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DRAFT RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

 

 

 

During the meeting of the High-Level Group on Innovation Policy Management1, which took place in 

Bilbao on the 13th of February 2020, the HLG discussed some issues of importance for the reform of 

the European Research Area and for the next financial programme for research and innovation.  

 

Recommendations were concluded on two clusters: (1) The role of Research and Technological 

Organisations (RTOs) in the reform of the European Research Area, (2) the Role of the European 

Innovation Council (EIC) and (3) the reform of the European Research Area to achieve the objectives 

of the Green Deal.  

 

 

1. The Role of Research and Technological Organisations (RTOs) in innovation policy design. 

Innovation and its implementation require efforts to facilitate the process of transformative policy, 

this is the transformation of research into products or services for the citizens. In several Member 

States of the European Union a gap between research and innovation can be found easily  where there 

are more research papers published while they lack behind in terms of innovation in the market. In 

order to bridge this gap, the role of Research and Technological Organisations should be fostered in all 

R&I policies.  

1.1. The HLG recommends to increasing the visibility and role of RTOs in innovation policies 

developments. RTOs move in between science and businesses; they operate as the point of 

connection between research and the actual transformation into innovation. RTOs have a triple 

capacity which can ensure a higher level of quality of the European Research Area: They can act 

as R&I Policy advisors, they provide R&I solutions to societal challenges and they support directly 

the industry in the transformation of innovation.  

RTOs can impact and contribute to the design and operation of the European platform of 

Innovation ecosystem (see 2) and they should be included more extensively in the ERAC. But what 

is needed are clear criteria about RTOs and a comparison of their roles.  

 
1 These HLGs are an ‘open innovation’ approach between governments, business and academia, to inject innovative policy 

ideas into the EU system. Members participate in their personal capacity. All recommendations for action and all ideas for 
further consideration have not always been agreed on by all members, but advice is based on a very wide consensus. The 
final version is written under responsibility of the Chairman and the Secretary General.   

https://www.tecnalia.com/es/
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1.2. The HLG recommends to review the funding of RTOs, because of their crucial innovation 

transmission role. RTOs are funded via Member States public funding, private contributions and 

competitive public programmes (such as Horizon 2020). The EU should examine in their financial 

programmes a basic allocation to fund certified European RTOs which would ensure their capacity 

for basic research and their long-term transformative roles in the single market.  

  Governments should promote investments on RTOs in order to boost their participation in R&D 

projects. This can be done by providing tax incentives to enterprises and other demand side 

policies like co-financing R&D collaborations with industry and directly buying R&D results 

through innovative public procurement.  .   

 Most of public funding to RTOs is conditioned to success of the research, it would be more 

productive to focus on the potential of the R&I programmes, because this would allow more 

freedom of research, more cross-disciplinary cooperation and experimentation. For the same 

reason, loan based public R&I funding should be replaced or complemented by long-term grant-

based funding.  

 This will also help to find a better balance between the allocation of financial resources which are 

addressed to basic funding and the ones addressed to implementation of key objectives 

(implementation funding).    

1.3. Europe needs to create a definition for Research and Technological Organisations in the context 

of its innovation policies to better interact with these organisations. There is currently no 

definition for it. To avoid confusions and misinterpretations, this definition and certification of 

these research organisations should be created in collaboration with institutions such as EARTO.  

 EU needs to foster cross-border R&I collaboration to jointly deal with today´s global societal and 

industrial challenges. It is proposed that RTOs already established in different Member States 

support the development of new RTOs in other countries as RTOs orchestrate complex consortia 

in multi-stakeholder projects requiring a high degree of public-private partnership agreements. 

The EU could fund cross border collaborations, joint competence development and specialisations 

of RTOSs (CERTOs Certified RTOs).  

1.4. In a growing number of cases, the transmission of technological and knowledge requires of the 

creation of an SME, which at the same time means that any investment to create this company 

are profiled as high risk even with low investments, this creates a burden for the transformation 

of innovative ideas. New models of operation should be fostered and considered in financial 

programmes with a specific mention in the Horizon SME instrument.  

 Also, there needs to be a rethinking on the rules applied, a special effort needs to be made to 

facilitate lead markets for innovative goods and services and for the growth of start-up companies 

in innovative sectors through light touch regulation or restricted application during a well 

determined phase of their development. 

https://www.tecnalia.com/es/


  
 3 
 

 

 

High Level Group on Innovation Policy  
Secretariat @ Place du Luxembourg 2, 1050 Brussels secretariat@highlevelgroup.eu  

+32 2 735 82 30 | www.highlevelgroup.eu 

 

 Requirements such as the ones demanding that companies should have several years of existence, 

which makes little sense in fast developing sectors. Other criteria about company solidity must be 

established.  

 

2. Beyond the EIC: a European platform of Innovation Ecosystems 

2.1. The current European Innovation Council (EIC) with its focus on innovation for SMEs and on 

funding is useful no doubt, but more is needed. A real European innovation council should be 

developed to become a steward of the policy design for widespread economic and social 

innovation (inspired by such bodies in some member states). Therefore the HLG recommends to 

set-up a new platform for innovation ecosystems, which should put research and innovation at 

the heart of current EU mega-objectives. It must have an overarching role for advising the 

framework conditions needed to facilitate the complex process of the innovation chain from 

research to market.  

2.2. The HLG recommends that this Platform of Innovation Ecosystems should: 
 

- Develop outside-the-box thought leadership on how to turn research and creativity (which 

are not identical) into market opportunities to achieve the twin objectives of the Green Deal 

and the Industrial Strategy;  

- Become a change-agent to create more innovation friendly contextual conditions, bridging 

the two parallel universes of public governance and business’ operations; 

- Make the innovation principle a checkpoint for policy and rule making throughout the multi-

layered EU governance system;  

- Improve the interface between the Commission and national administrations or agencies 

responsible for innovation policy; 

- Stimulate joint initiatives in top sectors and ensure a market driven approach by creating the 

right framework conditions for the digitalized economy; 

- Advise where the public interest and high commercial risk make public research funding 

needed and how to mobilize the necessary capital through innovative means;  

- Develop proposals to rapidly reduce the research & innovation fault lines in the Single Market 

and  help Member States with a low score to leapfrog; 

- Advise on skills development and on modernising education systems.  

- Address the advisory gaps between Commission expert groups and Council working groups.  

 Because of the macro-economic importance of innovation, the Platform of Innovation Ecosystems 

should be report to the EcoFin Council and, for its more operational work, to the Research and 

Competitiveness Council.  

https://www.tecnalia.com/es/
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2.3. This Platform of Innovation Ecosystems should not be another addition to traditional public 

administration. It must conceived as an open digital milky way of inter-connected platforms 

involving multiple stakeholders and focussing on a variety of innovation developments.  

 

Each platform linked to the overarching European platform itself should have a quadruple core 

composition and have open access. The platform conveners should ensure open and fair 

exchanges. Hierarchical and procedural rigidities must be avoided. 

 It should be composed bottom-up by a wide diversity of people with proven experience in driving 

innovation policy, such a people steering innovation clusters, innovation agencies or bodies and 

similar.   

 It should have full autonomy, its own chairperson and (small) secretariat. It should advise both 

Commission and Council how research and innovation will help to realise the objectives of the 

Green Deal and of the Industrial Strategy, which are intimately linked. 

 Its establishment can be launched by the Commission, but it is equally possible to make it an 

initiative of one or a few member states.  Traditional supra-nationalist methods are not suited for 

innovation design and promotion in the EU.    

2.4. The current EIC needs to connect more widely with stakeholders involved in the definition, design 

and implementation of innovation across the entire invention to market chain. Therefore, the 

membership needs to open to more specialists than the ones on start-ups or incubators: it needs 

a wider and diverse participation such as RTOs, specific organisations such as EIRMA, and others 

experts.  It certainly needs the involvement also of social sciences, often overlooked in a 

technology driven approach, but which have an essential role in social acceptance of innovation 

and in ensuring a focus on societal relevant innovations.  

 

2.5. Stewardship is a key element of governance innovation. In the EU there is no philosophy of 

innovation, there is only a philosophy of finance and funding (and regulation). Governance 

innovation requires stewardship of governance, to allow to analyse and adapt regulation swiftly 

whenever innovation surpasses regulation or funding programmes. The proposed platform 

should work to remedy this thinking. 
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3.  A European Research Area for the Green Deal  

The priorities of the ERA should be maintained but they date from a decade ago and need radical 

innovation.  

The European Research Area must be more than a single space for mobility of academics and 

researchers across Europe or a tool for boosting research excellence. It needs to be closely linked to 

new grand objectives, the Green Deal and the Industrial Strategy. Both are still in their embryonic 

phase, but scientists are well placed to help to deepen and widen them; they should only be listened 

to when there is a sudden health crisis.  

The proposed platform for innovation ecosystems needs to be closely linked to the ERA, because 

universities and research & technology organisations play a crucial role in the research to innovation 

value chain whose operation must be improved in order to reach these grand objectives.  

3.1. The HLG recommends that the new ERA aims for a “covenant for innovation” between business, 

academia and research organisations and governments as an ultimate goal in the next 5 years. 

With this agreement the three parts will seek collaboration and communication to align for the 

future of the European Research Area and the grand political objectives to ensure alignment of 

efforts. 

 Therefore, the HLG recommends to develop a new narrative. ERA should not just be seen as an 

arrangement for free movement of knowledge. Its key purpose is the role of science in society. 

An effort should be made to discuss the content and purpose through dialogues with stakeholders 

and not only limit these discussions within EU institutions. Ecosystem development and 

transdisciplinary operation are essential targets. They should lead to co-design the future reforms.  

3.2. The focus of Horizon 2020 on excellence only has brought a disconnection with its implementation 

(in markets and society) and a deficit in exchanges between basic research and applied research. 

As a result, public money spent does not bring the hoped-for public benefits.   

 The focus of ERAC opinions is often too abstract and removed from real economic and social 

issues to fulfil such roles; it should be fundamentally reformed. RTOs are a useful source for more 

inclusive scientific-economic thinking, so are business schools which have an equally direct 

understanding of business and markets. Both kind of institutions should therefore become more 

involved, alongside universities. To reach the EU Green Deal targets, new solutions in terms of 

technology-based products and services must be developed to enable the European transition to 

a decarbonized economy. Low and zero carbon solutions beyond the “business as usual” demand 

complex combination of technologies and competences across industries and value chains. RTOs 

with their multidisciplinary approach to technologies are key to support industry to integrate 

technologies into their products and services. The specific business models of RTOs (non-profit, 

strong link with industry, yet independent from specific corporations, institutionally supported 

https://www.tecnalia.com/es/
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governance) can make a difference to activate the wide innovation partnerships needed to drive 

the convergence towards these complex integrated solutions and systems. The HLG also thinks 

that there should be a direct link with business research. This will bring more diversity in thinking 

and policy design, more inclusiveness with the real world of research application (in market and 

society), more inter-disciplinarily thinking (social sciences are often undervalued) and more 

stimuli for scientific connectivity and collaboration across Europe.          

3.3. Another weakness is the absence of a link to the demand side, in particular public procurement. 

It has an important role in fostering innovation.2 Public procurement can also help to develop 

open innovation ecosystems through cooperation across borders between regional and local 

authorities to help create and rapidly enlarge the markets for innovation, to enable user 

engagement and co-creation in the spirit of the quadruple helix innovation3. Criteria and targets 

should be better used by public authorities to ensure that a certain part of public procurement 

budgets is targeted directly at innovative solutions together with measurement indicators. It 

should support innovative solution finding since it allows suppliers to be more creative. A clear 

identification of these public procurement offers within public budgets as ‘innovative public 

procurement’ can raise awareness of their relevance among stakeholders.  

 Therefore, the HLG recommends to set up a committee with the member states to examine how 

public procurement can be made more innovation supportive by playing a role in the rapid entry 

to market of the outcomes of research & technology development. It should work with the 

proposed platforms of innovation ecosystems to find the best possible public-private clusters for 

the experimental phase and for the early entry in the single market, as a test case and example 

for other public authorities. The committee of regions could play a useful role here.   

3.4. There can be no doubt that ERA should in future focus on the realisation of the Green Deal as well 

as on the Industrial Strategy, which are at least partly complementary. But political leaders should 

not expect to reach these goals with the methods used for past policies. There are already gaps 

in the organisation of the Commission’s internal Green Deal team. Science and technology should 

be seen as the key facilitator of the Green Deal and therefore be positioned appropriately, 

alongside digitalisation. An inclusive system of platforms of innovation ecosystems is a necessary 

advisory mechanism (see point 2), together with a reformed ERAC and other instruments as 

suggested. More collaborative methods of governance, across legalistic dividing lines, are 

another.   

 

3.5. The HLG recommends a rapid and serious effort to ensure real mobility of researchers (as in the 

USA) by mid-2021. There needs to be a new strong commitment in all action plans for researchers 

to be able to become permanent members of the team in another research centre. The main 

barriers are mostly EU and national bureaucratic requirements for those researchers when 

participating in new projects; with good will they can be eliminated quickly. The lack of real 

 
2 HLG on Innovation Policy Management, Blueprint Inspiring and Completing European Innovation Ecosystems, 2014, p 24-25 
3 Dublin Declaration on Innovation 
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mobility causes a continuous loss of talent for Europe, an obstacle to attract talent globally, and 

ultimately delays in improving our competitiveness.   

 It is a real problem in universities, where the rigidly defined criteria are hampering the freedom 

of researchers to follow their own lines of investigation and limiting the scope of research and 

experimentation. Scientists as a result prefer to stay in a comfortable place where they capacity 

to work is defined strictly. More freedom of research and of experimentation is therefore needed 

as well as independence of universities to mitigate this phenomenon. Cooperation with research 

organisations such as RTOs can help to improve performance.  

3.6. There is mutual recognition of diplomas, but still some member states do not apply it. Commission 

and peer pressure is required to harmonise implementation, there is no justification not to do this 

by end of 2020.  However, this falls short still of real mobility, because two other important 

matters remain unresolved: the harmonisation, or at least synergy, of the definition of an 

academic career; and the retirement systems. 

 Harmonisation of key elements of academic career patterns can be done as for the academic 

courses pattern (Bologna process).  It should offer young post-PH.D. students the possibility to 

pursue an academic career at any university in Europe. 

 Academics like everyone else want a complete retirement cycle. A directive exists for partial work 

in another member state, why not extend it for situations of full work?     

 Ultimately, full autonomy of universities should be restored. It is evident from international 

comparisons that this plays an important role in facilitating excellence in teaching and research. 

Member states which want to go ahead should cooperate to achieve it and not wait for the 

laggards.      

3.7. An issue which requires special attention in order to facilitate and speed up the spread of the 

results of research and experimentation in Europe is the stifling de facto monopoly over scientific 

publications. The majority of leading journals are owned by a very small number of publishing 

houses, which take over the copyright from the authors and sell data from their publications in 

untransparent ways.  

 Academic careers today are determined (too much) by publications in a select number of journals, 

which operate with internal review processes which often follow a narrow kind of scientific 

ideology. As a result researcher spend a lot of time to get through the review processes of these 

journals, leading to publications isolated from reality and with little impact.  

 It is in the collective interest of the EU to set up an independent enquiry into this problem, 

because it affects negatively the nature of knowledge development and disadvantages European 

researchers and universities. There is an urgent need to develop and impose criteria which take 

into account the potential impact and delivery of results in the real economy or society. Research 

https://www.tecnalia.com/es/
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performance should be measured independently from the interests and views of publishing 

houses. 

3.8. Finally, there is one often overlooked issue, but one of crucial importance: evaluation of EU 

policies. The review by the Court of Auditors is primarily a classic financial control, it is not an 

evaluation of impact. What is truly needed, is an independent scientific evaluation.  

 A European body composed by a limited number of top academics and experts in business 

innovation (2/3) and officials (1/3), operating ad personam and in full autonomy, with its own 

budget and defining its own working methodology, should make a proper calculation of the 

impact of projects. This is different from a simple evaluation of costs or of adherence to 

procedures.  

 Impact evaluation requires to view the output in the framework of the ultimate demand and 

purpose of the project (for example related to health, or Green Deal, or competitiveness). It 

involves a careful check on the methodology followed by the different actors in a project.  

 Such ex post evaluation is an important element of a learning process and of efforts to 

continuously improve policy. It helps to improve professionalism and accountability and makes 

policy less dependent of political whims.             

 The High Level Group recommends it as a key issue for the future ERA reform, but in fact it can be 

more widely used for EU policy evaluation. 

 

3.9. There is an urgent need of better science communication, explaining the role of future societal 

benefits to be expected from current investments and experimentation. The EU communication 

policy is wholly inadequate for this purpose. This also leads to misinterpretation of the essential 

role of the innovation principle, which should be an overall guiding principle in all EU policies. Only 

with a better communication towards citizens, Europe will be able to deliver on the Green Deal. 

The HLG recommends DG RTD to consider this issue seriously and in innovative ways.       

 

 

 

 

10 April 2020 
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