition, Europe needs not only 
technological edge, but also innovative ideas and 
approaches that bring forward strategic outside-
the-box thinking. Aiming to achieve innovation 
breakthrough, we have to encourage multidisciplinary 
ties and partnerships to make full use of the insights 
that SSH research can bring. Therefore the Lithuanian 
EU Presidency is proud to have hosted a dedicated 
conference on the role of the SSH in the Horizon 2020 
programme. We seek to provide a forum for fruitful 
discussions and to find answers to how we can better 
promote research exchange across fields and disciplines 
in order to contribute to an open and growing Europe.

What is the situation of research in Lithuania?
During the last few years, the Lithuanian research system 
has undergone a major reform using European structural 
funds and national funding. State research institutions 
were consolidated to make them stronger and more 
visible on an international scale. New infrastructure 
and laboratories are built to make sure that Lithuanian 
researchers have the necessary instruments at their 
disposal. We are in the process of creating five 
integrated science-, study- and business valleys, which 
are expected to become knowledge economy clusters at 
an international level in order to consolidate the long-
term foundation for the competitiveness of Lithuania’s 
economy.

Having renewed the research infrastructure, we now 
face two major challenges. First and foremost, we need 
to help our researchers become an integral part of 
the international research environment and develop 
the necessary skills to successfully compete at the 
international level. Therefore, active participation in 
European research programmes is crucial to Lithuania. 
This will allow us to further integrate into the European 
Research Area and share expertise and best practices.

Another challenge that is still lying ahead is how to 
further encourage business investments in research. 
Currently, more than two thirds of the total R&D funding 
in Lithuania come from public resources. Even though 
the private R&D expenditure has been incrementally 
increasing, there is still a sharp contrast in comparison 
to the EU average: Lithuania’s business R&D expenditure 
as a percentage of the total GDP in 2011 was only 19% 
of the EU27 average. If we want to continue increasing 
the total R&D investment in basic and applied research, it 
is necessary to have a more active private involvement in 
the Lithuanian research and innovation sector.  

How can participation of Lithuanian researchers in 
ERC calls be encouraged?
The best way to increase participation is to encourage 
excellence in research, as well as learn from best 
practice. Lithuania has been undertaking a wide array 
of initiatives to foster research abilities and participation 
in the European framework programmes. We have 
also focused on developing the career prospects for 
researchers. By implementing several schemes, including 
actions geared toward future research results, we hope 
to alert students and scientists to research opportunities 
and promote Lithuanian R&D activities to attract local 
and international talent. 

ERC grants and Lithuania
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>  To date, three Lithuanian researchers received an ERC Grant, of which all carry out their research in Host 
Institutions outside Lithuania. There are so far no grantees in Lithuanian Host Institutions.

>  Some 50 proposals were submitted by researchers with Lithuanian Host Institutions in the eight completed 
ERC calls.

>  Six Lithuanian scientists are serving as ERC panel members, remote referees or external experts in charge 
of the evaluation of proposals and the selection of grantees.
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Did you miss this?  

287 early-career researchers rewarded
The ERC has awarded new Starting Grants, worth in total 

€400 million, to 287 early-career top scientists. With up to €2 
million per grant, the prestigious funding will enable them to 

pursue their most ground-breaking ideas and set up their own 
teams. The demand for Starting Grants is still on the rise; the 
number of applications increased with 50% compared to last 

year. In this last Starting Grant call under the current EU FP7 
programme, the share of female grantees also went up; from 

24% last year to 30% this year.  
See the press release

€660 million to senior top researchers 
The ERC has also supported 284 senior research leaders 
with in total €660 million in Advanced Grants. Just as all 
upcoming ERC calls, the next Advanced Grant competition 
will fall under the ‘excellence pillar’ of the new Framework 
Programme ‘Horizon 2020’. Commissioner for Research, 
Innovation and Science, Máire Geoghegan-Quinn 
commented: “With a nearly doubling of its budget, the ERC 
will continue its success formula under the new research 
programme Horizon 2020 in the coming seven years”. 

See the press release

Excellent research in spotlight  
at Città della Scienza 

Earlier this year, Helga Nowotny sent a message  
of solidarity to Città della Scienza, after a fire devastated  

the site. To further express its sympathy and encouragement, 
the ERC organises an information day on the premises of 

the museum in Naples on 29 October (agenda).  
High level personalities, including Italian Science Minister 

M.C. Carrozza and President Nowotny, will discuss the 
current situation and the future of excellent research in 
Italy and in Europe. Several ERC grantees will present 

their projects, and participants will have the opportunity to 
interact with them during a networking session. 

See more and register: English - Italiano  
(deadline for registration: 15/10/2013)

“Mind the gap”:  
Proof of Concept funding awarded 
In order to bridge the gap between their pioneering 
‘blue sky’ research and marketable innovation, 33 
ERC grant holders have received top-up funding 
of up to €150,000 per grant. ERC President Prof. 
Helga Nowotny commented: “The ‘Proof of Concept’ 
scheme encourages links between ideas that turn up in 
fundamental research and the opportunities offered by 
taking them further towards market. The increase in 
demand for these grants is a positive signal showing that 
ERC-funded researchers are ready to contribute towards 
societal benefits”.

See the press release
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http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/press_release/files/press_release_stg2013_results.pdf
http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/press_release/files/press_release_adg2013_results.pdf
http://www.cittadellascienza.it/news/international-messages-of-solidarity/?lang=en
http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/content/pages/pdf/Progetto_programma_ERC_evento.pdf
http://www.cittadellascienza.it/notizie/19737/?lang=en
http://www.cittadellascienza.it/notizie/giornata-consiglio-europe/
http://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/press_release/files/erc_pr_poc_2013_first_results.pdf
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Future calls:  
Please see  

Statement from the  
ERC Scientific Council

http://erc.europa.eu/september-update-erc-calls-proposals-2014
http://erc.europa.eu/september-update-erc-calls-proposals-2014
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