Subject: European Institute of Technology Response

Dear Alan

European Institute of Technology Response

I am pleased to respond to your request (ref email of 9 Aug) for assistance on the above having taken the opportunity of consulting with some of my colleagues on the Engineering Professors' Council (EPC).

While their views are incorporated in what follows I am of course totally responsible for the views expressed.

It appears that one of the fundamental reasons for introducing this new concept is to raise the research activity within the community from 

1.9% GDP to 3% as previously anticipated in earlier EU communications.  

It was recognised by EU Ministers that this figure was being completely missed and the current project seems to be a reaction in order to try and increase the percentage.  It should be noted however that the figure of 3% was totally unrealistic in the first place and therefore was never really likely to be met.

There are several worries about the new proposal.  

1.
The new 'university' would be funded by top slicing available money from existing sources and so actually would most likely mean less resource for other universities within the community.

2.
It is unlikely that one university, albeit a large one, could possibly make a severe dent in the shortfall of the European research activity.

3.
The documents seem to indicate that industry will be willing to put money into this project at the early stages.  I would be surprised if this were the case.  It is extremely difficult to get industry to become involved in projects of this nature even although the ethos looks promising.

4.
The integration of research activity within universities with industry is a very good idea.  However, it has been shown on many occasions that it is extremely difficult for research in universities to be automatically taken up by industry even in the best of circumstances.

5.
It is inappropriate to have approximately 2,000 nominally research active universities in Europe.  However, in the UK this problem has been addressed via the RAE and this has resulted in considerable concentration of research expertise.  Certainly the problems identified in the documents appended to your letter are not as acute in the UK as they are elsewhere in Europe.  It may be therefore that this new concept is being driven by the new members of the community who as yet have not had the opportunity of developing and concentrating their research potential.

6.
It is recognised that the exploitation of research is indeed a problem.  Many universities however are introducing active technology transfer organisations in order to deal with this and to have appropriate 'spin out' companies.   

7.
There is currently a shortage of research money within the UK and the fact that resources would go directly to the EIT would mean that less would be spent on our existing university research funding.

8.
The prospect of extended timescales in order to implement appropriate research in industrial situations is certainly to be welcomed.  This could be introduced however without setting up a very large organisation.

You will gather from the above that it is my opinion that a new institution should be a last resort rather than a first one.   It is considered that a great deal could be done to meet the aspirations of those behind the EIT by channelling research money to appropriate institutions and consortia within European countries. This could be done via appropriate existing criteria thus giving the opportunity through extended research funding for further industrial involvement and exploitation of the technology.

The case for another new institution has not been made and in my opinion is not persuasive. In any case, as you are no doubt aware, the current status of the EU thinking on a number of other issues does not augur well for setting up another institution which would undoubtedly be a sink for substantial sums of money which could be better spent elsewhere.  It might be better as well that enough time be given for the setting up of the ERC (which of course is not yet operating) to see how it functions and to make it more effective.  Indeed, this could be used as a basis for technology transfer and industrial collaboration provided that grants were issued on the basis of these being part of the output by the appropriate researchers.

In addition it should be ensured that the involvement of industry and the desire for technology transfer does not dilute the research excellence which is absolutely essential for the well being of this country and indeed of Europe as a whole.

I trust you find the above comments helpful.  Should you require further clarification of any of the details please feel free to be in touch with me.
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