\esm l/v’»/_ m ,\O (M‘J}é

gLs Vit TR

University Alliance gg KTH %{; o
y . Karojinska QS‘&‘ZCH Kons;ggp StO,Ckho.lm
Stockholm Trio Institutet Yo University

University Alliance Stockholm Trio*:
Response to the European Commission’s

Call for Evidence on the European Research
Area (ERA) Act

10 September 2025

In summary

In this contribution, the University Alliance Stockholm Trio (Stockholm
University, KTH Royal Institute of Technology, and Karolinska Institutet) offers
reflections from the perspective of leading research universities to support the
continued development of the European Research Area. In particular, the
University Alliance Stockholm Trio underlines the importance of maintaining a
careful balance between EU-level coordination and national autonomy;
safeguarding research quality, academic freedom, and long-term perspectives
— at the same time, we already see potential risks in the proposed governance
structures for FP10 and the connection to the European Competitiveness Fund
(ECF). The University Alliance Stockholm Trio also highlights the need to avoid
additional administrative burden, which continues to be a significant obstacle
to the ability of universities to contribute effectively to Europe’s research and
innovation landscape.

Input to the ERA Act

The University Alliance Stockholm Trio welcomes the European Commission’s
ambition to strengthen the EU’s research and innovation ecosystem, and we
appreciate the opportunity to contribute to the ongoing Call for Evidence regarding a
potential European Research Area (ERA) Act.

We view this early-stage consultation as an important step in defining the scope of
potential EU action, including identifying key challenges and assessing where
legislative measures may be appropriate. While we fully support the goal of
deepening and reinforcing the ERA, we believe it is essential to carefully consider
where legislation would bring clear added value, and where other instruments might
be more effective. It is also important to avoid overregulation and to ensure that any

" The University Alliance Stockholm Trio consists of Karolinska Institutet, KTH Royal Institute of Technology, and
Stockholm University. The Trio is the largest ‘university’ receiving funds from Horizon Europe.
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new initiative allows sufficient flexibility to reflect national contexts, safeguard
universities’ institutional autonomy and the diversity of research and innovation
systems across Europe.

With that in mind, this reply is structured around the three thematic blocks outlined
by the European Commission. The reflections offered under each section are
grounded in the perspective of leading research universities and highlight
considerations we believe should be taken into account as the Commission
continues its work on shaping the future European Research Area.

This input complements earlier contributions from Stockholm Trio, including
responses to the Commission’s consultations on the MFF and EU funding for
competitiveness (May 2025) and on research security (January 2024), as well as
our seminar report on social sciences and humanities integration (June 2024), and
our initial input to FP10 (February 2023). Together, these perspectives may provide
useful context for the current Call for Evidence on the European Research Area
(ERA) Act.

Supporting National R&D Investment: Effective Mechanisms and the
Role of Universities

The University Alliance Stockholm Trio welcomes the European Commission’s
ambition to reinforce the EU’'s commitment to reaching the 3% target for R&D
investment by 2030. We also support the emphasis on strengthening academic
freedom and ensuring sustained support for curiosity-driven research. These are vital
pillars of a thriving European Research Area (ERA) and of Europe’s long-term
competitiveness and societal resilience.

In pursuing these goals, it is essential to recognise that Europe’s research and
innovation ecosystems are diverse. Member States have different starting points,
institutional structures, funding models and strategic priorities. Any proposed
mechanisms to support national R&D investment must therefore be sufficiently
flexible and context-sensitive.

Additionally, the reference to the possible inclusion of further legal bases suggests
an ambition to enable binding legal acts in the future. At this early stage, it is
important to underline that the current proposal lacks a clearly defined legal basis,
which makes it challenging to assess its scope and implications. We therefore urge a
cautious approach to legislation in this area. While legal instruments can play a role,
broad or omnibus-style approaches often prove too rigid and may struggle to
accommodate the diverse and evolving nature of research systems across Europe.
There is also a risk that an overemphasis on legal compliance may lead to increased
administrative burden for universities, without corresponding gains in research or
innovation outcomes.
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Should the European Commission proceed with legislative proposals in this area, it
will be crucial to involve universities in co-creating both the design and
implementation of relevant frameworks. Any future legislation that significantly affects
the academic sector must be developed in partnership with those who will ultimately
be responsible for delivering on its goals.

Finally, increasing R&l investment in countries currently well below the 3% target is
clearly important for strengthening Europe’s overall research capacity and global
competitiveness. However, for Member States that have already met or exceeded
this target, it is essential that new coordination mechanisms do not undermine
existing strengths or shift focus away from excellence and innovation leadership. A
uniform approach risks diluting strategic priorities, creating unintended incentives,
and introducing legal or financial constraints that may limit national autonomy in
shaping research policy. For this reason, any coordination mechanism must be
carefully designed to support upward convergence while preserving the flexibility of
well-performing systems to continue advancing the ERA. The ERA Act should
therefore work in a complementary manner — reinforcing and supporting national
efforts, not seeking to replace them.

Aligning Investments and Policies While Respecting Research
Autonomy

The Horizon Europe programme already provides a solid foundation for aligning
research and innovation funding across the EU. In Sweden, this alignment is further
supported through well-functioning governmental mechanisms, resulting in a
relatively unified and effective funding structure. Open and non-earmarked national
funding plays a key role in this context — serving as a vital springboard for Swedish
researchers to understand, navigate, and engage with EU funding opportunities. It
also demonstrates how national and EU funding can complement each other in
flexible and strategic ways, rather than pushing all actors in the same direction.

As a smaller Member State, Sweden often needs to prioritise among EU-level
objectives rather than pursuing all of them in parallel, which makes strategic
alignment between national and European priorities particularly important. Moreover,
national funding schemes typically involve significantly lower administrative burden
compared to EU programmes, which can enhance both accessibility and efficiency.

European Partnerships under Horizon Europe already represent an important tool for
aligning national and EU-level investments around shared strategic objectives. While
they provide useful structures for collaboration and coordination, they are often
complex to navigate for both national funders and researchers. Better integration of
these partnerships into the design of the next Framework Programme (FP10) would
be a welcome step—helping to simplify the landscape and improve coherence
without increasing administrative load.

University Alliance Stockholm Trio stockholmtrio.org



At the same time, we already see potential risks in the proposed governance
structures for FP10 and the connection to the European Competitiveness Fund
(ECF). These could steer the Framework Programme away from long-term research
excellence and toward short-term political and industrial interests. In particular, we
are concerned that increased policy steering could lead to prioritisation of high TRL
activities and reduce support for pre-competitive, academic-industry collaboration in
Pillar 2 of the FP10 that underpins long-term innovation capacity. There is also a risk
of decreased predictability, for example, through shorter notice for calls, which
undermines strategic planning for universities and research-performing
organisations.

We support better coordination around shared research priorities—especially in
areas such as critical technologies, Al, health, biotech and the green transition.
Moreover, we emphasise the full integration of Social Sciences and Humanities
(SSH) across ERA policy, as SSH disciplines are essential for understanding and
addressing complex societal challenges—from climate adaptation to digital ethics—
and for fostering a globally engaged, responsible, and inclusive ERA. Addressing
these challenges requires a multidisciplinary approach that integrates diverse
perspectives and expertise.

However, such alignment must be rooted in a robust bottom-up research base. Many
of the necessary instruments for strategic coordination already exist within the
current ERA framework and could be enhanced through improved dialogue and joint
planning, rather than by introducing additional legal obligations that may reduce
flexibility across national systems.

Improvements in Framework Conditions for Researchers and Research
Organisations in Europe

Creating a stronger European Research Area (ERA) requires a supportive and
adaptable research environment that reflects the diverse institutional, legal, and
cultural conditions across Europe. We support the general direction set by the
European Commission and welcome its focus on improving framework conditions for
researchers and research organisations, with efforts to address cross-border barriers
to researchers and knowledge exchange being particularly important in this context.
However, we caution against overly uniform solutions and encourage greater
attention to implementation, for mutual learning exercises, and taking in
consideration the context-specific challenges.

Free Circulation of Researchers and Scientific Knowledge - Improved
Research Careers and Mobility

We support initiatives to improve research careers and enable researcher mobility —
both geographic and intersectoral — but stress the importance of avoiding one-size-
fits-all approaches. Career progression and mobility in this context require a flexible
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policy environment that respects universities institutional autonomy and
acknowledges differences in how research is structured and governed across
Europe. Ensuring the effective circulation of knowledge and talent across the ERA is
crucial but is not simply a question of legislation based on current conditions. It
requires long-term investment, policy alignment, and trust within the research
ecosystem.

We are concerned that rigid, top-down career frameworks may risk making mobility
harder rather than easier, especially when existing incentives, employment
conditions, and evaluation systems are misaligned. Cross-sectoral mobility adds an
additional layer of complexity, given the differences in institutional cultures,
employment models, and expectations across sectors. This complexity is further
compounded by the fact that there is no uniform definition of who qualifies as a
researcher, or how and where researchers are employed across Member States.

The consistent implementation of updated research assessment practices, such as
those promoted by the Coalition for Advancing Research Assessment (CoARA), can
significantly enhance mobility and research quality. CoOARA serves as a good
example of how institutions across Europe and beyond can work toward shared
goals in a collaborative, bottom-up manner, showing the value of co-creation in
shaping reform. However, quality assurance of research must be grounded in a
scientific assessment within the research community itself, and cannot merely be
seen as an instrument to promote free movement and competition. Also since
research is inherently global, EU support can play a valuable role in enabling
change—such as through cascade funding mechanisms that help institutions review
and improve their practices. A meaningful adoption across national and institutional
contexts requires time to develop a common understanding, opportunities for shared
learning, and local adaptation.

Finally, while there are many EU-level directives that relate to researcher mobility,
the main challenge lies in implementation. Strengthening the capacity of institutions
to engage with and benefit from existing frameworks — rather than introducing new
layers of regulation — will likely have greater impact. This includes addressing
practical and legal barriers that continue to affect the mobility of third-country
nationals, who are an essential part of Europe’s research.

Open Science, Research Infrastructures, and Data Sharing - Open Access and
Data Reuse

We support measures to promote open access to and the reuse of publicly funded
research results. However, we stress that the main obstacles are not regulatory
gaps, but rather structural limitations — such as insufficient long-term investment,
unclear responsibilities, and a lack of meaningful incentives for researchers and
institutions.
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Legal uncertainty also poses a significant challenge. For instance, there are
divergent interpretations of frameworks such as the Data Governance Act, with
different institutions applying the same regulation in conflicting ways. This is
particularly problematic given the already complex regulatory landscape, which
includes overlapping frameworks such as GDPR, NIS2, the Data Act, and the
European Health Data Space. In this context, introducing new legislation risks further
complicating compliance, increasing administrative burden, and ultimately reducing
clarity for those operating within the system.Rather than introducing additional legal
instruments, we recommend that the European Commission focus on:

¢ Building institutional capacity to comply with and benefit from existing
frameworks;

e Encouraging trust-based collaboration and the development of shared
standards;

e Promoting best practices and mutual learning, especially in already heavily
regulated areas;

e Exploring enabling legislation, such as the Dutch model, which grants
research organisations the right to make peer-reviewed outputs immediately
and openly available.

Crucially, open science should not become a bureaucratic obligation. It must remain
a dynamic and diverse set of practices that improve research quality, transparency,
and societal relevance. EU-level initiatives in this area should avoid overly
prescriptive or standardised approaches that could undermine institutional autonomy
and diversity across the European research landscape. Likewise, we acknowledge
the importance of improving the legal environment for research infrastructures, but
believe the more pressing need lies in fostering interoperability, coordination, and
sustainable funding. Addressing fragmentation in rules and standards is essential—
not through rigid standardisation, but by building stronger trust, baseline clarity, and
aligned practices to support cross-border collaboration, including clear guidance on
legal responsibilities, particularly in areas involving cross-border data flows and
shared computing capacity.

Knowledge Valorisation — Respecting National Models and Incentivising
Impact

We agree that improving the valorisation of research is a key priority. However,
national legal frameworks differ significantly, and any EU-level approach must
respect these differences.

In Sweden, for example, the professor’s privilege ("lararundantaget") means that
individual researchers — not universities — retain the rights to their inventions. As a
result, Swedish universities do not have centralised technology transfer offices
(TTOs) like many other European institutions. Knowledge valorisation in Sweden is
therefore highly decentralised and relies on individual initiative.
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It is essential to avoid imposing models that are incompatible with national legal
frameworks or institutional cultures. Any future valorisation policy must remain
flexible, inclusive, and adaptive. Any ERA legislation must not alter the conditions in
Sweden in ways that could inhibit the country’s ability to remain at the forefront of
research and innovation. Here, it would be better to promote context-sensitive best
practicesand encourage peer learning across diverse legal environments — while
supporting institutional experimentation - rather than mandating uniform models.

Upholding Fundamental ERA Values

We support the commitment to uphold academic freedom, scientific integrity,
institutional autonomy, and gender equality as core ERA values. These are not only
ethical imperatives, but also essential conditions for research excellence and societal
relevance. Structural diversity strengthens research quality and relevance. We
welcome the Commission’s aim to protect these values, but express concern that
vague legal language and broad regulatory ambitions in current proposals may have
unintended consequences. Safeguarding these fundamental values requires more
than regulation; it demands continuous dialogue with stakeholders and strong
protections against political overreach or market-driven steering of research.

International Collaboration and Research Security

We support coherent EU and national approaches to international collaboration and
research security, underpinned by transparent and participatory processes.

The Stockholm Trio has consistently emphasised the need for clear, actionable, and
proportionate guidelines—not burdensome regulation—in this area. We reiterate the
importance of a risk-based approach, aligned with the principle: “As open as
possible, as restricted as necessary.” International collaboration must be guided by
responsible practices, developed and implemented with the active involvement of
researchers and institutions. This fosters a deeper understanding of the issues, as
well as a stronger sense of ownership and accountability. The Stockholm Trio has
previously called for any measures related to research security to be well-defined,
practical, and based on transparent risk assessments. Global openness—when
coupled with responsible governance—remains a cornerstone of the ERA.
Safeguarding it requires clarity, trust, and shared responsibility, not administrative
overreach.

Conclusion

The University Alliance Stockholm Trio fully supports the ambition to strengthen the
European Research Area and to realise the Fifth Freedom — enabling the free
circulation of researchers, knowledge, and innovation across borders. However, the
future of the ERA depends on more than legislation. It relies on the capacity,
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autonomy, and trust of research institutions and researchers across Europe.
Europe’s strength lies in its pluralism, excellence, and openness — qualities that
must be safeguarded.

While we support coordinated action at EU level, we note with concern that the
proposal for an ERA Act remains vague, particularly regarding the nature and scope
of potential legal measures. The EU’s legal competence in research policy is limited
to supporting, coordinating, and complementing national efforts — not replacing or
steering them. The current formulation opens the door to broader regulatory
ambitions, including possible use of internal market legal bases, which could shift
research policy into areas not originally intended and risk undermining academic
freedom through indirect steering of national agendas.

This is particularly sensitive in relation to the balance between basic and targeted
research funding. Without clear safeguards, there is a risk that political priorities —
however legitimate — may overshadow bottom-up, curiosity-driven research,
especially in Member States where targeted funding is already dominant. Quality
assurance and research direction must remain grounded in the academic community
and scientific judgement — not in administrative or market logics.

For these reasons, any legislative steps must be approached with great caution and
respect for the diversity of national systems. EU action should be clearly
complementary, reinforcing national strengths rather than imposing uniform models.

Moreover, protecting academic freedom in practice requires more. We therefore
propose the establishment of an independent European-level mechanism — such as
an ombudsperson or observatory — this could provide a concrete and responsive
safeguard aligned with the principles of the Bonn Declaration and help ensure that
academic freedom is not only upheld in principle but also enforced in practice.?

As the ERA develops, lasting progress will come not through prescriptive regulation,
but through co-creation, mutual trust, and a genuine commitment to enabling diverse
and excellent research systems to thrive across Europe.

2 The Guild, 8 Sept. 2025, Defending Academic Freedom: Europe’s Role Amid Global Pressures,
https://www.the-quild.eu/news-and-blog/news/2025/defending-academic-freedom-europe %E2%80%99s-role.html
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