&

St

)“f)

JERSY

N . g KTH 1§ e
University Alliance Karolinska g0 onst ¥ Stockholm
Stockholm Trio Institutet et University

University Alliance Stockholm Trio
Response to the European Commission’s
public consultation on the European
Research Area (ERA) Act

January 2026

The University Alliance Stockholm Trio is a partnership between Karolinska
Institutet, KTH Royal Institute of Technology, and Stockholm University.
Together, we complement each other in education and research, covering a
broad spectrum of disciplines—from medicine, technology, and natural
sciences to law, social sciences, and humanities. This collaboration creates
one of the world’s most dynamic academic environments, attracting
international partnerships, leading researchers, and students worldwide. The
close proximity of our main campuses further strengthens our ability to
collaborate effectively. Competence, curiosity, and innovation are at the core
of our mission.

The Stockholm Trio university alliance has actively participated in a range of
EU and national consultations on research and innovation policy, providing
coordinated input as a university alliance. Previous consultation contributions
are available here.

Introduction

The Stockholm Trio University Alliance welcomes and supports the European
Commission’s efforts to strengthen the European Research Area (ERA) and to
advance the “fifth freedom” within the internal market, recognizing the importance of
free circulation of researchers, knowledge, and innovation for Europe’s
competitiveness and global position.

At the same time, we note some concerns regarding the adoption of hard legislation
across all areas of the ERA, patrticularly where soft tools and existing frameworks
have already proven effective. Broad, omnibus legislation risks unnecessary
complexity, reduced flexibility, and administrative or financial burdens for universities.
We therefore advocate for a targeted approach, focusing on key priorities where EU-
level action can provide clear added value, rather than applying a one-size-fits-all
legal framework.

While supporting the Commission’s ambition to advance the fifth freedom, any legal
requirements should be based on clear, well-defined minimum standards applicable
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across the ERA, and sector-specific rules should be avoided. This ensures
legislation addresses genuine gaps without imposing undue burdens on institutions,
while preserving university autonomy and self-determination. Existing instruments,
mechanisms, and data should be fully considered, and ERA Act initiatives should
support rather than prescribe institutional practices.

If the ERA Act is used to support national R&D investment efforts, it should
complement national strategies rather than replace them, ensuring alignment with
existing policies and promoting strategic coherence across Europe.

This paper forms part of the overall response to the consultation and should be
considered alongside the responses to the open-ended questions in the thematic
guestionnaire. We have chosen not complete specific multiple-choice items in the
guestionnaire as the answer options do not always reflect our views.

Strengthen R&D investment and bring it up to the 3% GDP target to address
the current lack of investment

We welcome the European Commission’s ambition to reinforce Member States’
commitment to increasing investment in research and development and to achieving
the long-standing target of at least 3% of GDP invested in R&D. Strong and
sustained investment in both curiosity-driven and applied research is essential for
Europe’s long-term competitiveness, resilience, and societal progress. A longer-term
discussion on potentially raising the R&D investment target beyond 3%, for example
to 4% of GDP by 2040, could contribute to strategic foresight on Europe’s research
and innovation capacity.

The Union-level target should include a concrete commitment to reach at least
1.25% of GDP in public R&D investment, ensuring a strong foundation of predictable
and sustainable funding. Sufficient levels of national open and non-earmarked
funding remain critical to safeguard research quality, enable long-term capacity-
building, and allow universities and researchers to engage effectively with EU
programmes, supporting both excellence and alignment between national and EU-
level investments.

For Member States that have already met or exceeded the 3% target, new
coordination, monitoring, or incentive mechanisms should avoid diluting excellence,
distorting national priorities, or introducing unintended administrative constraints.
Flexible mechanisms — such as national R&D plans or burden-sharing
arrangements tailored to national circumstances — could support convergence in a
proportionate way.

If the ERA Act is used to support national R&D investment efforts, it should
complement national strategies rather than replace them, be proportionate, and
avoid creating additional administrative burdens for universities. It should be
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developed in close dialogue with the research-performing sector and could serve as
an anchoring framework for national investment commitments.

Greater alignment of R&l investments, policies and programmes between the
EU and Member States, and between Member States

Alignment of R&l investments, policies, and programmes between the EU and
Member States should respect national autonomy and existing national strengths,
avoiding a “one-size-fits-all” approach. In particular, alignment should not prescribe
thematic priorities for bottom-up research, where agendas are best set by
researchers themselves; at the same time, the inclusion of flexible, minimum
investment targets for frontier or basic research may be appropriate. Alignment
mechanisms should not be used to introduce greater directionality in national
strategic funding priorities. Should the ERA Act support national R&D investment
efforts, it must complement national strategies rather than replace them.

Horizon Europe and European Partnerships already provide important mechanisms
to align and coordinate EU-level investments around shared strategic priorities. Any
new alignment mechanisms should be flexible, complementary, proportionate, and
avoid creating additional administrative burdens, while ensuring predictability for
universities and researchers. Coordination should support long-term research
excellence and bottom-up priorities rather than focusing solely on short-term or high-
TRL projects. However, greater harmonisation of European Partnership
implementation modalities is needed, as current engagement routes are complex
and often geared primarily toward funders rather than researchers.

We also highlight the following priorities:

e Social Sciences and Humanities disciplines should be fully integrated within
the European Research Area, recognizing their essential role in addressing
complex societal challenges.

e Astronger role for DG RTD within the European Commission, could provide
clarity and coherence across national and European R&I programmes.

e The European Semester could be leveraged more effectively to coordinate
priorities between Member States and EU-level R&l objectives.

e Finally, while ERAC and the ERA Forum are important governance platforms,
tbut we are not convince about about their suitability as mechanisms to
coordinate investment priorities.

Upholding the fundamental values of the European Research Area

Academic freedom, scientific integrity, and institutional autonomy are fundamental
ERA values and essential for research excellence and societal relevance. The
Stockholm Trio strongly supports the safeguarding of these values.
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Academic freedom and institutional autonomy should be legally safeguarded, and
any legal framework must reflect national governance realities so that it has real
impact rather than being symbolic. Unlike other fundamental rights and freedoms,
academic freedom currently lacks clearly defined and commonly recognised rights
across Member States, comparable to those established under the European
Convention on Human Rights or the Charter of Fundamental Rights. While Article 13
of the Charter is important, it remains relatively unique, making it difficult to
determine in practice what academic freedom entails and how it should be protected
and enforced. Transparent governance alongside legal safeguards should ensure
strong oversight without excessive administrative burden.

An independent European-level mechanism (e.g., an ombudsperson or observatory)
could provide concrete, responsive oversight to ensure that academic freedom is not
only upheld in principle but also enforced in practice. Legally binding EU protections
should establish minimum standards with substance, allowing flexibility to adapt to
national systems without lowering protection levels.

Core rights for researchers and institutions should be clearly defined, linking freedom
to responsibility. It is also not reasonable for EU funding to support research activities
that are conducted in violation of academic freedom, for example by excluding
researchers on the basis of political undesirability. Enforcement mechanisms, such
as linking compliance to EU funding and specifying sanctions for violations, should
be in place. At the same time, clarity is needed regarding responsibility for
enforcement. In the absence of a shared and well-defined common understanding of
academic freedom, assigning primary enforcement responsibility to a political actor
at EU level may raise concerns. Instead, perhaps national research actors could be
better tasked with the enforcement, clearly linking compliance to national and
European frameworks protecting academic freedom while operating within agreed
European minimum standards. Complementary measures, including awareness,
education, and experience-sharing, are essential to foster a culture of academic
freedom and integrity.

We also propose that new EU legislation or initiatives should be assessed for their
impact on European research (a “research impact check”), to ensure that
fundamental ERA values are preserved across all policy areas.

Furthermore, The European Commission’s use of “freedom of scientific research”
raises questions about who qualifies as a researcher under the ERA Act. The
freedom to set one’s own research agenda and publications does not apply to all
private-sector researchers. We understand that the Commission primarily refers to
academic researchers, and therefore we prefer the term “academic freedom?” for
clarity.
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Gender equality and equal opportunities

Gender equality and equal opportunities are essential principles in research and
innovation, but introducing general EU-level regulation targeted specifically at
researchers risks creating unnecessary complexity for universities. Instead, active
measures may be more effectively pursued within the broader gender equality policy
domain, where general principles of equal treatment apply, taking into account widely
varying national conditions.

In this context, it is important to promote gender equality, diversity, and inclusion
across research careers, recruitment, evaluation, and leadership positions, while
respecting national systems. Implementation should be pragmatic and supportive,
aiming to avoid excessive administrative burden or punitive measures. Gender,
ethnicity, disability, and age are legally protected non-discrimination grounds under
EU law, forming part of fundamental rights; this should be fully considered in policy
design.

To ensure that equality and inclusion objectives are translated into concrete actions,
the ERA Act should encourage systematic monitoring, the sharing of best practices,
and awareness-raising, leveraging existing national data sources (e.g., Statistics
Sweden, Swedish Higher Education Authority) rather than creating new reporting
requirements.

Researchers’ careers and mobility

Free circulation of researchers is essential for collaboration, excellence, and
innovation, but this area is challenging to regulate at the EU level, and national-level
regulation should remain the primary framework.

Existing European tools and frameworks already support researchers’ career
development and mobility, yet greater awareness, mentoring, guidance, and
opportunities for mutual learning and the sharing of best practices are needed to
ensure instruments such as CoARA are used effectively, rather than introducing new
regulatory measures.

Policies should respect national governance, universities’ autonomy, and established
career structures, while removing unnecessary administrative or funding-related
barriers to mobility. This includes improving career stability, recognizing qualifications
across borders, and ensuring access to mobility opportunities for underrepresented
groups.

Constructive, bottom-up cooperation between higher education institutions remains a
key driver for the development and standardization of mobility and career
frameworks. Practical measures—such as funding for relocation, integration
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programmes, and networking opportunities—complement legislative or regulatory
efforts.

Migration rules for researchers from non-European countries should also be
streamlined improved; however, these issues are best addressed within the EU
migration policy framework, since sector-specific solutions risk becoming overly
complex and fragmented. EU-level action should therefore focus on simplifying
permit processes and reducing administrative hurdles to strengthen Europe’s
competitiveness.

Finally, there is a need for better data collection and monitoring on researcher
mobility, career trajectories, and barriers to circulation to support evidence-based
policy. This should build on existing national and EU-level data sources, rather than
imposing additional reporting burdens on universities.

Free circulation of scientific knowledge

Open science, including open access and FAIR principles, is essential for the free
circulation of scientific knowledge across Europe. At the same time, it is important to
clarify whether policy initiatives are intended to cover the openness of information
and data more broadly, or are limited to “research data” as a predefined category.
This distinction matters because research and innovation increasingly rely on access
to diverse forms of data that may not initially be generated or classified as research
data.

EU-level initiatives should aim to support and complement, rather than replace,
national and institutional efforts, ensuring that no additional administrative burden is
imposed on universities or researchers. Sector-specific solutions or narrowly defined
data categories risk creating unnecessary complexity and could undermine the
broader objective of free circulation of data and information.

Harmonisation of standards, metadata, and repositories should remain incentive-
based or voluntary, allowing bottom-up, community-led initiatives to guide
implementation. Approaches that promote data openness as a general principle,
rather than imposing rigid, sector-specific definitions, are likely to be more effective
and future-proof.

Existing initiatives such as EOSC (European Open Science Cloud) already address
many of these challenges and should be further leveraged, avoiding duplication or
unnecessary hew requirements.

Ultimately, bottom-up collaboration and networks of researchers continue to be key
drivers for effective circulation of knowledge, working alongside EU-level guidance.
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European Research Infrastructure Consortia

European research infrastructures are vital for supporting collaboration, excellence,
and innovation across Europe. Any review or reform of the ERIC Regulation should
therefore be precise and cautious, aiming to improve clarity and predictability without
overhauling existing structures. Particular attention should be given to governance,
data sharing, legal interfaces, and recognition issues, while enabling the selective
participation of third countries based on clear and transparent criteria.

EU-level action should focus on supporting, rather than replacing, national or
institutional governance, ensuring that research infrastructures remain flexible,
interoperable, and sustainable. In this context, international cooperation should be
actively encouraged, with frameworks that are predictable and aligned with
European research values, while avoiding unnecessary administrative complexity.

Knowledge valorisation

Knowledge valorisation is broader than commercialisation, encompassing societal,
environmental, public-policy, civic, and cultural impact, as well as social innovation
and demaocratic benefits. It is also important to recognize that the societal value of
research cannot always be defined ex ante, particularly for curiosity-driven research,
where impacts often emerge over time and in unpredictable ways.

Valorisation should be understood in terms of societal utility, not solely economic
return, supporting sustainable development, resilience, and societal progress. This
broader perspective is especially relevant for the Social Sciences and Humanities,
which provide essential knowledge for understanding societal challenges,
governance, culture, and democratic development, and should not be considered
merely auxiliary to STEM fields.

EU-level frameworks should be balanced and flexible, respecting disciplinary
diversity, institutional missions, and national contexts. For example, in Sweden, the
“professor’s privilege”—where university teachers and researchers, rather than the
university, own the rights to their inventions and research results—shapes how
knowledge valorisation is implemented, with universities acting as facilitators rather
than owners of commercialisation. Such diversity of legal and institutional
arrangements underscores the need for flexible approaches that accommodate
different pathways to societal impact.

Policies and incentives should support collaboration with industry, the public sector,
and civil society, while safeguarding academic freedom, research integrity, and
institutional autonomy.

EU-level frameworks and policy instruments should avoid rigid metrics or
administrative burdens, enabling universities and researchers to translate knowledge
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into meaningful societal impact effectively, including impacts that are long-term,
indirect, or non-commercial in nature.

Aligning guidance on artificial intelligence (Al) in research

Fragmented Al guidelines across the EU create uncertainty for researchers and can
hinder cross-border collaboration. Divergent requirements related to ethics,
transparency, intellectual property, and data governance increase administrative
burden and reduce efficiency, particularly for institutions engaged in international
research cooperation.

To address this, EU-level guidance should aim to support alignment while remaining
non-binding, providing a common baseline while respecting national autonomy. Such
guidance could take the form of a “living guidance system” that is regularly updated
and linked to the ERA roadmap and initiatives such as RAISE, ensuring alignment
with strategic priorities while offering practical support to researchers.

Given the rapid evolution of Al technologies, guidance must remain flexible and
adaptive. Static regulatory approaches risk becoming quickly outdated and may fail
to reflect domain-specific scientific practices, particularly in interdisciplinary “Al + X"
research contexts.

Bias, fairness, and transparency must be addressed in a proportionate and context-
sensitive manner. Al models should undergo bias assessments, and datasets and
algorithms should be transparent to an extent that is appropriate to the scientific
context and risk level. In sensitive domains such as health and life sciences,
explainability and bias mitigation are essential not only for ethical reasons but also
for scientific validity and safe real-world application. At the same time, bias-related
requirements must avoid creating additional administrative burdens for universities
and researchers and should be adapted to the maturity, purpose, and risk profile of
the research.

Clear and coherent approaches to data governance and intellectual property are key
enablers of collaboration. EU-wide protocols for data sharing, IP rights, and
interoperability should support secure, ethical, and high-quality data use, including
guidance on data curation, annotation, and access to sensitive datasets. This would
facilitate cross-border research while safeguarding privacy and research integrity.

Unequal access to skills and resources remains a challenge. Less-resourced
institutions could be supported through capacity-building measures, Al literacy
initiatives, shared infrastructures, and training, for example under initiatives such as
RAISE.
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Security and dual-use risks associated with Al research must also be addressed.
Risk assessment frameworks and proportionate disclosure mechanisms can help
mitigate misuse while preserving openness and academic freedom.

The creation of a new EU-level Al whistleblowing body should be avoided. Sweden
already has robust national systems for handling research misconduct, and adding
an EU layer risks duplication, increased complexity, and false reporting. Sector-
specific definitions or requirements should likewise be avoided, as they risk
fragmentation and inconsistency with the Al Act and guidance from the European Al
Office. The European Al Office already provides codes of conduct and other
guidance to promote human-centric and trustworthy Al, and any additional EU-level
guidance should be fully aligned with, and not contradict, existing frameworks. The
focus should therefore remain on awareness-raising, coordination, and effective use
of existing instruments.

Improving consistency in approaches to international cooperation and
research security across the EU

Research security measures must strike a careful balance between openness and
protection, remaining as open as possible while being as restricted as necessary to
safeguard European research and maintain global collaboration opportunities. EU
actions should therefore focus on setting a minimum baseline, creating a level
playing field across Member States without imposing excessive or uniform
restrictions.

Within this framework, responsible internationalisation should guide international
collaboration, placing higher education institutions and researchers at the core of risk
assessment and risk mitigation. Active involvement of researchers fosters ownership,
accountability, and awareness of risks, while preserving academic openness. EU-
level shared tools and infrastructures could support this approach, including modular
and discipline-sensitive risk-assessment toolkits, shared country- and sector-specific
risk intelligence for research collaboration, and voluntary trusted-partner frameworks
co-designed with universities.

Guidance should remain flexible, risk-based, clear, and proportionate, rather than
binding or overly prescriptive. Such guidance should build on existing frameworks,
including the Council Recommendation on enhancing research security of 14 May
2024, while supporting a holistic approach across sectors, ensuring that research
security is addressed both within higher education institutions and among highly
innovative, risk-exposed SMEs. This is essential to protect knowledge while
simultaneously supporting competitiveness and innovation.

EU action should primarily support and coordinate existing national and institutional
efforts, balancing caution in high-risk collaborations with the need for Europe to
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remain at the forefront of global research. Initiatives should promote a diversity of
high-quality international partnerships to reduce dependency on a limited number of
collaborators, while maintaining global openness. Safeguarding openness and trust
requires transparent, participatory, and accountable governance, underpinned by
shared responsibility and proportionate measures rather than administrative
overreach, in line with the principle of “open as possible, restricted as necessary.”

Finally, ERA Act initiatives should complement national systems, reinforcing existing
policies and security measures rather than replacing them. This preserves flexibility
for Member States and universities to adapt to local circumstances, while EU-level
coordination helps ensure sufficiently aligned approaches across Member States and
avoids “cherry-picking” among European HElIs.
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