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Response from the University of Oxford

The University of Oxford welcomes the opportunity to respond to BIS’ Call for Evidence on the EU Framework Programme, most particularly as it relates to the UK Government’s position on the development of the next Framework Programme (FP8).
Successive European Framework Programmes for Research and Technological Development (RTD), have produced significant benefits for education, research and innovation in Europe (see e.g. the interim evaluation of FP7)
. For the U.K. in particular there are important benefits in terms e.g. of access to infrastructure, financial leverage, attracting top research students and staff, credentialing which often helps to win other funding, support for research-active SMEs, and the enhanced international relationships for UK researchers (in turn extending their knowledge base and scientific capabilities). It is vital that the UK advocate for continuing significant investment in European RTD through FP8.
The University of Oxford’s participation in the Framework Programme spans the disciplinary spectrum and the range of instruments to which it may apply. The University leads and participates in a broad portfolio of collaborative projects. It has received more than 40 investigator-led awards since the inception of the European Research Council (more than any other institution across Europe), hosts large numbers of Marie Curie Fellows and is engaged with Europe-wide infrastructure projects. The University regards the EU Framework Programmes, and its participation in them, as essential to the delivery of its strategic aims relating to research, most particularly to lead the international research agenda across its disciplinary spectrum.

The University of Oxford is one of the most active participants across Europe in current and previous Framework Programmes. It received more income (£19.6m) from the European Commission in 2008/09 (the latest reporting period for which comparative figures are available) than any other UK Higher Education Institution. The 33% increase in income from the Commission between 2007/08 and 2008/09 is illustrative of a longer term growth in participation and income and the Commission is now the University’s fourth largest funder in terms of income received.

This document sets out a general position in response to the Call for Evidence rather than addressing each of the 42 consultation questions in turn. We would be pleased to provide further information in connection with any of the issues we have raised. 
1. Increased investment in science-driven research funded according to excellence

· top-down articulation of research themes and programmes has a role to play in coordinating research activities and promoting cohesion across Europe and avoiding duplication of efforts and programmes at national and European level

· however, support for basic, investigator-led research, where the principal criterion for supporting the research is excellence, is essential in establishing an innovative and dynamic European Research Area that can truly address major societal and scientific challenges (both current challenges and those not yet identified)

· science-driven research determined by excellence should therefore be the cornerstone of the Framework Programme

· the introduction and success of the European Research Council (ERC) as part of FP7 has marked a paradigm shift in this regard

· we would urge strongly for continued investment in the ERC – and indeed that the proportion of the overall Framework budget allocated to the ERC to support research in this way should be increased

· similarly, support for Marie Curie Actions should be strengthened (particularly given the low success rates in this programme)

· excellence should play a greater role in funding decisions in other elements of the Programme, most especially the Cooperation programme.  Criteria such as management and impact are important but should always be secondary to the excellence of the proposed research

· any shift towards output-based funding should be avoided as this will discourage the most innovative high-risk research in favour of projects with outcomes than can be predicted and/or measured easily

2. The Framework Programme should be comprehensive but remain coherent and accessible

· research should be the focus of the Framework Programme with innovation flowing from innovative research
· research across the disciplinary spectrum should be supported within FP8
· the introduction of any new instruments into the Framework Programme needs to be thought through carefully and introduced only where they serve a clearly articulated purpose and do not result in the Programme becoming fragmented, excessively complex or inaccessible
· particular caution is advised should there be consideration of bringing elements such as the Competitiveness and Innovation Framework Programme into FP8
· the principle of joint programming as a mechanism for enhanced coordination between national funding bodies and the Commission is welcomed but distinctiveness must always be maintained (i.e. such that the Commission can act as a source of funding for programmes/modalities not supported at national level), complexity minimised (including the perils of ‘double jeopardy’ where two or more funders need to be in agreement to support elements of a project) and no dilution of funding available at national level to support activities better supported in that way
3. There is urgent need to make real progress in simplifying all administrative aspects of the Framework Programme
· we support the recommendation of the Interim Evaluation of FP7
 that a step change in the simplification of the Framework Programme is needed now

· the current demands can act as a genuine disincentive to many leading research groups participating in the Programme, and the administrative burden (and costs) this places on institutions are substantial
· harmonisation of rules across schemes and programmes would be welcomed but the key issue is that rules remain valid throughout the life of the Programme and be applied consistently by the Commission, its staff and its auditors 

· there must be a move to a more trust-based approach in which national certification systems and usual accounting practices are accepted, especially for those institutions which have a proven track record of managing a high-level of research activity (a so-called ‘trusted partner’ status)

· the Commission’s electronic tools and systems should continue to be improved and rationalised in order to deliver significant reduction in administrative burden. In this regard, electronic signature of grant agreements, amendments, reports etc should be introduced

· as suggested in the Commission’s Communication on Simplification
, the requirement on project staff (including researchers) for time recording should be removed and the Commission should accept the institution’s calculation for cost of effort on projects (as agreed during contract negotiation with the Commission) as happens with national funders across Europe
4. The financial sustainability of EC-funded projects needs to be significantly improved
· cost recovery on EC-funded projects is amongst the lowest of all funder categories in the UK – and is in fact the lowest when supporting streams, such as the Charity Support Funding element of HEFCE QR driven by eligible charity-funded projects, are taken into account. An average of around 65% of the full economic costs of a research project at Oxford can be recovered from the Commission compared to 80% for a Research Council project

· this low cost recovery is exacerbated by the inability to recover specific direct costs (principally input VAT which hits equipment–heavy projects in non-medical areas very badly) and by the significant  administrative costs of managing these projects

· the dilemma of maintaining a sustainable research portfolio therefore presents real challenges to institutions and their departments, units and research groups. The sustainability of EC-funded projects presents a real risk to the full participation of leading researchers and institutions (and so distorting excellence in the Programme)

· the choice of adopting full cost or additional cost models should be extended into FP8.Given the complexity and burden of adopting full cost models within the UK system it is essential that a flat rate for indirect costs calculation under the additional cost model is maintained within FP8 but that it is increased to reflect more realistically the total cost of a project
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