
12  |  Comment Research Europe  |  28 April 2022

Lump sums and price tags
Debate on accounting methods obscures more profound questions about funding

Peter Fisch, former head of unit in DG Research and Innovation, blogs on European Research Policy at www.peter-fisch.eu

If the current debate on lump-
sum payments in Horizon 
Europe looks confusing, that 
is because it is unfolding in 
opposite directions. 

At the political level, the 
prevailing argument has long 
been that funding via the 
Framework programmes—of 
which Horizon Europe is the 
latest—is too complicated for 
researchers and their institutions 
to handle. Hence, the European 
Commission should take further 
steps to simplify. At the technical 
level, however, the arguments 
are going the other way, with 
major university groups asking 
the Commission not to simplify 
too quickly or too completely.

Bad marks
The main principle of Framework 
programme financing is to 
reimburse project participants 
for their costs. Within the universe 
of Commission spending, this 
is an unusual approach, with 
good reason. It is not attractive 
in a commercial context, as 
partners are not allowed to 
profit from participating. And 
it is hugely complicated, as it 
requires detailed study of account 
sheets to calculate the real costs 
incurred while allowing for national 
rules in 27 member states and 
all associated countries. 

As a result, ex-post accounting 

of projects is likely to find 
errors—not because of fraud, 
but because of complexity. The 
European Court of Auditors, which 
checks the spending practice 
of Commission departments 
each year, gives the Framework 
programme bad marks for its 
above-average error rates. It is 
this pressure from the auditors, 
rather than any desire for 
simplification in the research 
community, that is forcing the 
Commission to seek alternatives. 
Lump-sum payments are a 
promising solution. 

Here, applicants define the 
costs of specific tasks in a project 
beforehand and simply receive 
the full amount once each task is 
accomplished. Such payments 
no longer require detailed checks 
on money spent, only proof that 
the job was done, so the error rate 
is virtually zero. Consequently, the 
Commission is pushing for wider 
use of this approach. 

Participants, however, seem 
unenthusiastic. One reason is 
that budgeting for lump-sum 
payments requires a concise 
definition of each task and 
precise advance knowledge of 
the efforts required. This will apply 
to only a few aspects of the typical 
research project. 

Also, since several partners 
normally contribute to each task, 
failure by one—resulting in no 

payment—would punish all. As a 
consequence, applicants might 
involve only trusted partners, 
to the detriment of untested 
newcomers and making Horizon 
Europe closed shop.

We are likely to see lump-sum 
funding account for a bigger 
share of the Horizon Europe 
budget, but cost reimbursement, 
and all the difficulties related to 
it, is likely to remain the norm. 
But there is another, larger issue 
that nobody seems willing to talk 
about. While the accuracy of cost 
accounting ex-post is seen as a 
big issue, nobody cares about 
ensuring cost efficiency ex-ante.

Whatever it takes
Horizon Europe proposals are 
evaluated against several criteria: 
excellence, impact, quality and 
efficiency of implementation. 
Total costs, in contrast, are a 
non-issue. In many calls, most 
proposals calculate their costs in 
such a way to end up just below 
the indicative budget announced 
by the Commission. 

To put it bluntly, there is no price 
competition between proposals. 
The justification is that Horizon 
Europe projects should not 
scrimp on scientific quality to 
save money. The Framework 
programme aims for top quality, 
whatever it takes.

Questioning the merits of this 

principle seems to be unthinkable, 
contravening a fundamental tenet 
of EU R&D programmes. But it is 
time to ask whether this kind of 
economic blindness is really the 
best policy for Horizon Europe, 
whether it ensures the best 
value for money for the European 
taxpayer, and whether it leads to 
an optimal organisation of the 
European research landscape.

To illustrate this last point: while 
research and the automobile 
industry are admittedly very 
different, it is amazing how 
countries from Eastern and 
Central Europe have become fully 
integrated into the production 
processes of al l  European 
car brands. The contrast with 
their lagging integration in the 
Framework programmes is striking. 

The main difference is that 
in car manufacturing, these 
countries benefited from their 
competitive advantage: lower 
labour costs. Over three decades, 
this integration resulted in more 
jobs, substantially higher wages, 
and affordable, reliable cars.

Debating the use of lump-
sum payments as a way to 
avoid detailed cost accounting 
in Horizon Europe projects is 
necessary but tedious, and highly 
technical. Paying more attention 
to the price tag of projects might 
lead to far more fascinating and 
fruitful discussions. 

“There is another issue nobody seems willing to talk about. 
While the accuracy of cost accounting ex-post is a big issue, 
nobody cares about ensuring cost efficiency ex-ante.”
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Autonomous or isolated?
The EU’s pursuit of self-sufficiency could boost universities—or undermine them

 

Kurt Deketelaere is secretary-general of the League of European Research Universities and a professor of law at KU Leuven 

in Belgium and the University of Helsinki in Finland

The European Council ’s 
meeting in March confirmed that 
bolstering defence capabilities, 
reducing dependence on energy 
from elsewhere and building a 
more robust economic base are 
now key policy targets for the EU 
and its 27 member states. 

The Versailles Declaration 
adopted by the Council sets 
out the reasoning: “Confronted 
with growing instability, strategic 
competition and security threats, 
we decided to  take more 
responsibility for our security and 
take further decisive steps towards 
building our European sovereignty, 
reducing our dependencies and 
designing a new growth and 
investment model for 2030.” 

Pursuit of autonomy
So, after years of discussion, 
strategic autonomy is now a 
reality in EU policymaking. It’s 
incredible what a war can achieve. 

This pursuit of autonomy will 
have a clear impact on research 
and innovation policy. One effect 
will be to accelerate existing 
trends. Reducing dependence 
on fossil fuels has been part of 
EU energy policy for many years. 

The Horizon Europe R&D 
programme, like its predecessor 
Horizon 2020, stresses the 
importance of  increased 
investment in energy research, 
innovation and technology. 

The present energy crisis re-
emphasises the urgent need for 
more and faster investments in 
green research and innovation. 

Bolstering the EU’s defence 
capabilities implies more and 
better investment in innovative 
technologies. This will include 
fostering synergies between 
civilian, defence and space 
research, and investing in critical 
and emerging technologies for 
security and defence. 

These areas have already 
received strong backing in 
recent years from the European 
Commission’s Directorate-
General for Defence Industry and 
Space, the European Defence 
Agency and the European 
Defence Fund. Commitments 
in these areas will only grow, 
through initiatives such as 
the Commission’s February 
2021 Action Plan on Synergies 
Between Civil, Defence and 
Space Industries; its Strategic 
Compass for Security and 
Defence, launched in March; 
and the Roadmap on Critical 
Technologies for Security and 
Defence, published in February.

 Horizon Europe money, 
however, should remain off-limits 
to military research.

Bui ld ing a more robust 
economic base by reducing 
strategic dependencies in raw 
materials, semiconductors, 

health, digital and food is a 
major challenge. One option is to 
strengthen the EU’s research and 
innovation capabilities, including 
legislation in this area. Again, 
many initiatives are in train here, 
including the European Chips 
Act, the creation of the Health 
Emergency Preparedness and 
Response Authority (Hepra), the 
Data Act, the Digital Services 
and Digital Markets Acts and the 
Artificial Intelligence Act. 

The ambition of strategic 
autonomy can give both EU 
and national research policies 
a major boost. But with no budget 
increases in the offing, new policy 
priorities cannot come at the 
detriment of existing and agreed 
commitments and budgets. 

Funding for commitments set 
out in the Chips Act and through 
Hepra has already taken a chunk 
out of the regular Horizon Europe 
budget. The Commission should 
be transparent on how this 
balance will be struck. 

Impact on universities
New possibilities, then, are 
emerging for universities and 
research institutes. But will the 
EU’s commitment to strategic 
autonomy also bring limitations? 

What wi l l  the ef fect  on 
international cooperation be? 
Will strategic priorities conflict 
with open science? Will more 

research  and innovat ion 
activit ies  f ind themselves 
subject  to export  control 
regulations? Will guidelines on 
foreign interference become 
statutory? Will academic freedom 
be curbed? How will academic 
diplomacy change? 

Communications from the 
Commission, such as the 2022 
Marseille Declaration, have implied 
that we should not worry too much 
about these issues. Recent 
experiences, however, like the 
unjustified exclusion of the UK and 
Switzerland from Horizon Europe, 
prove the need to stay vigilant. 

Research-intensive institutions, 
including members of the 
League of European Research 
Universities, operate on a global 
scale in education, research 
and innovation. The EU’s pursuit 
of strategic autonomy could 
benefit them if it helps to raise 
the political profile and funding 
of research and  innovation. 
Strategic autonomy will be 
counterproductive, however, if 
it hobbles universities’  research 
and innovation activities by limiting 
their capacity to work globally. 

Herman Van Rompuy, a former 
chair of the European Council, put 
it best when he wrote on Twitter: 
“Strategic autonomy is not about 
autarchy nor protectionism, but it 
means that the EU wants more 
control over its own destiny.” 

“Strategic autonomy will be counterproductive if it hobbles 
universities’ research and innovation activities by limiting 
their capacity to work globally.”
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