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Paul the Postdoc
by Rafael Florés

  OKAY, THINK POSI -
TIVE! YOU ARE NOT RE-
PEATING THE SAME BOR-
ING EXPERIMENT FOR THE 

UMPTEENTH TIME...

          OH GOD! 
   THE SAMPLE WASN’T
       IN THE FRIDGE
          OVER NIGHT.

Cheery Start
European Research Council (ERC)

Smiling faces (from left to right): Ernst-Ludwig Winnacker, ERC Secretary General, Fotis
Kafatos, President of the Scientific Committee of the ERC, Matthias Kleiner, President of 

the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, Annette Schavan, German Federal Minister for
Education and Research, Janez Potocnik, European Commissioner for Science and Research

A conference on European science without 
any complaints at all about research poli-
cy or priorities? Pretty unusual, to say the 
least. However, this is precisely what hap-
pened when the European Research Coun-
cil (ERC) was officially launched in Berlin 
on 27 February.

Instead, the speakers talked of  “an idea 
whose time has come”, “a European factory 
of ideas” and “a champions’ league”. For ex-
ample, Janez Potocnik, European Commis-
sioner for Science and Research‚ proclaimed 
the ERC to be the starting shot for a new era 
in European research policy, “Today has re-
ally set the ball rolling.” 

So the politicians are happy but what 
about the scientists? Although calls for an 
ERC initially came from the scientific com-
munity itself, many were at first quite scep-
tical about the idea. They thought that it 

could become yet another of Europe’s bu-
reaucratic nightmares. However, when it 
became clear that the ERC would distribute 
research money based solely on scientific 
excellence, enthusiasm for the new fund-
ing body of the European Union for basic 
research grew rapidly.

The ERC is part of the 7th EU Research 
Framework Programme, functions com-
pletely independently and will allocate  
7.5 billion to basic research by 2013. The 
22 members of the ERC’s scientific coun-
cil are currently working on the individual 
funding schemes. The first one, called “ERC 
Starting Grants”, is particularly designed to 
help young investigators develop independ-
ent careers in Europe and has been open for 
proposals since December. 

A second programme for experienced 
research leaders (“ERC Advanced Grants”) 

will follow later in 2007. According to ERC’s 
Secretary General, Ernst-Ludwig Winnack-
er, it will focus on “high risk” projects and 
thus constitute another special attraction of 
the ERC. National research councils, with 
their lower budgets, are unable to take such 
risks. 

So, there is currently much optimism 
surrounding the outset of the ERC. So much 
optimism that at the end of his speech Jan-
ez Potocnik outlined the following scenario 
for 2013, “The ERC is well established and 
respected in Europe and around the world. 
Discussions on the next financial perspec-
tives have ended, and the Heads of State 
and Government have agreed to more than 
double the ERC’s budget. The decision was 
consensual and logical. The ERC is well ac-
cepted by scientists and its administration 
is efficient. The corridors in the Madou 

       ...RATHER YOU ARE
    TRYING TO EXTEND THE
  BORDERS OF KNOWLEDGE
 FOR  HUMANKIND, DISCOVER-
   ING NEW WORLDS,
      OPENING NEW
            ROADS...

DO IT AGAIN, PAUL...


