EU Support for Social Science

Report on a Presentation to ARCISS by Andrew Sors, 22 October 2001

1.  Andrew Sors is Head of the Unit in the EC Research Directorate General responsible for the promotion and development of the Commission’s support for social science within its Framework Programme for Research and Development.  About 40 people – from ARCISS and RAGnet – attended the presentation.
2.  The Framework Programme (FP) has traditionally been focused on science, engineering and technology.  But over the last decade the Commission has increased its funding of (what it calls) socio-economic research.  FP4 (1995-98) contained for the first time a dedicated scheme for collaborative European social science in which the UK captured a large share of the funds.  Mr Sors concentrated on what has happened under FP5 (1999-2002) and proposals currently under discussion for FP6 (2002-2006).

FP5
3.  FP5 broadened the Commission’s concern with socio-economic issues in three ways.  First, all research proposals are now evaluated in part for their socio-economic impact as part of the refocusing of the Framework Programme towards problem-oriented research.  Secondly, there are opportunities for social scientists to participate in multidisciplinary research in the industrial, environmental, and health fields and in the studentships and fellowship schemes by which the Commission promotes mobility.  Thirdly, the dedicated scheme for social science continued from FP4 into FP5 under the rubric of Improving the Socio-economic Knowledge Base (ISEKB).

4. The sum of 165M Euros was allocated to ISEKB, which was designed to address the socio-economic challenges facing Europe and to mobilise the European social science community.  There have been three Calls for Proposals – in 1999 resulting in 43 funded projects, in 2000 with 73 projects (both with an average success rate of about 20%) and in 2001 for which 15 January 2002 is the closing date.  This current call has a budget of 65M Euros.  It has three priorities –

· research on socio-economic development models; societal and individual well-being; citizenship and governance

· development of a European infrastructure for comparative research

· support activities to stimulate European research in the social sciences and humanities.

Further details can be found on www.cordis.lu/improving/calls/ser_200103.htm
5. The evaluation criteria to be used will be weighted 35% for scientific quality, 30% for European relevance, 20% for exploitation potential, and 25% for competence.  Independent evaluators review all proposals, but the Commission - who also have regard to disciplinary and national balance- makes the final choice among proposals, which have passed defined evaluation thresholds.

FP6
6.  The second and third priorities in this last FP5 call are intended as preparation for the thrust of FP6 (2002-2006) on which the Commission has already made proposals.  They have three objectives:
· a closer integration of European research across borders

· creating the so-called ‘European research area’ (ERA) to forge a capacity that can rival that of the US

· strenghthening the foundations of European research.

7.  In pursuit of these objectives the Commission is pushing for FP6 to have a number of new and distinctive features including –

· the creation of networks of European research centres funded to work jointly on priority topics

· more resources for mobility schemes

· a larger scale and greater ambition in research projects  (though they have had to concede that traditional projects, as in FP5, will continue as well)

· opening up national research programmes to researchers from other EU states.

And, of particular relevance to social science –

· one of the 8 proposed thematic priorities will have a predominantly social science focus – it is titled ‘Citizens and Governance in the European Knowledge-based Society’ 

· a unit within the Research DG (headed by Sors) is strongly committed to developing the European Research Area concept in the social sciences and the humanities.

More details of the proposals are at www.europa.eu.int/comm/research/index_en.html.  Final decisions on the content of FP6 will be taken later this year or early next.

8.  In discussion, Mr Sors emphasised that UK social scientists had done well in securing funding for research under FP4 and FP5.  He hoped that they would respond positively to the FP6 opportunity to participate in the development of a strong European social science community.
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