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• Reinforce excellence, especially in new, fast-
growing research areas 

• Stay ahead in a world of growing scientific and 
technological competition; 

• Link science to technological innovation; 

• Compete for talent; 

• Encourage greater investment. 

Frontier Research: The European Challenge
High-Level Expert Group Report

February, 2005

ERC Rationale
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Europe Needs Excellent Research

"What is the comparative advantage of EU in the future? 
An increasingly old population, our limited natural 

resources?  Investing in Research, which is an integral part 
of the European cultural tradition, is no longer a choice 

today, it is a one-way street for the EU. And the only way 
to make sure that investment pays back is excellence". 

Fotis KAFATOS, First ERC President. 

Speech at the ERC launch event in 2007 in Berlin in presence of 

Chancellor Angela MERKEL



Support for the individual scientist – no networks!

Global peer-review

No predetermined subjects (bottom-up)

Support of frontier research in all fields of science 

and humanities

The ERC supports excellence in frontier research through 

a bottom-up, individual-based, pan-European competition
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What is ERC?
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Scientific governance: independent Scientific Council 

with 22 members including the ERC President; full 

authority over funding strategy

Support by the ERC Executive Agency (autonomous)

Excellence as the only criterion

Budget: € 13 billion (2014-2020) - 1.9 billion €/year

€ 7.5 billion (2007-2013) - 1.1 billion €/year
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The ERC is part of Horizon 2020 (2014-2020)        
The EU Research and Innovation programme

• Horizon 2020 budget: 

77 billion € in 7 years (11B€/year) 

January 2021: Horizon Europe (2021-2027): 

Evolution, not revolution

→ ERC budget: 

7.5 billion €

2.2 billion €

13 billion €
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The European Commission
• Provides financing through the EU framework programmes

• Guarantees autonomy of the ERC

• Assures the integrity and accountability of the ERC

• Adopts annual work programmes as established by 

the Scientific Council

The ERC Executive Agency
• Executes annual work programme as established by the Scientific Council

• Implements calls for proposals and provides information and support to applicants

• Organises peer review evaluation

• Establishes and manages grant agreements

• Administers scientific and financial aspects and follow-up of grant agreements

• Carries out communications activities and ensures information dissemination 

to ERC stakeholders

The ERC Scientific Council
• 21 prominent researchers proposed by an independent 

identification committee

• President appointed following recommendation of an independent committee

• Appointed by the Commission (4 years, renewable once)

• Establishes overall scientific strategy; annual work programmes 

(incl. calls for proposals, evaluation criteria); peer review methodology; 

selection and accreditation of experts

• Controls quality of operations and management

• Ensures communication with the scientific community

ERC Structure



• Work on a research topic of your own choice, 

with a team of your own choice

• Gain true financial autonomy for 5 years

• Negotiate the best conditions with the Host Institution  

• Attract top team members and collaborators 

• Move with the grant to any place in Europe (portability)

• Attract additional funding

ERC grants provide 

independence, recognition & visibility



Starting
Grant

(2-7 years after PhD) 

up to €1.5 Million 
for 5 years

+ €1 Million

Advanced
Grant

10 year research 
track-record

up to €2.5 Million 
for 5 years

+ €1 Million

Synergy Grants
2-4 Principal Investigators

up to €10 Million for 6 years
+ €4 Million

Proof-of-Concept 
bridging gap between research - earliest stage of 

marketable innovation 
Lump sum: €150,000 for ERC grant holders

ERC Grant Schemes

Consolidator
Grant

(7-12 years after PhD) 

up to €2 Million 
for 5 years

+ €1 Million



Updated ERC panel structure 
(from Starting Grant 2021 onwards)

Social Sciences and Humanities
SH1 Individuals, Markets and Organisations

SH2 Institutions, Governance and Legal Systems 

SH3 The Social World and Its Diversity 

SH4 The Human Mind and Its Complexity 

SH5 Cultures and Cultural Production

SH6 The Study of the Human Past

SH7 Human Mobility, Environment, and Space

Life Sciences
LS1 Molecules of Life: Biological Mechanisms, Structures and 

Functions 

LS2 Integrative Biology: from Genes and Genomes to Systems 

LS3 Cellular, Developmental and Regenerative Biology 

LS4 Physiology in Health, Disease and Ageing 

LS5 Neuroscience and Disorders of the Nervous System 

LS6 Immunity, Infection and Immunotherapy 

LS7 Prevention, Diagnosis and Treatment of Human Diseases 

LS8 Environmental Biology, Ecology and Evolution

LS9 Biotechnology and Biosystems Engineering 

Physical Sciences & Engineering
PE1 Mathematics

PE2 Fundamental Constituents of Matter

PE3 Condensed Matter Physics

PE4 Physical and Analytical Chemical Sciences

PE5 Synthetic Chemistry and Materials

PE6 Computer Science and Informatics

PE7 Systems and Communication Engineering

PE8 Products and Processes Engineering

PE9 Universe Sciences

PE10 Earth System Science

PE11 Materials Engineering

3 domains, 27 panels, 
each panel: Panel Chair + 12-16 Panel Members
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€ 13 billion

150,000

> 800
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After More than 10 Years, a Success Story



"The ERC had the highest category normalised citation impact, the 
highest percentage of papers in the world’s top 1% and the highest 
percentage of papers involving international co-authorship of the 50 
funders most frequently acknowledged by authors in the Web of Science 
between 2007 and 2016. Of the 100 most frequently acknowledged 
funders, only three (all large pharmaceutical companies) have a higher 
citation impact – though not substantially higher.“

ERC Funds 
the Best Research 
of All Major Funders 
in the World



Frontier Science 

and

Innovation



ERC Working Group on Innovation and relations 

with Industry

• Anchored by the notion that scientific advances contribute to industrial innovation

• Investigates appropriate means to engage industrial partners in frontier research.

• Responsible for designing the Proof of Concept scheme

MEMBERS
• Kurt Mehlhorn (Chair)

• Genevieve Almouzni

• Andrzej Jajszczyk

• Nektarios Tavernarakis

• Milena Žic Fuchs



ERC PoC in short

Continuous

Call

3 cut offs/ 

year

150k

Open to all

ERC 

grantees

N+1

7 pages

application

18 month

project

Simple and 

efficient

Clear 

selection

criteria. 

Idea focus

Competent

evaluators

100 days

Competitive

process: 37% SR

Objective of the ERC PoC : Maximise the value-creation of ERC-funded 

research 

 It provides funds to bring ERC-funded ideas to pre-demonstration stage, 
generating return for innovators (economic, reputation, prestige, influence) and 
value for users (socio-economic benefits).

2011-2019:

•3,104 proposals received

•1,137 funded



More than 100 Spin-off Companies



ERC funded research in industrial biotechnology 

and environmental applications

For the period 2014-2017, the ERC has supported more than 220 research projects in biotechnology 

for about EUR 420 million.

. 



Some highlights…



ERC funded research – Creating Pathways to 

sustainability

• Tackling climate change

 LINKS researching the transformation of the finance system to deliver 

the scale and quality of investment needed to achieve a low-carbon 

economy (StG, UCL)

• Sustainable cities and communities

 MICROCLEANERS develops a multifunctional system, based on 

nanotechnology, for cleaning industrial wastewaters and polluted aquatic 

ecosystems from chemical and biological pollutants in a more target-

specific and cost-effective way (PoC, Institute for Bioengineering of 

Catalonia)

• Sustainability of food systems

 ConFooBio researches how to resolve conflict between food security 

and biodiversity conservation (StG, University of Stirling)



A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE FOR EUROPE 

THE CONTRIBUTION OF FRONTIER RESEARCH

https://erc.europa.eu/event/sustainable-future-europe-%E2%80%93-contribution-frontier-research

https://erc.europa.eu/event/sustainable-future-europe-%E2%80%93-contribution-frontier-research


Starting

Grant

Consolidator

Grant

Advanced

Grant

Proof of 

Concept

Grant

Call Opens 12/01/2021 21/01/2021 20/05/2021 14/01/2021

Submission 

deadline
(cut-off dates for PoC)

09/03/2021 20/04/2021 31/08/2021
16/03/2021

17/06/2021
20/10/2021

ERC Calls 2021: expected openings&deadlines

No Synergy Grant call in 2021 



• More information: erc.europa.eu

• National Contact Point: erc.europa.eu/national-contact-points

• Sign up for news alerts: erc.europa.eu/keep-updated-erc

• Follow us on

www.facebook.com/EuropeanResearchCouncil

twitter.com/ERC_Research

www.linkedin.com/company/european-research-council

The European Research Council



Thank you!

@zikaele eleni.zika@ec.europa.eu


