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Widening efforts fail to impress
Universities and researchers are underwhelmed with the 
European Commission’s efforts to widen participation in 
the final Horizon 2020 work programmes.

The work programmes, unveiled on 27 October, lay 
out how the €30-billion budget for the remaining three 
years of Horizon 2020 will be spent. The plans include a 
new widening fellowship under the Marie Skłodowska-
Curie Actions, which funds researcher mobility.

The widening fellowship aims to encourage scientists 
to move to those countries that are underperforming 
in Horizon 2020, including the newer 13 EU member 
states as well as Malta and Portugal. It is “perhaps the 
most important novelty” in the work programmes, said 
Kurt Deketelaere, secretary-general of the League of 
European Research Universities.

But Tomasz Rusek, head of policy at the Guild of 
European Research-Intensive Universities, said that 
although the introduction of the fellowship was a posi-
tive step, its budget was too small. It has been allotted 
€5 million in 2018, less than 2 per cent of the overall 
budget for Marie Curie individual fellowships. 

This is not enough to address the problem of brain 
drain, Rusek said. More researchers need to move to 
the countries involved “to raise the utilisation rates of 
the vast research and innovation infrastructure that has 
been built through structural funds”, he said.

Others questioned whether the programme would 
succeed in attracting top researchers to such countries. 
Jarosław Marszałek, a biochemist at the University of 
Gdansk, said that researchers who are able to stay in 
better-performing countries will generally do so. Moving 
from Poland to Bulgaria doesn’t make much sense, he 
said, while going “from Poland to Oxford or Munich” does. 

As a result, “the danger of this kind of opportunity 
is that it could attract researchers whose best days are 
over,” Marszałek said. “From my experience in Poland, 
older scientists at the end of their careers did not con-
tribute significantly to science.” 

Deketelaere agreed there was a risk of lower standards 
for moving to eastern Europe. “Those countries do not 
want a lowering of standards for selection, they want to 
be treated in the same way as people from older member 
states,” he said. “Let’s hope that this does not lead to 
first-class and second-class Marie Curie fellows.” 

The fellowships could be valuable for talented young 
researchers in higher-performing countries who are 
unable to find positions due to competition in those 
countries, Marszałek said. Konstantin Delchev, a math-
ematician at Bulgaria’s Institute of Mathematics and 
Informatics, agreed that the scheme could give more 
researchers access to opportunities. 

The work programmes were criticised for a lack of 

emphasis on redressing the inequalities between poorer 
and richer EU states. Universities warned that the vision 
for a European Research Area—a policy to create a uni-
fied realm where researchers and scientific knowledge 
can circulate freely—has been sidelined. 

“It has been clear for a while now that this is no longer 
a priority in Brussels, which is a pity,” Deketelaere said. 
The European University Association said in a statement 
that the work programmes “[did] not include visible 
efforts to further develop the ERA”.

The launch of the work programmes made much of 
funding allocated to innovation. Of the €30bn, €3.3bn 
will be spent on low-carbon and climate-resilient 
technologies, €1.7bn will go to introducing digital 
technologies to industry and public services, and €1bn 
to developing a circular economy where resources are 
reused sustainably. 

A total of €2.7bn has been allocated to the pilot of the 
European Innovation Council, which is intended to fund 
disruptive innovation. Carlos Moedas, the research com-
missioner, said the Commission was “making a concerted 
effort to give Europe’s many innovators a springboard to 
become world leading companies”.  

Spending on innovation is welcome, Deketelaere said. 
However, he raised concern over use of funds for the EIC 
given that there are political disagreements surrounding 
its set-up. In particular, the French government’s vision 
for an intergovernmental agency “does not look to be 
fully in line” with the Commission-led EIC, he said.

Another chunk of funding was devoted to tackling the 
EU’s political priorities. This included €1bn for research 
into bolstering security, such as online privacy and pre-
paredness for cyber attacks. 

A further €200m will be spent on migration-related 
research, with calls to study migrants’ motivations and 
mobility patterns, ways of providing them with interna-
tional protection, and methods for integrating migrant 
children. The programmes also bolster funding for coop-
eration with countries outside the EU, foreshadowing 
Framework 9, which is expected to be more global-facing. 

A total of €1bn will be invested across 30 initia-
tives that encourage the participation of researchers 
internationally, including the EU-Africa and EU-China 
partnerships on food security and agriculture. Just 
2.2 per cent of Horizon 2020 grant-winners so far have 
been based outside the EU, compared with 5 per cent in 
Framework 7.

“If you ask me why are we giving our money to the rest 
of the world, it’s because we need them to solve global 
problems,” Moedas said.
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