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The global quest for scientific excel- 
lence has intensified enormously in re- 
cent years. In contrast to its competi- 

tors, such as the United States, Japan, or Chi- 
na, which have national institutions and a na- 
tional culture, Europe is a multitude of na- 
tions, cultures, and languages. Now, only a 
small portion of science takes place at the 
European level. Accordingly, there are not 
only different stakeholders responsible for re- 
search in Europe, like the European Union, 
large European facilities, national govern- 
ments, national research councils, and vari- 
ous national research institutions, but they 
carry quite different weights. Certainly, many 
national research councils are already using 
foreign experts to reduce possible national 
biases and thereby to set benchmarks for na- 
tional research against international stan- 
dards and competition. However, most eval- 
uation exercises identify national, rather 
than European, pecking order. 

The concept of the European Research 
Area aims at a higher degree of integration 
in European research by overcoming nation- 
al boundaries and obstacles. It is driven by 
the recognition that basic research has intrin- 
sic value, as well as driving technological 
progress and thus economic development. 

However, present funding approaches 
have several limitations. First, only 4 to 5% of 
total research and development (R&D) fund- 
ing in Europe is provided by the European 
Community within its multiannual Frame- 
work Programme, whereas, for example, the 
national research councils together have 30% 
or more of these funds at their disposal. Sec- 
ond, although some established European in- 
stitutions such as the European Organization 
for Nuclear Research (CERN), European 
Molecular Biology Laboratory (EMBL), and 
European Space Agency (ESA) are undoubt- 
edly success stories, they represent the rather 
small sector of "big science." Science-driven 
instruments for "small science" in Europe are 
much less numerous. Third, by virtue of the 
Treaty, the focus of European Community 
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policy is on strengthening the scientific and 
technological bases of European industry. 
Furthermore, in trying to seek regional bal- 
ance, it cannot, in general, apply the rigorous 
conditions necessary for identification of true 
scientific excellence. 

So how can we proceed? It seems only 
natural that the national research councils of 
Europe are increasingly being challenged to 
search for new solutions. They operate in 
close contact with the scientific community, 
they work on the principles of scientific 
self-governance, and they have competitive 
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selection mechanisms already in place to 
identify scientific excellence. They can 
achieve closer cooperation in several ways. 
They can, for example, open up their na- 
tional programs to scientists from other 
countries; they can run joint, bilateral, or tri- 
lateral programs by sharing the respective 
costs; and they can permit scientists to take 
grants with them when they accept academ- 
ic positions in other countries. In fact, such 
cross-border cooperation has increased in 
recent years. This is encouraging, but it may 
not be enough. 

In recent discussions of EUROHORCs 
(1), I have proposed that we expand be- 
yond current mechanisms of cross-border 
cooperation and aim for the creation of a 
European Research Council (ERC). To 
me, this would be an important instrument 
for European research at the independent, 
nongovernmental level of the national or- 
ganizations, in parallel to the governmen- 
tal level of the European Commission in 
Brussels. As a first step, this can and 
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should be done without setting up a new 
administration. In my eyes, the European 
Science Foundation (ESF), the only Euro- 
pean-wide body in which all these national 
organizations in Europe are represented, 
should be our partner for such a collabora- 
tive effort. 

Several new approaches have recently 
been tried or put forward. The EUROCOREs 
(ESF Collaborative Research Programmes) 
are European-wide cooperative activities to 
foster the interaction of national funding 
agencies within the framework of ESF. The 
first three thematic priority programs (the 
origin of languages; continental margins; 
and self-organized nano-structures) have 
been set up with the aim of identifying the 
best performers and/or interactive projects 

through rigorous interna- 
tional peer review. The 
identification of themes is 
strictly bottom-up and is 
based on truly competitive 
mechanisms as they have 
evolved in most research 
councils. Another activity 
under discussion aims at 
the creation of high-level 
European junior research 
groups, headed by top- 

.. quality junior scientists, 
who would set up mixed 

European research groups in a country that 
is not their own. 

I suggest that, for a start, each partici- 
pating council should contribute roughly 
0.5% of its budget into a common pool. 
Thus, with an amount of about 25 m?, we 
would be able to initiate joint support for 
these two activities-European thematic 
priority programs on the one hand, and top- 
quality personal grants on the other. With a 
significant (although by necessity limited) 
advance, we can open the door to an ERC. 

There is also a good chance of support 
for such activities from the European 
Union within the forthcoming 6th Frame- 
work Programme. Philippe Busquin's vi- 
sion of a competitive and prosperous Eu- 
ropean Research Area certainly deserves 
our concerted effort. 
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