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Helga Nowotny warns that proposed two-year presidential term disregards need to build competence in role
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A former European Research Council president has criticised the European Commission’s proposal to halve the role’s term, calling it a
“misplaced step” and saying the justification for it is invalid.

Helga Nowotny (pictured), who held the post from 2010 to 2013, told Research Professional News that the plan, quietly set out this month

for the 2028-34 budget period, is “alas, yet another signal of misunderstanding the kind of competence, experience and skills needed” for
the job.

The ERC president is “the face and voice of the European scientific community vis-a-vis the Commission and must interact with the
European scientific community in all member states. It takes time to gain this visibility and sufficient acquaintance with the different
national science systems,” she said.

Cutting the term to two years “either dismisses the competence necessary or merely aims to fill the position with a formal figurehead”,
Nowotny added.

Control warnings

The plan is “a misplaced step in the direction of applying methods which may be valid in established and standardised managerial
functions” but are not appropriate for the ERC, Nowotny said.

She also joined the growing number of sector leaders who have expressed concern that the plan could be a move to control the president.

“The argument that the Commission can easily get rid of a not-sufficiently-compliant ERC president after two years cannot be disregarded

entirely,” she warned.

Jan Palmowski, secretary-general of the Guild of European Research-Intensive Universities, previously told RPN: “It feels like the
Commission is introducing this two-year term of office to be able to control the ERC president, to have a way of sanctioning the
postholder.”

Justification ‘not valid’

The Commission previously told RPN that it wanted to halve the term of office because, at present, if a president’s appointment is
renewed, they could be in office longer than the seven-year EU budget, the Multiannual Financial Framework.

But Nowotny said this reasoning was “not valid”, as all EU programmes including the ERC technically end with each MFF.
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“Everything restarts...In practice, a mandate with a spill-over into the next MFF has the advantage that the ERC president can guide the
transition of the ERC to the next MFF,” she explained.

Mattias Bjornmalm, secretary-general of the Cesaer group of European science and technology universities, also previously told RPN that
the rationale “seems insufficient to justify such a move”.

Independence concerns
Nowotny emphasised that safeguarding the “strategic scientific independence” of the ERC remains “crucial for [its] success”.

“However...this ‘independence’ alone is not sufficient, if it is not accompanied by an equal amount of autonomy in the implementation,”
she said.

About a month before the Commission set out its plan for the ERC presidential term, as part of its intentions for the 2028-34 MFF, the
ERC scientific council that sets the funder’s strategy asked the EU institution to give the ERC more autonomy.

“While the ‘strategic scientific independence’ given to the ERC has always been respected by the Commission, the fact is that it cannot be
separated from the implementation which has been delegated to the ERC Executive Agency and thus remains firmly bound to Commission
rules and procedures,” Nowotny said.

“In the attempt to streamline and rotate everything, the Commission and some of its highest representatives are prone to view the ERC as
an ‘anomaly’, when [the ERC] insists on following rules and procedures that are not in line with [the Commission’s] centralised control
but derive directly from serving the European scientific community and its research ecosystem.”
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o Disbelief over justification for move to cut ERC head’s term
o ‘Extreme concern’ over ‘veiled attack’ on ERC
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