The EU Framework Programme: Call for Evidence
Response from the Food Standards Agency

1. The Food Standards Agency welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the call for evidence to inform UK thinking and priorities for the development of the next Framework Programme.

The FSA in the Framework programmes
2. As a government Department responsible for food safety and consumer interests in relation to food (and, in Scotland and Northern Ireland, for healthy eating), we are actively engaged in the EU Framework Programmes.  We work closely with colleagues in Government, the Research Councils, and other funders and stakeholders.  We lead UK representation to the Food, Agriculture & Fisheries, and Biotechnology theme of FP7, jointly with Defra, and provide National Contact Point services for this theme, again working jointly with Defra.  We co-fund collaborative research projects in FP, where these address our science and policy needs, and we have participated in the ERA-NET project SAFEFOODERA.

3. We are actively involved in cross-Government initiatives in the food policy and science arena, including the Cross-Government Strategy for Food Research[footnoteRef:1] and Innovation and the Global Food Security programme.[footnoteRef:2]  These have developed and published analyses of the importance of the food sector to the economy, policy and health in the UK and globally, and the key challenges and research priorities needed to address these. We will not repeat these in detail, but we would highlight the fact that food safety is an essential component of a secure and sustainable food supply.[footnoteRef:3]   [1:  http://www.bis.gov.uk/go-science/science-in-government/global-issues/food]  [2:  http://www.foodsecurity.ac.uk/index.html]  [3:  The UK Cross-Government Food Research Strategy highlights the following issues for food safety: addressing food safety in a global context across the agri-food chain; reduction of incidence of key food borne pathogens (e.g. Campylobacter and Listeria) with potential increasing risk to human health; prediction and management of risks arising from new external factors (climate change, changing demographics, waste recycling, new regulations); improved knowledge of the causes and mechanisms involved in allergic reactions to food, to predict and reduce their incidence; understanding known, or assessing previously unknown or unrecognised, chemical hazards and risks; innovative technology capable of increasing shelf-life and maintaining food quality; more rapid, reliable, cost-effective and generally accepted analytical methods to evaluate authenticity, detect adulteration and detect agrochemicals; and reduction of safety hazards and risks by developing, improving and implementing proportionate, evidence-based controls for the whole supply chain.] 


4. 
Food borne illness affects around 1 million people in the UK each year (including 20,000 hospitalisations and 500 deaths), with a cost of around £1.7bn. Similar levels of incidence are seen across Europe, representing a significant burden on health and the economy, as well as the significant resources devoted to management, control and regulation of these risks. 

5. Our responses focus on the potential contribution of the FPs in this context, although we also comment on some wider issues concerning the operation of the programmes.  We have not responded to every individual question in the call for evidence, but we have grouped our comments under the main themes in the call.

Objectives and benefits
6. Overall FP8 should have clear objectives focused on activities that have EU added value.  This can come from more efficient use of resources, bringing together skills and capabilities that don’t exist nationally, working on a scale that cannot be achieved (or achieved as effectively) at national level, or where a common evidence base is needed to underpin effective European policies.  Food regulation is harmonised at EU level, so there is clear added value in a common, robust, evidence base for food safety policies and for their implementation.

7. The call for evidence focuses on growth and competitiveness.  FP8 should also help to build the evidence base for developing and testing effective policies.  Effective and proportionate policies, regulation and advice in the food sector will underpin growth and competitiveness of one of the major economic sectors in the UK and Europe, and well as having direct benefits to people’s health.

8. Innovation and knowledge transfer should be considered in the widest sense, and tailored to the objectives of the different activities.  Industry and SMEs are important in many cases, but FP8 should look more broadly at ‘end users’.  For policy development, national and EU bodies responsible for risk assessment and for decision-making are the main end-users.  Outputs from FP7 (and previous framework programmes) need to be made available to them in an accessible form so they can be used to help underpin EU and international policy development.

Focus and spend
9. We would support a significant focus on collaborative research in FP8.  It is difficult to compare the EU added value of the four main activities in FP7, as they have different primary objectives and their potential added value accrues in different ways.  It may be more helpful to consider how we can best ensure that each part of the programme can realise its own potential added value.  

10. To do this, different parts of the programme will need to focus on their primary objective, and use instruments tailored to that, rather than trying to cover all issues in every part of the programme.  For example, ‘Ideas’ should focus on excellence and ‘Co-operation’ on bringing the best consortia together to deliver robust and innovative answers to challenges and opportunities for policy and competitiveness.  This will contribute to structuring the ERA and building capacity as secondary benefits, but dedicated support for these latter aspects should be dealt with in other parts of the programme (and indeed through non-FP funding).

11. We support the idea of grouping collaborative research around grand challenges and suggest that these challenges should reflect the work done already in the UK to identify challenges and develop co-ordinated strategies to address them.  As noted earlier, the Cross-Government Strategy for Food Research and Innovation and the Global Food Security programme provide clear analyses of UK priorities for research in the food area, with food safety a fundamental part of these.

12. We would suggest that grand challenges are by definition multi-disciplinary and to a large extent global.  We would encourage wide global participation wherever this can help produce a better outcome.  Similarly, we would not see a separation between enabling technologies and grand challenges.  An effective programme of work on any grand challenge will need to consider a mixture of different types of activity, for example: scoping; developing underpinning technologies and capacities; new investigative research; piloting and testing new interventions or processes; dissemination and knowledge transfer; evaluation of impact.  The associated instruments and rules will need to be flexible to match the different requirements and objectives of each of these activities. 

13. Social sciences will be an important part of all themes and of the grand challenges identified date.  In the food area, social sciences are essential to underpin effective policies, understand behaviour and how to influence it, and to evaluate the impact of potential policies and interventions.  Fundamental social science can be supported in other parts of FP8 (such as Ideas), as for other disciplines. 


Capacities
14. Support for capacities is an important element of FPs but to date has focused more on big ‘bricks and mortar’ projects, and very little in the food area in any form.  In the food area, capacities often take different forms, such as study cohorts, biobanks, data facilities, sample repositories, and so on.  

15. Sometimes these capabilities are developed in FP projects themselves, but the 4- or 5- year funding envelope does not allow exploitation of potentially significant additional value from longer-term support to build on this initial investment.  To cite one example, the EUROPREVALL project on food allergies developed a EU-wide cohort of mothers and children, and associated data, and the EU project funding allowed the study to follow this to the point where the children reached about 2 years of age.  There would be substantial EU added value in maintaining such a cohort to allow follow up at later stages of life, and for other endpoints.  This illustrates a real opportunity to dramatically increase the EU added value of these kinds of investments by devoting a relatively small part of the capacities budget to longer-term support to further exploitation of existing capacities.  This could be allocated though competition to ensure criteria for added value, long-term access and sustainability are met. 

Instruments
16. There seems to be a temptation to herald each new FP with a suite of new instruments, often before the effectiveness of existing instruments has been evaluated.  We would suggest a better approach is to define the objectives of the different parts of the programme clearly, and then determine what instruments are needed to deliver these, focusing on the desired impacts in each case.  As noted above, different parts of the programme should focus on their primary objective, and use instruments tailored to that, rather than trying to cover all issues in every part of the programme.

17. In collaborative projects, there can be a tension between open publication of results and the desire to protect IPR.  To date, all projects have had to use the same rules, and this has not been resolved satisfactorily in either direction.  For FP8, we need to develop different instruments and rules for different types of collaborative research: research to inform policy and for ‘public good’ objectives will require open access to results; research aimed primarily at competitiveness may need a greater degree of protection of IPR.  

18. Similarly, there needs to be a more rounded view of the support for dissemination.  To date dissemination has been left largely in the hands of individual projects, and as might be expected some are very good, many do rather little, and the overall effect is fragmented.  A more co-ordinated approach is needed across projects, to ensure effective synthesis and knowledge transfer of results as a whole.  We need dedicated separate funding streams for integrating results across projects and engaging with and transferring knowledge to end users.  

19. As noted above, national and EU bodies responsible for assessment and decision-making are the main immediate end-users for evidence for policy.  Outputs from FP7 (and previous framework programmes) need to be made available to them in an accessible form so they are used to underpin EU and international policy development.  In this regard we support initiatives such as the OPENAIRE project that promotes open access to published papers from EU projects.  However, access should extend to full technical reports and relevant background data from projects, which should be freely available. 

20. We would support continuing funding for the ERANET instrument.  ERANET has been among the most successful of the newer instruments. It has helped to co-ordinate several hundred million euros of national research funding.  This represents a very efficient leverage effect from the relatively small contribution of FP funding that facilitates co-ordination.  But joint or co-ordinated funding is only one objective and benefit of ERANET, which in our experience also covers networking, sharing of knowledge and good practice, and preparing the ground for future bi- and multi-lateral joint activities.  ERANET funding is by definition focused on shared challenges, since priorities are determined by national funders, and results stands a good chance of reaching end users, who are directly involved in programme management.

21. The case for ERANET plus is less clear.  The prospect of Commission funding for research is attractive in principle, but comes with a requirement to follow Commission funding mechanisms.  This is unnecessarily restrictive, and runs counter to the positive direction of travel promoted in the ‘classic’ ERANET, where national funders identify their own priorities and agree best practices for funding.  Further, ERANET Plus provides no funding for networking, so actions are one-offs rather than ongoing partnerships.  A model in which the Commission contributes funding as an equal partner (but not first among equals) might combine the benefits of both ERANET and ERANET plus. 

Outcomes and Impacts
22. We support the development of evaluation measures and instruments focused on impact.  Much of the evaluation to date has focused on input measures such as numbers of projects funded, and amounts of money paid to different categories of participant.  

23. Much of the focus to date has been on encouraging participation by SMEs and other potential end-users in projects.  This should continue, but we would also encourage complementary measures that address the wider knowledge transfer to and uptake and use of results by non-participants, who represent a potentially a much bigger pool of users.  There is no justification for assuming that impacts (and benefits) can only accrue by direct participation in projects.

24. We have commented above on the central importance to maximising the impact of FP funding of better, more open access to the results of FP projects.


