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Developing a strong, politically and societally relevant research 

infrastructure ecosystem in Europe. 
  
Introduction 
 
It is encouraging that the European Commission and the Czech Presidency have placed 
research infrastructures (RIs) as a high priority1,2. Sustainable funding (both for new and 
existing infrastructures), and access have been some of the issues LERU has outlined as 
being problematic for research intensive universities in the past3 and we are delighted that 
these issues are now being addressed.  
 
We are also pleased to see that the Czech Presidency is placing a high priority on research 
issues addressing societal and economic issues through RIs. Although the way this will be 
achieved needs further elaboration, we can imagine that alongside the more disciplinary 
specific expertise, it will be important in many cases to include the expertise from the social 
sciences and humanities domains in these initiatives.  
 
Besides the justified emphasis of larger-scale RIs, we would like to note that the smaller and 
medium-scale RIs deserve a higher visibility than they have at present. Investments by the 
EU are almost exclusively orientated towards ESFRI and not on the infrastructures below 
this level, which remain crucial to supporting the dynamic of research and enhance the 
outreach of universities, industrial competitiveness, and offer still unexploited benefits 
potentially arising from their large scale interconnection and networking. Indeed, even 
when considering the distributed ESFRI-level RIs, many activities are carried out in smaller 
units, where the responsibilities for developing and maintaining the RIs are on the host 
organisations.  
 
In this statement, LERU outlines its thoughts on four key issues4 on how the RI ecosystem 
could be improved, giving the perspective of universities. We focus mainly on the small and 
medium-scale RIs, although many of the points are also relevant to the larger-scale RIs.   
 

 
1 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/research_and_innovation/strategy_on_research_and_innovation
/documents/ec_rtd_era-policy-agenda-2021.pdf    
2 https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/media/ddjjq0zh/programme-cz-pres-english.pdf  
3 See LERU (2017) https://www.leru.org/publications/four-golden-principles-for-enhancing-the-quality-access-
and-impact-of-research-infrastructures  
4 We have used the challenges identified in the ERA Policy Agenda 2022-2024 in the section on RIs as a 
framework for this statement (Action 8, pages 10 and 11). 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/research_and_innovation/strategy_on_research_and_innovation
/documents/ec_rtd_era-policy-agenda-2021.pdf  
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Summary of Actions 
 
Action 1: Work on how to combine different funding streams to help finance research 
infrastructures; 
  
Action 2: Develop a map of funding opportunities for research infrastructures over the life 
cycle of the RI; 
 
Action 3: Develop an international label for RIs, which recognises the contribution of that RI 
to the RI landscape; 
  
Action 4: Realign funding instruments for research infrastructures to ensure that funding can 
be used for maintenance, renewal and decommissioning, and not be so focussed on 
establishment; 
 
Action 5: Improve funding for increasing the accessibility and connectivity of the RI; 
 
Action 6: Improve pay, education and personal development of RI staff; 
 
Action 7: Identify how the financial risk for staff can be taken away from Project Leaders;  
 
Action 8: Secure the future of the CatRIS and encourage small and medium scale RIs to 
contribute to it; 
 
Action 9: Align Innovative Training Networks and RI usage; 
 
Action 10: Provide guidance on access policies for internal vs. external users, and investigate 
mutual exchange of access rights including open access; 
 
Action 11: Identify mechanisms by which the transportation of samples to RIs can be 
facilitated; 
 
Action 12: Develop a framework on appropriate data sharing between research 
infrastructures;  
 
Action 13: Develop a mechanism to appropriately cluster RIs which address a common 
theme;  
 
Action 14: Develop a mission-oriented approach for RIs, addressing a clear political or 
societal need, and which bring an interdisciplinary approach where appropriate; and, 
 
Action 15: Consider how the exchange of data between different domains/infrastructures can 
be facilitated.  
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Part 1.  Sustainable Funding for Existing and New Research Infrastructures 
  
The Czech Presidency wishes to adopt Council Conclusions where ‘EU Member States 
[agree]to prioritise investment in research infrastructures as part of their public spending on 
research and innovation’. In addition, they wish to address ‘synergistic and cumulative 
funding of projects from EU, national, regional and private sources’.5 
 
Action 1: Work on how to combine different funding streams to help finance RIs. 
 
LERU is delighted that the Czech Presidency wishes to improve the synergistic use of 
different funding streams6, and we hope that this can overcome some of the issues faced by 
those who wish to establish an RI where lining up funding from multiple sources can be 
challenging. This is something we covered extensively in our 2017 note on research 
infrastructures7 and we are pleased that it is being taken seriously. Whatever the funding 
source, it is vital that it is targeted appropriately. 
 
Action 2: Develop a map of funding opportunities for RIs over its complete life cycle.   
 
In our view, RIs need more realistic expectations of funding, and the business plans for RIs 
should consider at the outset the different possible revenue streams available to it beyond the 
initial seed funding. This is needed to ensure the longer-term sustainability and viability of 
the RI. Several of our universities encourage RIs to widen their base of funding sources as 
much as possible, as it is a risk if a major RI is planned to be operated and developed based 
solely on a single or a few competitive funding sources. A map of funding opportunities for 
RIs would be helpful to identify funding sources, perhaps using a "life-cycle stage" or 
"maturity level" scale. This could be used in the same way as Technology Readiness Levels 
are used for research projects.  
 
Action 3: Develop an international label for RIs, which recognises the contribution of 
that RI to the RI landscape.  
 
Unlimited free access to a facility is not a realistic expectation, whereas on the other hand 
paying for access to services or subscription fees may lead to unwanted bias in accessibility, 
contradict the principles of Open Access and FAIRness and lead to unnecessary 
stigmatisation of the facility. Moreover this raises the question whether such RIs should be 

 
5 https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/media/ddjjq0zh/programme-cz-pres-english.pdf  
6 This is indeed one of the central points in LERU’s 2017 paper ( “Four Golden Principles…”, page 5, paragraph 
mentioning the mixed funding model). https://www.leru.org/publications/four-golden-principles-for-
enhancing-the-quality-access-and-impact-of-research-infrastructures 
7 LERU (2017) https://www.leru.org/publications/four-golden-principles-for-enhancing-the-quality-access-and-
impact-of-research-infrastructures  
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seen as ‘commercial’ activities8. In our view, while the Open Access approach is laudable, 
the current funding climate of RIs means that many core facilities operate on a partial cost 
recovery basis including academic use, whilst being open to all users that adhere to the use 
and access policy of the facility.  
 
As we mentioned in our 2017 paper9, some kind of recognition is needed for RIs (e.g. in the 
form of a label for which individual RIs or groups of RIs can apply) that ensures transparency 
in usage of its services by the community, quality management, access policies, FAIRness 
and adherence to Open Science policies, and a business model for cost recovery. This would 
then make them eligible for funding from national or international sources, either by direct 
funding of the core infrastructure requiring a better alignment of national and EU/ESFRI 
roadmaps, or as an earmarked and additional part of project funding (national funding 
agencies, Horizon Europe, ERC, etc.). These labels should be recognised at all levels, 
(regional, national and EU). Ensuring that such labels are not misaligned, or duplicated, will 
be crucial for ensuring the success of synergistic funding.  
  
It would also be good if RIs regularly engaged in a concise self-evaluation and review (e.g. 
every five years) that addresses their adoption, sustainability, self-sufficiency, uniqueness and 
international position, so that it becomes clear whether it (still) is indispensable, and eligible 
for continued support. One criterion should be usage statistics (both number of users and 
effective percentage of up-time the equipment is used).   
 
Action 4: Realign funding instruments for RIs to ensure that funding can be used for 
maintenance, renewal and decommissioning, and not only on establishment.  
 
Many research agencies do not allow the maintenance and renewal costs of RIs to be covered 
by user fees, so they need to receive a constant combined amount of financial support for 
maintenance and renewal from other bodies, which is both complex and time consuming. 
Furthermore, many funding channels do not allow research funds to be used for the 
development and maintenance of open databases, even though it could be argued that it is the 
same as making advanced instrumentation available for research. The same issue applies to 
cohorts used in the life sciences area. In an era of data-driven research and AI, this is relevant 
for all domains, including the social sciences and humanities that rarely use traditional, 
physical RIs and which have a strong (potential) for use in other fields (for example on 
human behaviour).  
 
 
 
 

 
8 Some university-based research infrastructures need to charge a fee for access, and despite the fee covering 
only a fraction of the total costs associated with upkeep, some players consider these research infrastructures 
as being ‘commercial’; and no longer use it. 
9 LERU (2017) https://www.leru.org/publications/four-golden-principles-for-enhancing-the-quality-access-and-
impact-of-research-infrastructures  



 

 
LERU Office 

Minderbroedersstraat 8 
3000 Leuven, Belgium 

 

University of Amsterdam • Universitat de Barcelona • University of Cambridge • University of Copenhagen • Trinity College Dublin • 
University of Edinburgh • University of Freiburg • Université de Genève • Universität Heidelberg • University of Helsinki •  

Universiteit Leiden • KU Leuven • Imperial College London • University College London • Lund University • University of Milan 
•  Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München • University of Oxford • Sorbonne University • Université Paris-Saclay •  

University of Strasbourg • Utrecht University • University of Zurich 

Action 5: Improve funding for increasing the accessibility and connectivity of the RI. 
 
Funding is also needed to increase the accessibility and connectivity of the RI (e.g. e-
infrastructure for remote access and data management). As we will mention in the next 
section, remote access to RIs was particularly useful during the COVID-19 pandemic and can 
be very beneficial to users geographically distant from the RI.  
 
Action 6: Improve pay, education and personal development of RI staff; and 
Action 7: Identify how the financial risk for staff costs can be taken away from Project 
Leaders.  
 
The staff of an RI are crucial in providing state-of-the-art knowledge of a technology, 
providing insights to researchers and their ability to transfer technical knowledge between 
researchers addressing different issues. It is of utmost importance to foresee financing for 
personnel with the right expertise and knowledge to manage the infrastructure. Securing and 
growing the necessary user base for long-term sustainability takes time, and support staff are 
a crucial element in enabling this. Someone needs to provide time in teaching, supervising 
and helping the staff. Currently, we see Ph.D. student after Ph.D. student needing to learn 
how to work with the equipment, which causes a lot of overhead costs, loss of precious time 
for research and a loss of expertise. Given the crucial role of staff at an RI, it must be 
attractive to take a position in an RI and they must be given opportunities for professional 
development. The RI should receive funding for the education and development of their staff. 
Additionally taking away the financial risk of staff would help immensely secure access to 
the RI. 
 
  
Part 2.  Equal Opportunities to Access RIs 
  
LERU highlighted in 2017, that ‘Online information about the research infrastructure is 
provided that is findable, current, complete, and controllable, including about the research 
infrastructure’s scope, responsible organisation(s) and persons, access policies, the services 
offered to users, and guidelines for applying for usage’10. 
  
Action 8: Secure the future of the CatRIS and encourage small and medium-scale RIs to 
contribute to it.  
 
The issue of access to RIs remains a significant challenge. In many cases there is competition 
due to the fact that resources are inevitably limited, but the prioritisation of access to a 
facility is ambiguous in many cases, hindering opportunities for equal access. A one-size-fits-
all model is neither realistic nor necessary, but at least transparency on the application 
process and associated costs for different types of users is needed.  
 

 
10 LERU (2017) https://www.leru.org/publications/four-golden-principles-for-enhancing-the-quality-access-
and-impact-of-research-infrastructures  
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It is often difficult to find a common definition for some local RI services, and each time a 
new network or larger distributed RI is created, it adds further ambiguity. A strong 
standardisation/homogenization effort is needed to promote this definition.  
 
In LERU’s view, management of the RIs themselves could be more proactive, both in 
providing information online about their access requirements, and by organising online and 
in-person visits for potential users and institutions. CatRIS- The Catalogue of Research 
Infrastructure Services, a bottom-up initiative, complementary to, and interoperable with the 
EOSC catalogue, is a good start, but not good enough yet and to our knowledge, its long-term 
sustainability is not secured. 
 
Action 9: Align Innovative Training Network funding and RI usage; and Action 10: 
Provide guidance on access policies for internal versus external users, and investigate 
mutual exchange of access rights including Open Access. 
 
 Better funding opportunities for conferences, site visits, and training grants may help 
improve the access to and usage of an RI  facility, preferably through a light-weight 
application and evaluation process or such relatively low-cost initiatives. Moreover, the 
pandemic has had a positive role in helping to improve remote access to RIs and training, and 
this momentum should be built upon further. Staff members should be encouraged to take 
sabbaticals at other facilities to enhance their experience.  
  
Alignment between the funding of Innovative Training Networks (ITNs) and usage of RIs 
could be stimulated, for instance by an optional part of the ITN evaluation criteria or an 
independently funded ITN category. Finally, many RIs are funded by a limited number of 
countries or institutions, which raises the question what the access policies should be for 
internal vs. external users.  It would be interesting to investigate the possibilities of mutual 
exchange of access rights in such cases, including Open Access.  
 
Action 11: Identify mechanisms by which the transportation of samples to RIs can be 
facilitated.  
 
An often-overlooked issue is the transportation of samples or materials to the RI in order to 
be analysed. If the EU is serious about improving access to RIs, it should improve the ease in 
which samples (sometimes living organisms/animals) can be moved, for example, by 
improving the legislative framework which can be a hindrance.  
 
 
Part 3.  Increasing the Impact of RI Investments on the Economy and Society 
  
RIs have the potential to be major contributors to the economy and society at large. The 
Czech Presidency has indicated how it wishes to highlight the role of RIs as ‘as a facilitator 
of unique data collections, cutting-edge knowledge and advanced technologies’. 
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Action 12: Draw up a framework on what data RIs can share, and with whom, to be 
signed at the international level. 
 
The increasing focus on Open Science is a positive move, and one which helps diffuse the 
results of RI activities beyond the doors of the RI itself. Unfortunately, the current geo-
political situation in the world leads to the question to what extent do we share knowledge 
with the outside world, in particular when it concerns issues of potential dual use, or 
technologies with a high economic potential in a competitive global market. Ultimately, a 
framework is needed to define what knowledge can be shared and what not, who has access 
to facilities and data and who not, and with whom we decide to collaborate or not.  
  
RIs are indispensable in both the academic and industrial world. Besides serving research 
purposes, there are many other uses for RIs. 
 
Some LERU universities use the data generated by RIs for teaching their students, for 
outreach to the general public, as well as to inform policy makers. More can, and should be 
done, to support the role of RIs as centres of expertise, especially on topics that are 
controversial in society. It is imperative that sound scientific knowledge remains the basis for 
policies, realising that this is increasingly questioned by often isolated groups in society.  
  
RIs can show how fundamental insights lead to innovations that matter. RIs could and should 
attract non-academic users, such as start-ups and SMEs that cannot afford to invest in large 
equipment and specialised personnel and depend on the RI for key steps of new 
developments. In many cases, the proximity and especially the cutting-edge knowledge from 
universities can be crucial. In this way, RIs may contribute to a fertile environment for high-
tech companies in the close vicinity of the RI and the host region/country could benefit 
economically too. Relatively small-scale instruments (e.g., Proof-of-Concept, Demonstrator 
programmes) may help medium-sized RIs to bridge the gap between new insights and full-
blown applications, alongside other specific funding programmes that help incentivise the use 
of the RI by industry.  
   
From a LERU perspective, we are convinced that sound insights in the functioning of our 
world is key for our future, and therefore needs to be accommodated by the best possible RIs 
we can design, seeking collaboration with all partners that share our values. 
  
Part 4. Targets for RIs Based on Specific Political and Societal Needs. 
  
The Czech Presidency has outlined its vision for research infrastructures as the ‘knowledge 
base for finding solutions to major societal challenges and long term, societal growth in the 
EU’ and to highlight that ‘research infrastructures are also a tool for improving the 
preparedness or resilience of European society to socio-economic crises’.11 
  

 
11 https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/media/ddjjq0zh/programme-cz-pres-english.pdf  
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Many of today’s major societal challenges need to be addressed through an interdisciplinary 
approach and at a level that transcends national or regional boundaries. In LERU’s view, 
there is a great opportunity for Europe to develop an innovative approach to the funding of 
RIs, one which brings together the natural sciences, engineering, humanities and social 
sciences, where appropriate, to address societal needs, in addition to the largely targeted, 
disciplinary focus we have seen so far. 
 
Action 13: Develop a mechanism to appropriately cluster RIs which address a common 
theme.  
 
In the past decade the EU has successfully stimulated the development, sustainability and 
cooperation of RIs12. The creation of (legal) superstructures of clustered RIs is unlikely to be 
beneficial as it may create additional issues in governance and support while reducing the 
flexibility to address urgent new topics, although a looser coordination and cooperation of 
these RIs may help in widening disciplinary scope. A better alignment of efforts is needed to 
address global challenges (e.g., climate change mitigation, an ongoing pandemic), including a 
systematic and Open Access to data resources. In some cases, a larger entity may be justified, 
especially when the overall research theme is already more or less established. In all cases, 
the clustering of initiatives (regional, national and EU) should be coordinated where 
appropriate.  
 
Action 14: Develop a mission-oriented approach for RIs, addressing a clear political or 
societal need, and which brings an interdisciplinary approach where appropriate; and 
Action 15: Consider how the exchange of data from different domains/infrastructures 
can be facilitated.  
 
A new approach could entail adoption of the mission-based approach specifically for RIs, so 
that combinations of relevant RIs and their scientific user community together propose a 
sustainable way to address a clearly articulated political or societal need. Interdisciplinarity 
needs to be an integral component of such joint endeavours, to ensure that experts from 
different domains develop a common framework for analyses. Furthermore, merging data 
from different domains can be particularly challenging, so interoperability and reusability are 
issues that will require a lot of attention to fully embrace the FAIR principles. 
  
Perspectives 
 
There is scope for a new approach for RIs, with a greater focus on interdisciplinary and 
objective-driven partnerships and embracing the principles of Open Science, in line with the 
general aims of Horizon Europe. We understand that in October 2022, the Brno Declaration13 
will be signed which will improve international cooperation in RIs and we look forward to 
seeing how this will develop. Whatever the outcome, it is vital that universities, who are 
involved in the use and operation of all scales of RI, are involved.  

 
12 e.g. through the INFRADEV program 
13 https://sciencebusiness.net/news/czechs-lay-out-rd-priorities-six-month-presidency-council  


