EU Framework Programme 8: Call for Evidence

Evidence submitted by UNISON
UNISON is the UKs largest public sector union, representing 1.4 million members working across education, health, local government, private, community and voluntary sectors. UNISON has over 300,000 members working in Education, with 45,000 working in all grades and types of jobs in higher education. 

UNISON has a European network with two sister unions SIPTU (Ireland) and HK-STAT (Denmark): called ‘European Universities Together’ (EUT), which focuses on technical, administrative and support staff. EUT has had a series of meetings over recent years with Commission staff and MEPs to discuss a range of issues including problems with the 7th Framework programme which we believe should be taken into account for the 8th programme.  

Our sponsoring MEPs have been Mary Honeyball (UK - Socialist & Democrat Coordinator and Labour party spokesperson on the Committee for Culture and Education), Proinsias De Rossa (Ireland – member of the committee on employment and social affairs) and Britta Thomsen (Denmark – member of the Committee on Industry, Research and Energy).  We have met with many EU commission officials from DG research including Birgit De Boissezon, Peder Christensen, and Peter Haerdwich,  

Our principle concern has been to ensure that support services are adequately resourced to ensure that programmes are able to focus on the main research programme rather than research staff having to do administrative and support tasks.

The following are a summary of the points that EUT made to MEPs and officials:

Simplification and Externalisation

We fully support the Commissions initiative towards simplification. We also understand that for practical reasons some administrative issues have to be externalised. However, care should be taken to ensure that externalisation does not lead to more bureaucracy for the beneficiaries. Unfortunately, this has so far been the case for both the ERC projects and the Marie Curie projects.

Different Financial Rules

The introduction of new programmes like Joint Technology Initiatives, e.g., IMI, ARTEMIS should avoid to introduce new financial rules (i.e. rules different from FP7).This has often prevented the best researchers from applying for funding from Joint Technology Initiatives.

Different Proposal Submission Systems

The EPSS system seems to function OK. Therefore, it would be a marked simplification to use only one electronic proposal submission system. Hence, we suggest that for special initiatives, like the joint Technology Initiatives, all should use the EPSS system.

Double Financial Reporting

The Commission plans more Joint Programming for FP8, where coordinated national research will get additional means from the Commission. The introduction of an extra administrative layer (a European on top of the national) could increase the level of bureaucracy. Care should be taken to ensure that the financial reporting remains as simple as possible. Double reporting, e.g. financial reporting to both the national level and to the Commission should be avoided.

Interest Bearing Bank Account

The issue of interest bearing bank account has been widely debated. Several member states claim that there is no legal ground for the Commission’s current practice of imposing an interest bearing bank account on the beneficiaries. A thorough look at the Financial Regulations and the Rules for Participation will reveal the lack of legal ground. Moreover, the costs of establishing and managing an interest bearing bank account are often higher than the interest generated. This is not sound financial management.

Funding

We receive reports that the funders agree that the research is excellent and support the aims but then say related costs are too expensive and so won’t pay them. For example there is a problem relating to Data Security. The funders state that researchers require high levels of data security: ISO accredited, but won’t cover the costs of this because they say it is too expensive.  

Bid times

Among administrators there is a view that bid times are too long when you take the totality of the advertising and review and offer process. In many instances administrators with no certainty of employment move elsewhere and vital administrative experience is lost.

There is also a view that in some instances the time being spent by Principal Investigators (PI’s) in administration and non-core research time is a waste of the EU’s money. It would be preferable if administration and associated works were left to a properly educated cohort of administrators working to a common template of rules.

Training and support costs

The EUT would like to see a specially designed course devised jointly by the Academic Institutions, the Trade Unions and the European Union to deal with cross border issues of administration, training and mobility for non Academic staffing particularly among multi collaborative projects.

Whilst acknowledging that FP7 was an improvement in allocating costs for employing administrative staff we too often hear that research staff are too involved in administration and that administrative support staff are not being properly used or trained. We would like to see specific funding set aside to ensure that training is available for technical, administrative and support staff. 
We hope that the above is helpful in contributing towards a successful FP8. 

