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We need to prepare “for a 
more united, stronger and 
more democratic Union in an 
increasingly uncertain world”, the 
European Commission stated 
in its contribution to the EU’s 
strategic agenda 2019-2024 
for the informal EU27 leaders 
meeting in Sibiu on 9 May 2019. 
 
LERU welcomes this message, 
in particular the reference to 
the importance of research 
and innovation in this agenda. 
Whilst LERU also recognises 
that we therefore “need to 
focus research and innovation 
on the ecological, social and 
economic transitions and 
related societal challenges” 
(p.31), LERU wishes to call 
attention to the importance of 
frontier, open-ended research 
to secure Europe’s long-
term competitiveness and 
prosperity, as well as the need 
to make the most of research 
and education linkages. 

The European Council, at 
its meeting of 20 June 2019, 
adopted a new Strategic Agenda 
2019-2014 for the Union. As the 
overall policy framework for the 
next five years it focuses on four 
priorities: 1/ protecting citizens 
and freedom, 2/ developing a 
strong and vibrant economic 
base, 3/ building a climate-
neutral, green, fair and social 
Europe, and 4/ promoting 
European interests and values 
on the global scale. 
 
LERU subscribes to and 
supports this agenda. It 
particularly welcomes 
the Council’s recognition 
that “we must step up 
investment in people’s skills 
and education, do more 
to foster entrepreneurship 
and innovation and 
increase research efforts, in 
particular by addressing the 
fragmentation of European 
research, development and 
innovation” (p.8).

“Strengthening European 
identity is both the ‘seed’ 
and the ‘fruit’ of European 
integration”, states a report by 
the European Parliamentary 
Research Service (2019, p.3). 
Moreover, it states that a strong 
component of national identity 
is related to universities, which 
are a “powerful symbol of the 
European contribution to global 
knowledge”. 
 
LERU is pleased to see that 
universities are recognised 
in this way. Universities 
are “integrators of society” 
LERU argues in the present 
publication, which aims to 
convince policy makers and 
politicians to engage with 
universities, to draw on their 
broad and deep range of 
expertise, so as to create and 
shape the future Europe we 
want.

LERU key messages

1. The future of Europe

LERU, as a leading network and powerful voice of Europe’s top universities, is committed 

to engage with the European institutions, offering its wealth of expertise, evidence and 

insight to confront current and yet-to-develop challenges at the European and global 

stage in the coming years. 
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Research-intensive universities are unique amongst 
human institutions in their strengths of connecting:
 
- education, through which they shape future 

generations of society’s most talented, creative 
and analytical minds; 

- research, by using the scientific method to create 
exciting and ground-breaking knowledge, which 
opens up new understanding and is the ultimate 
source of innovation in society; 

- innovation, thanks to which they are prolific 
sources of technological, economic and societal 
entrepreneurship.

The tangible benefits that universities bring to the 
economy and innovation are significant, but their 
more intangible benefits to individuals, families, 
communities and society are immeasurably 
important. Universities play a vital role in attracting 
and educating young talent, facilitating their mobility 
in Europe and beyond, and in harvesting and 
delivering talent to society (LERU, 2010, 2018).

2. “What are universities for?”

LERU calls on the incoming European policy makers and legislators to:

- be ambitious in their vision for higher education, research and innovation and make it central to 
EU policy making;

- use the wealth of expertise available at universities across a broad spectrum of policy making;
- support European universities so they can continue to thrive in challenging times.

Read LERU’s papers:
What are universities for? (LERU, 2008)
Harvesting talent: strengthening research careers in Europe (LERU, 2010)  
Delivering talent: careers of researchers inside and outside universities (LERU, 2018) 

In current, challenging times, universities act as 
integrators of society: they dialogue with society 
in an open culture of fact-based evidence and 
expertise, where diversity of opinion is respected 
and valued.

It is critical that all relevant EU policies recognise 
the broad, pervasive and long-term benefits of 
university education, research and innovation, 
and provide the support and environment that will 
ensure that these institutions continue to flourish. 

https://www.leru.org/files/Strengthening-Research-Careers-in-Europe-Full-paper.pdf 
https://www.leru.org/files/LERU-PP-DeliveringTalent_2018-June.pdf
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The European Research Area (ERA) and European 
(Higher) Education Area (E(H)EA) are welcome and 
useful policy frameworks. Better linkages between 
the two should be sought and the ERA should 
receive a new impulse.

The European funding programmes for education, 
research and innovation are a success. With high 
quality and impact, they contribute real added 
value to the EU. They should be central to the EU’s 
political ambitions. The next programmes (Horizon 
Europe and the next Erasmus) must be cherished 
and safeguarded for the future.

3. What does LERU want for higher   
 education, research and innovation   
 in Europe? 

These programmes do not only have a positive 
impact on universities. They also bring substantial 
benefits to European industry, SMEs, as well as other 
sectors and society at large. In addition, it is valuable 
to recognise the contributions these programmes 
make at the global level, for example in relation to the 
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals.

The future success of these programmes crucially 
depends on the development of smart, strategic 
implementation plans, on a generous budget and on 
their timely delivery, all of which have to materialise 
in 2019 and 2020. There is no time to waste.

LERU calls on the incoming European policy makers 
and legislators to: 

- make research, education and innovation key 
EU policy and funding priorities in the next 
Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF);

- concentrate efforts on delivering the best 
Framework Programme for Research and 
Innovation and Erasmus Programme yet;

- secure a timely start on 1 January 2021 to avoid 
painful funding gaps which could jeopardise 
Europe’s prowess in education, research and 
innovation.
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Horizon Europe will be one of the largest EU 
programmes for research and innovation ever. To 
match the scale of its ambitions and to deliver the 
desired impact, the budget should be in the order of 
160bn euro, not the 94bn currently on the table, as 
has been argued by many stakeholders, including 
LERU and a consortium of university networks 
(#EUinvestInKnowledge), as well as in the Lamy 
report (2018).

Excellence in research emerges on the basis of 
international competition and collaboration, both of 
which are needed. Fairness and openness are crucial 
notions. 

Decision makers must not lose sight of the 
Framework Programme’s most proven and most 
successful programmes, in particular the European 
Research Council and the Marie Sklodowska Curie 
Actions. Funding for these must be increased. The 
best way to do this is to increase the overall Horizon 
Europe budget.

Research excellence, competition and cooperation 
must prevail in Horizon Europe, while at the same 
time smart opportunities to foster excellence should 
be used, such as through the widening participation 
actions, whereby the focus should be on developing 
synergies between Horizon Europe and European 
Structural Investment Funds. 

Horizon Europe should be an open programme: 1/ 
open to certain non-EU countries (especially those 
that are part of the ERA, such as Switzerland and 
potentially the UK) and 2/ open and connected to 
other EU programmes, as research and innovation 
play an important role in all policy fields. Streamlining 
measures will be necessary to avoid overly complex 
programmes. 

4. What must the EU programmes for   
 research, innovation and higher    
 education deliver?

Developing synergies across programmes will be 
necessary, valuable and welcome, such as with 
those in relevant thematic areas including energy, 
health, agriculture and transport, and, importantly, 
between the Horizon Europe and Erasmus 
Programmes. 

As EU-funded defence research has become 
possible, it is important to take into consideration 
the constraints on European universities (and even 
the impossibility for some) to engage in defence 
research. 

Higher education has rightly become more 
important in the EU agenda in recent years; 
it should continue to be a priority for the next 
European Commission. Within its limited possibility 
to act in the field of education, the EU should 
increase the support for exchanges of both 
students and staff, for collaboration between higher 
education institutions and for the development and 
implementation of, and best practice exchange on 
innovative pedagogies.

‘European universities’ is an interesting and 
important initiative of the EU in the field of higher 
education. It has already incentivised many higher 
education institutions to investigate how they can 
more intensively collaborate in the future with other 
institutions from other EU countries. Education, 
research, innovation and service to society are 
all fully intertwined at universities, particularly at 
research-intensive ones. The European universities 
initiative should recognise this and stimulate 
collaboration within the networks on all these 
aspects.   
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LERU calls on the incoming European policy makers and legislators to:

- significantly increase the budgets for Horizon Europe and Erasmus;
- resist political pressure to compromise on excellence as a key feature across all Horizon Europe 

strategic and work programmes;
- continue the ‘European universities’ initiative, provide decent funding for it, and recognise research-

intensive universities’ inextricable links between education, research and innovation;
- seek to secure close organisational links between the Directorates-General that cover higher 

education, research and innovation through one Commissioner.

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for Horizon Europe and Erasmus:  
LERU welcomes the partial political agreement on Horizon Europe (LERU, 2019)
10 key LERU messages for Horizon Europe (LERU, 2018)
Research, innovation and education deserve even more in the MFF (LERU, 2018)
Beyond the Horizon: LERU’s views on FP9 (LERU, 2017)
Seize our common future: joint call for an ambitious Horizon Europe budget (Joint statement, 2019)

https://www.leru.org/news/leru-welcomes-the-partial-political-agreement-on-horizon-europe
https://www.leru.org/files/Publications/10-key-LERU-messages-for-Horizon-Europe.pdf
https://www.leru.org/news/100-billion-for-horizon-europe-fp9-good-but-not-good-enough-yet
https://www.leru.org/files/LERUs-Views-on-the-9th-Framework-Programme-for-Research-and-Innovation.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/Documents/Joint-Call-for-an-Ambitious-Horizon-Europe-Budget1.pdf
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About LERU
 
The League of European Research Universities (LERU) is an association of twenty-three leading research-intensive 
universities that share the values of high-quality teaching within an environment of internationally competitive research.
 
Founded in 2002, LERU advocates:

•  education through an awareness of the frontiers of human understanding;
•  the creation of new knowledge through basic research, which is the ultimate source of innovation in society;
•  and the promotion of research across a broad front in partnership with industry and society at large.
 
The purpose of the League is to advocate these values, to influence policy in Europe and to develop best practice 
through mutual exchange of experience.
 
 
Facts and figures
 
•  Collectively LERU universities represent more than 750,000 students
•  Each year about 16,000 doctoral degrees are awarded at LERU universities
•  Across the LERU members there are an estimated 1200 start-up and spin-out companies across Europe
• In 2016 the LERU universities received 1.1 billion euro in contract and collaborative research income
• LERU universities contribute approximately 1.3 million jobs and 99.8 billion Gross Value Added to the European 

economy
•  On average more than 20% of ERC grants are awarded to researchers at LERU universities
•  Over 230 Nobel Prize and Field Medal winners have studied or worked at LERU universities
•  Hundreds of LERU university members are active in more than 30 LERU groups to help shape EU research and 

innovation policies and exchange best practices
 
 
LERU publications

LERU regularly publishes a variety of papers and reports which make high-level policy statements, provide in-depth 
analyses and make concrete recommendations for policymakers, universities, researchers and other stakeholders. 
All LERU publications are freely available in print and online at www.leru.org.
 

All LERU publications, unless otherwise stated, are licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International License.
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