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Data-law mess ‘hampers R&D collaborations’

University collaborations are being impeded by the frag-
mented and slow way that nations are implementing 
EU laws on how personal data is held, Research Europe 
understands.

The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) comes 
into force on 25 May. It requires universities, companies 
and other organisations that process or hold personal data 
on people living in the EU—such as students and research 
participants—to take steps including appointing a data 
protection officer and limiting who can access the data.

Member states are required by EU law to pass legislation 
to implement the regulation. But only three countries—
Austria, Germany and Slovakia—had done so by 15 March, 
the European Commission told Research Europe.

Alea López de San Román, a policy officer at the 
League of European Research Universities, said the 
leeway that national governments have in applying the 
GDPR, and their slowness in doing so, is leaving some 
universities uncertain about what they need to do.

Institutions are also unsure whether it is safe for them 
to exchange data with potential international collabora-
tors. “International collaboration is harder because of 
the lack of legal certainty and the messy implementa-
tion of the GDPR,” López de San Román said. 

Leru’s 23 members have appointed data protection 
officers and created implementation strategies, but they 
see complying with the GDPR as “a continuous process”, 
she said. In her view Leru’s members and other universi-
ties are well prepared, while “some are not”.

Lidia Borrell-Damián, director for research and inno-
vation at the European University Association, is more 
positive. She points out that many countries, including 
France, Germany, Spain and the UK, already have some 
form of national data protection legislation. So their 
governments and organisations based in these coun-
tries are not starting from scratch in trying to comply 
with the GDPR. 

“Anecdotally, I think universities are pretty well pre-
pared,” she said.

The Commission told Research Europe that it was 
holding regular discussions and workshops with 
organisations “to ensure that they are aware of their 
obligations and to dispel any doubts they may have 
about the application of the new rules”. National data 
protection authorities are best placed to explain the 
changes, it said.
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Framework missions may threaten JPI partnerships
The introduction of ambitious research ‘missions’ in the 
next EU Framework programme looks increasingly likely 
to mean the end of an existing funding scheme that has 
channelled millions of euros to work on Alzheimer’s, cli-
mate change and other critical subjects.

The missions concept—championed by research 
commissioner Carlos Moedas—aims to solve specific 
challenges through targeted research spending, and 
looks almost certain to be part of Framework 9 when it 
starts in 2021. 

But those familiar with European funding streams say 
their design and the topics they are likely to tackle could 
have substantial overlap with the Joint Programming 
Initiatives—partnerships that combine member-state 
science spending to fund 10 areas deemed to be major 
societal challenges.

“Missions are the talk of the town, the sexy thing,” 
said Peter Fisch, a former senior research official in the 
European Commission. “They have a lot of momentum and 
it’s obvious that if this carries on it will have a major impact 
on the JPIs, up to the point that you have to ask yourself 
whether it makes sense to have two separate lines.”

When the first JPIs were launched in 2009 they gener-
ated a similar buzz to the missions, he said, but today 
there is “no wow any longer around them”.

The Commission has said it wants to reduce Europe’s 
plethora of partnership-based R&D funding instruments, 
and many research organisations back this. While few 
specific suggestions for simplification have been made, 
similarities between the JPIs and missions have been 
increasingly discussed at conferences and among EU 
advisers. 

JPIs, which awarded about €200 million by the end of 
2014, receive most of their funding from national gov-
ernments, with different groups of countries involved in 
each initiative. EU advisers have suggested that the mis-
sions should also allow flexible participation of national 
funders even though they would all be part of the over-
arching Framework programme.

Phillipe Amouyel, chairman of the neurodegenerative 
diseases JPI, said he’s not concerned, and that missions 
and JPIs can coexist in harmony. The JPIs should be “at 
the heart” of the missions, he said.

But Laura Keustermans, senior policy officer at the 
League of European Research Universities, said JPIs 
would at the very least have to change to avoid the chop. 
“If JPIs continue as they are, there is a likelihood that 
there will be overlap with missions,” she said.

by Antoaneta Roussi arnews@ResearchResearch.com


