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At the beginning of January, 
onlookers flocked to the Fagnes, 
elegantly draped in its white coat.

After a difficult year, this wintertime 
poetry in the East of our country 
almost made us forget, our gaze 
distracted, another, sadder spectacle: 
the implementation of Brexit and the 
estrangement of a European partner.

Belgium’s national motto has the 
merit of being true: unity is strength. 
The same also applies to scientific 
research. In this regard, there is one 
thing that warms our hearts: the 
united way in which the various 
parties in the European scientific 
community have defended the 
retention of a significant part of the 
funding of the European Research 
Council (ERC) in the new framework 
programme 2021-2027. The objective 
has been achieved because, thanks 
to the broad-based mobilisation 
of opinion and despite the various 
threats and difficult negotiations, the 
ERC finally represents almost 17% of 
the funding for “Horizon Europe”.

The issue is an important one. In 
the Wallonia-Brussels Federation, 

the ERC’s share in the European 
funding of research in universities 
is almost 50%. In the 14 years it has 
existed, ERC funding has become 
an extraordinary tool, working 
on behalf of research. Selected 
independently by their peers based 
on the sole criterion of scientific 
excellence – which distinguishes 
them from other European funding 
levers – the researchers who benefit 
from the prestigious ERC grants now 
have great freedom which, when all 
is said and done, sometimes has a 
remarkable impact on society.

Think, for example, of the 
contributions by Professor Uğur 
Şahin and Dr Özlem Türeci, the duo 
at the head of BioNTech, the partner 
of Pfizer for the development of a 
vaccine against Covid-19. It is their 
research for a messenger RNA 
vaccine against cancer, funded 
in particular by the ERC, that has 
been applied so successfully in the 
current health emergency to combat 
Coronavirus. This alone is a dazzling 
demonstration of the relevance of the 
ERC’s gamble of placing its trust in 
excellence.

At a time of social distancing and 
checkpoints, research institutions 
have pulled out all the stops to 
continue pushing back the boundaries 
of knowledge. The funding provided 
by the ERC constitutes a significant 
tool in making sure that this future 
does actually arrive. 

    
Vincent Blondel,  
President of the F.R.S.-FNRS 

Pushing back the 
boundaries of knowledge
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Belgium’s national 
motto has the merit 
of being true: unity 
is strength.
The same also 
applies to scientific 
research.”
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The ERC (European Research Council) has a mission: “to encourage the highest quality 
research in Europe through competitive funding and to support investigator-driven 
frontier research across all fields, on the basis of scientific excellence”1. In the 14 years 
it has been in existence, grants from the ERC have enabled thousands of cutting-edge 
projects to see the light of day, often leading to technological innovations. These grants 
have also contributed to helping excellent researchers break through to the next level 
in terms of international recognition, enabling scientific research to keep progressing 
towards more and more knowledge.

Although the ERC enjoys significant autonomy, it is positioned more generally within 
the European Union’s framework programmes. Since 2007, there has been the 7th 
framework programme, then Horizon 2020 and, since the beginning of this year, 
Horizon Europe, which will open up new perspectives to European research.

The report devoted to the ERC in the pages that follow of this FNRS.news summarises 
the pathway taken by this European instrument. Coming in addition to other regional, 
national and international funding, the ERC is well known to FNRS researchers. This 
account also lifts the veil on aspects of the way it operates that are often poorly known. 
Useful information for the people who are preparing and creating the science of 
tomorrow: the search for funding is part of day-to-day business.

The ERC is also about researchers who have lived – or who are still experiencing – a 
wonderful scientific adventure. 9 of them, FNRS trustees, have also told us about their 
experience: some of them recently completed their theses, while others already have 
a glittering career behind them. They tell us about their ERC projects, the experience 
they gained from them and the effect they have had on their scientific career. Some of 
these projects have just begun and reflect the expectations of new, innovative research. 
Others were finished long ago and very often may have sown the seeds of new research, 
new projects and new ideas.

For the excellence of 
European science 

THE ERC IN BRIEF  4
ERC PORTRAITS 12
THE NCP-FNRS 21
FROM ONE HORIZON TO THE OTHER 22
THE ACADEMY’S POINT OF VIEW 26

1.  Source: About ERC, www.erc.europa.eu.
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14 years of 
European 
scientific 
excellence

Grants and 
careers
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The ERC provided funding of 13 billion 
€1 between 2014 and 2020 (or 17% 
of the budget for Horizon 2020, the 

corresponding framework programme). 16 
billion €2 will be allocated to it in the period 
from 2021-2027 as part of the Horizon 
Europe programme (16.75% out of a total of 
95.5 billion €, including the “Recovery Plan 
for Europe”). Since it was created, the ERC 
has funded 11,654 projects.

Scientific governance 
The ERC is run by an independent 
Scientific Council made up of 22 eminent 
scientists and academics. Its main role is 
to establish the strategy of the ERC and 
to select project assessors. The French 
mathematician Jean-Pierre Bourguignon 
is currently the acting President of the 
Council; Waldemar Kütt is director of the 
ERC Executive Agency, with responsibility 
for implementing the programme 
(launching calls for projects, assessment 
of the projects submitted, start up and 
monitoring of the projects funded, 
administrative issues). This programme 
operates under Commissioner Mariya 
Gabriel (innovation, research, culture, 
education and youth).

The grants are individual (except 
for the Synergy Grants), long-term 
(except for the Proofs of Concept), 

“high risk, high gain”1. Funding from 
the ERC is open to researchers, without 
distinction of nationality, whether 
they are just starting out or highly 
experienced, aimed at encouraging 
them to conduct research in Europe. 
All fields of research (Life Sciences, 
Physical Sciences and Engineering, Social 
and Human Sciences) are involved and 
no particular topic or theme is given 
preference. Projects are selected solely 
based on scientific excellence via a 
process of international peer assessment.

The aim of this procedure of peer 
reviewing and open and direct 
competition is to identify the best 
ideas and to support the “best brains” 
in Europe (and, where appropriate, 
to retain them). It also aims to attract 
talented foreign researchers. The ERC’s 
competitive funding also makes it 
possible to inject funds into the most 
promising new fields with a degree of 
flexibility that is not always possible with 
national funding mechanisms.

Learning the best 
lessons 
However, funding the search for 
excellence is not the only target that the 
ERC has set itself. Since it was created, 
it has also aimed to shape the system 
of European research by defining new 
standards. To do this, it has designed an 
assessment system based on high-level 
peers. It has defined success criteria that 
are shared by the best institutions and 
has implemented specific communication 
about the people awarded funding, 
including the elements that determined 
their success. The ERC is now a 
benchmark that enables institutions 
and other participants in the research 
process to gauge their level and to define 
strategies that enable them to reach the 
highest level internationally3. This desire 
to leave its mark on European science 
appears to have borne fruit. Indeed, 
numerous funding agencies have taken 
inspiration from these ERC standards. 
This is particularly the case for FNRS, 
which based much of its reforms in 2010 
on the criteria 
introduced at the 
ERC.

The ERC (European Research Council) is a key instrument in the framework programme 
of the European Union for research and innovation. Created in 2007 by the European 
Union to fund the search for excellence, it supports all fields of science and helps Europe 
to attract the best researchers, wherever they may come from. We shine the spotlight on 
what happens behind the scenes of this institution.

The funding provided by the ERC is divided into 5 types of grants: 
Starting Grants, Consolidator Grants, Advanced Grants, Synergy Grants 
and Proofs of Concept.

An exploratory 
approach
In 2017, to mark the 10th anniversary 
of the ERC, Carlos Moedas, then 
Commissioner for research, science and 
innovation, said this: “When the European 
Union acts with daring, marvellous things 
happen.”

Daring is something that the approach 
taken by the ERC bases itself on. Striving 
upwards or exploratory in nature4, 
it enables researchers to identify 
possibilities and to choose the direction 
they want to go in without being 
influenced by any priorities dictated by 
the world of politics. By acting in this 
way, it guarantees that the funds can 
also benefit from promising new fields 
of research.

This is the reason why the ERC’s 
Scientific Council is run by scientists 
and academics. This makes the way it 
operates autonomous and independent.

Thanks to the Council and this highly 
specific approach, the ERC’s funds are 
allocated by scientists for scientists to 
enable the best research possible to be 
carried out.

1.  Current prices 2014-2020, within the framework of the Europe of 28 (EU-28).
2. Current prices 2021-2027, within the framework of the Europe of 27 (EU-27).
3. Source: About ERC, www.erc.europa.eu.
4.  The line between fundamental research and applied research is tending to become increasingly blurred, with the 

new fields of science and technology frequently incorporating both aspects at the same time. This is the reason by 
the ERC has chosen the expression “exploratory research” to qualify the activities that it funds.

1.  The ERC is associated with the notion of “high risk, high gain”. The definition of this selected criterion is linked to the need, for a project, to enable daring new pathways not 
yet explored (high risk) to be opened and to achieve tangible advances (high gain).

ERC grants enable Principal Investigators 
to finance staff, business travel, 
equipment, consumables, publication 
fees in scientific magazines and other 
direct and indirect costs involved in the 
context of detailed rules.

One of the specific features of ERC grants 
is the principle of project portability. This 
means that under certain conditions, the 
Principal Investigator can transfer the 
project while it is still being carried out to 
a new Host Institution of his/her choice. 
In this case, the original Host Institution 

is required to transfer any part of the 
funds not spent to the new one. Where 
possible, it must also take the measures 
required to transfer any equipment 
acquired to carry out the project.

Starting Grants
   Who they are for: Young 
researchers, 2 to 7 years after 
obtaining their thesis 

    Amount: Up to 1.5 million € over 
5 years, + 1 million € (individual 
cases)

Consolidator Grants
    Who they are for: Young 
researchers, 7 to 12 years after 
obtaining their thesis

    Amount: Up to 2 million € over 
5 years, + 1 million € (individual 
cases)

Advanced Grants
    Who they are for: Experienced 
researcher, from 12 years after 
obtaining their theses 

      Amount: Up to 2.5 million € over 
5 years, + 1 million € (individual 
cases)

Proofs of Concept
These grants are considered as support 
for the enhancement of an ERC project 
already carried out in order to explore 
its commercial or societal potential.

   Who they are for: ERC grantees
      Amount: 150,000 € over 18 
months

Synergy Grants
These grants are aimed at researchers 
wanting to share their complementary 
expertise to become part of a 
particularly ambitious research 
question. Unlike the classic operation 
of a consortium, the logic is to provide 
synergy: the result needs to be more 
than just the addition of individual 
contributions. The resources granted 
are in line with the level of ambition 
expected.

   Who they are for: 2 to 4 
individual researchers (Principal 
investigators)

    Amount: Up to 10 million € over 
10 years, + 4 million € (individual 
cases)

Projects are selected 
solely on the basis of 
scientific excellence, 
via international peer 
assessment. 

Find the interview with Jean- 
Pierre Bourguignon, Acting 
President of the ERC on FNRS.tv4 5
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From the submission 
of applications to 
issuing grants

Being an 
ERC panel 
member

Applications to the ERC are assessed on one criterion alone: scientific excellence. 
This excellence is in two parts: the excellence of the project (which must be 
innovative and ambitious, but also achievable) and the excellence of the applicant 
(mainly assessed on his/her creativity).

Assessing the 
applications
The scientific assessment panels are 
charged with examining the scientific 
proposals submitted by the applicants 
for the ERC’s Starting, Consolidator and 
Advanced Grants1. There are now 27 of 
them, with two new panels working on 
the calls for projects from 2021 onwards 
(Materials Engineering and Human 
Mobility, Environment and Space). First 
and foremost, it’s a question of keeping 
better track of scientific developments, 
but also of balancing out the workload 
of the various assessment panels. 
Panel members are leading scientists 
from 56 different countries, who have 
been invited by the Scientific Council 
eighteen months beforehand. Each 
panel is allocated an indicative budget 
that is determined by the percentage 
that represents the amount requested 
by the applications received out of the 
combined budget for all applications 
received by all of the panels.

The applicant selects the assessment 
panel that he/she believes is most 
appropriate. If the person thinks 
that his/her subject is particularly 
interdisciplinary, he/she can select a 
secondary panel that will also examine 
the application. Although applicants have 
to submit their proposals in one “go”, the 
assessment itself is carried out in two 
stages. (The submission procedure for 
Synergy Grants is in three stages, while 
Proofs of Concept are totally different).

From the initial 
analysis…
In the first stage to assess the applications 
for the Starting, Consolidator and 
Advanced Grants, only the first part of 
the proposal (called “B1”) is taken into 
consideration. This means it has to be 
particularly eye-catching, because that 
is what will determine whether it goes 
forward to the second stage (and the fact 
that the second part is also read). With 
the help of the scientific advisers from the 
ERC Executive Agency, the panel chairman 
allocates each application to 5 members 
of the panel. The panel members are the 
only ones to read these applications at the 
first stage and each one receives between 
20 and 45. So the applicants need to take 
into account that of these 5 members, not 
all will have an in-depth knowledge of the 
research topic being envisaged.

The panel then meets to select the 
applicants it wishes to interview in 
the second stage. Panels can invite a 
maximum of 3 times the number of 
candidates than the budget reserved for 
their panel would be able to fund.

… To an in-depth 
study
In the second stage, the whole of the 
application (both “B1” and “B2”), including 
the full presentation of the project and 
the methodology details, is sent to 
external experts who are specialists in the 
subject, in addition to the members of 
the panel. Some 12 experts are contacted 
to obtain at least 3 remote assessments.

The candidates are then invited to an 
interview lasting approximately half an 
hour.

Until now, this interview has only 
concerned applicants for Starting and 
Consolidator Grants. But new in 2021 
is that the process will also apply to 
applicants for Advanced Grants.

The final assessment of the second stage 
takes into account both the assessment 
by the remote experts and the interview. 
The candidate is then given a mark, 
scored as “A” (excellent and financeable if 
the budget allows) or “B”. Unfortunately, 
because there is insufficient budget, not 
all of the projects that score “A” can be 
funded. However, all of the candidates 
receive a detailed report stating the 
opinion of the panel and the comments 
from each of the experts. This is to enable 
those candidates who do not receive 
funding to identify the points to be 
improved so that they can try their luck 
again for a subsequent call for projects.

1.  List of the 27 ERC panels for calls for 
projects in 2021 and 2022. Source: ERC, 
Panel structure for ERC calls 2021 and 
2022 (revised), 28th May 2020.

 
 David Beljonne, FNRS Research 
Director, Chemistry of new 
materials, UMONS. Member of 
the ERC consolidator Grant panel 
“Physical and Analytical Chemical 
Sciences (PE4)” in 2014, 2016, 2018 
and 2020.

Since you have been 
a panel member, what 
have you learnt about 
the way the awarding 
of ERC grants works?
“The ERC targets excellence, which 
translates perfectly into its operating 
model. Both in terms of the 
organisational and administrative 
aspects, as well as the selection process 
itself (two stages, interview with the 
candidate, external reporting assessors, 
committee discussion, 

international composition of the 
committees, etc.), everything is put in 
place to ensure that the grants are 
awarded (I think) fairly, based on the 
sole criterion of the excellence of the 
scientific research.”

If you were to 
give advice to the 
candidates for 
submitting their 
application, what 
would it be?
“The usual. For the application itself, 
take the time to allow the project to 
‘mature’; clearly identify the originality 
of the research compared with the state 
of the art and structure the work plan 
clearly before embarking on the writing 
component; don’t be ‘shy’, but don’t 
go overboard; focus on ONE central 
idea, not a collection of tasks; don’t be 
distracted by the ERC motto of ‘high 
risk, high gain’. The research certainly 
needs to be innovative and present a 
potential high impact, but for all that, 
don’t forget the aspect of feasibility; also 
remember that the short version (B1) of 
the project will be read by ‘generalists’, 
whereas the long version ((B2) will also 
be sent out to external assessors who 

are ‘specialists’ in the field. Final tip: 
don’t worry about the lines above and 
have a go! Unlike the Anglo-Saxon world, 
we Belgians sometimes lack confidence 
in our abilities...B2) will also be sent out 
to external assessors who are ‘specialists’ 
in the field. Final tip: don’t worry about 
the lines above and have a go! Unlike 
the Anglo-Saxon world, we Belgians 
sometimes lack confidence in our 
abilities...

And for the interview?
“Of course, prepare well (timed 
presentation of the project, answers 
to expected questions, etc.); convince 
yourself particularly that if you are there 
in front of the committee members, 
it’s because the application went down 
well; defend it tooth and claw – while 
retaining your critical sense.”      

How do the debates 
work? Are they real 
scientific discussions?
“Certainly. Whenever I’m asked, I always 
think carefully about agreeing to be 
part of the committee. That’s because it 
represents a significant volume of work. 
I am often surprised by the quality of 
the way the committee members read 
the applications and the level of debate 
conducted during the two selection 
phases. Of course, there’s always a 
random aspect in the process (especially 
for applications ranked at the edge of 
funding), but we really keep that to a 
minimum. Each application is discussed 
in detail and the debates only end when 
a consensus has been reached. And 
just so you know, ALL of the reports 
are read in full during the final day 
of phase 2. This is to ensure that the 
arguments presented properly reflect the 
discussions of the panel.”

Some 12 experts are 
contacted to obtain 
at least 3 remote 
assessments. 
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Myth 
Buster

ERC and 
gender 
equality

1.  ERC, “Analysis of re-application patterns for ERC funding”, Annual report on the ERC activities and achieve-
ments in 2019, 2020. 

Is it better to wait 
for the end of the 
eligibility period to 
apply for a Grant?
Not necessarily. Lots of applicants for 
Starting and Consolidator Grants wait 
until the end of their eligibility period 
before applying, hoping to boost their 
chances of success. However, apart 
from young post-doctorate graduates 
(who apply two to three years after their 
thesis), the actual success rate is virtually 
unchanged within the window of eligibility 
(see the relatively even orange line in the 
diagram below).

The assessors take account of the 
scientific seniority of candidates when 
they evaluate their profile, so they do 
not expect to see the same track- record 
(curriculum vitae) of candidates who 
apply at the beginning or at the end of 
their period of eligibility. This means that 
an unsuccessful initial application made 
during the first half of the candidate’s 
eligibility window leaves more of a margin 
for submitting a new proposal to the 
same body a little later. This is all the 
more true because this new submission 
would benefit from the comments 
made by the assessors about the first 
application.

Number of grantees and success rate (SR – Success Rate) for calls for Starting (StG), Consolidator (CoG) and 
Advanced Grants (AdG) in 2019, by scientific seniority (number of years post-thesis).

Source : ERCEA

History of applications before 
and after the funding of the ERC 
grantees (2007-2017)

The diagram reads from top to bottom. 
-  LThe grey box represents all applicants who have 

obtained one or more funding grants from the ERC,
-  The colour of the boxes indicates the outcome of the 

applications (green = grant, red = rejection).
The number shown in each box indicates the number of 
grantees. Each stage of the tree represents the outcome 
of a new application.
So a distinction needs to be made between the appli-
cants and the applications: 8,184 applications have been 
accepted (total of the green boxes) with 7,514 grantees.

Source: ERCEA Scientific Department - Unit B2, 2018.

Grantees in 2019 to the StG-CoG-AdG calls by 
year since obtaining their thesis

Success rates of calls for StG-CoG-
AdG 2007-2013 and 2014-2018.

Are you more likely 
to succeed when you 
apply in one field 
rather than another?
No! In the early days, it’s true that there 
was an indicative distribution key to 
the ERC’s budget between the three 
main scientific fields (Human and Social 
Sciences, Life Sciences and Physical and 
Engineering Sciences). But this key has 
not been used since the 2015 calls for 
projects. The budget is now distributed 
solely based on demand, depending on 
the number of applications received by 
the judging panels.

This means that the success rate 
really does not vary from one panel to 
another. Applicants need to choose their 
panel carefully, based not on strategic 
funding considerations, but based on 
the question: “Who will best appreciate 
the innovative nature of my project?” 
Looking at the list of projects funded by 
this particular panel in previous years, or 
the composition of the panel for previous 
calls may help (while bearing in mind that 
the scopes of the panels are not set in 
stone). 

By way of indication, the proportion of 
Human Sciences projects funded has 
increased since the allocation of funding 
per field disappeared.

Are several attempts 
necessary before 
receiving funding from 
the ERC?
No, not necessarily. The diagram below 
shows that out of the 7,514 grantees 
receiving an ERC grant between 2007 and 
2017, the majority (4,755) were awarded 
on their first attempt. Five researchers 
(but there are probably more today) have 
been funded three times by the ERC, from 
just three applications (see the extreme 
right of the diagram). On the other hand, 
some researchers have had to apply 
several times before receiving funding. 
Two particularly persistent researchers 
(shown at the bottom on the extreme 
left of the diagram) only succeeded in 
obtaining funding from the ERC on their 
seventh attempt. So there are lots of 
re-submissions.

An analysis of the ERC1 shows that 30% of 
unlucky applicants improved their score 
when submitting a new application. The 
higher the score on the first application, 
the higher the score is also for the 
re-submission. This analysis also shows 
that some winners (6%) changed field 
between two applications before being 
funded. In the end, excellent projects have 
a strong chance of being funded.
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Women     Men  

Average success rates of ERC calls 2007-2013 (7th framework programme, on the left) and 2014-2018 (Horizon 
2020, on the right), by instrument and by gender.

Source: ERC, “Participation of female researchers to ERC competitions”, Annual report on the ERC activities 
and achievements in 2019, 2020.

The ERC introduced a Gender 
Equality Plan 2014 – 20201 to meet 
the following targets:

•  make applicants aware of the issue of 
equality between men and women,

•  improve the gender balance between 
applicants and within the research 
teams, as well as among the assessors 
and in the decision-making bodies,

•  remove any potential sexist prejudice in 
the assessment procedures,

•  monitor any disparities in university 
posts between men and women who 
have benefited from ERC grants. 

To meet these targets, the ERC has 
implemented initiatives such as 
highlighting the recipients of grants 
from both genders in the activities of 
communication, long-term statistical 
tracking and publication of the success 
rates and the amounts granted to men 
and women or monitoring the gender 
balance among the members of each ERC 
panel.

A process that has 
borne fruit
In the Horizon 2020 framework 
programme (2014-2020), the success rate 
for the 3 main types of funding (Starting, 
Advanced and Consolidator Grants) 
was close to an equal balance between 
women and men.

Work still to be done
However, in the Wallonia-Brussels 
Federation, all grants combined, only 32 
projects were achieved by women, while 
81 projects were obtained by men2. This 
makes 29% of projects brought in by female 
researchers. This situation emphasises that 
while the initiatives taken by the ERC to 
achieve greater gender equality have borne 
fruit, there is still work to be done; despite 
the encouraging results, the trend remains 
fragile. These developments need to be 
monitored closely, particularly in a time 
of crisis such as the one we are currently 
experiencing. For example, some indicators 
show that lockdown has had a greater 
negative impact of the scientific productivity 
of women than of men3.

The promotion of gender equality in 
research and innovation is one of the 
commitments of Horizon 2020 and 
Horizon Europe. For its part, the ERC’s aim 
is to promote the search for excellence, 
regardless of age, nationality or gender 
and to offer equal opportunities to men 
and women. 
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1.   A new plan is being prepared for the period 2021 – 2027.
2.  Proportion to be put in perspective with that of the academic body in the Wallonia-Brussels Federation where, for example, only 16% of ordinary posts of Professor are 

occupied by women in universities.
3.  “COVID-19 has not affected all scientists equally. A survey of principal investigators indicates that female scientists, those in the ‘bench sciences’ and, especially, scien-

tists with young children experienced a substantial decline in time devoted to research. This could have important short- and longer-term effects on their careers, which 
institution leaders and funders need to address carefully.” In Kyle R. Myers, Wei Yang Tham, Yian Yin, et al., “Unequal effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on scientists”, 
Nature Human Behavior, 15th July 2020.
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The ERC and the 
FNRS in figures
THE RESULTS OF THE ERC SINCE ITS CREATION

IN THE WALLONIA-BRUSSELS FEDERATION 

AT THE FNRS

4,955 
Starting 
Grant

66
Starting 
Grant

51
Starting 
Grant

2,266 
Consolidator 

Grant

24
Consolidator 

Grant

18
Consolidator 

Grant

3,078 
Advanced 

Grant 

19
Advanced 

Grant 

12
Advanced Grant 

1,230 
Proof of Concept

4
Proof of Concept 

3
Proof of Concept 

96
Synergy 
Grant 

By instrument

Par instrument

By instrument

By Scientific field 1 2

By Scientific field 1 2

By Scientific field 1 2

11,654 

113 

84 

47 

ERC projects granted 
in EU member 
countries and in 
countries associated 
with the framework 
programmes since 
2007

ERC projects obtained 
by 101 researchers 
from the WBF.

ERC projects obtained by 
researchers who have been 
or are still FNRS trustees.

ERC projects obtained by 
researchers during their FNRS 
mandate. 
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Measuring the impact
The qualitative assessment that the 

ERC has conducted on a sample of 
projects launched under the 7th 

framework programme (2007-2013) and 
the results of which were published in 
September 20201, concluded that:

-  almost one-fifth of the projects ended 
in a scientific breakthrough,

-  three-fifths ended in a major 
scientific advance,

-  one-fifth of the projects did not 
have the success hoped initially or 
have not really led to a significant 
scientific contribution.

Although it is not one of the ERC’s 
selection criteria, it’s a fact that almost 
half of the projects have already had 
an impact on the economy, society and 
the development of policies and the 
ERC forecasts that this is the case for 
approximately two-thirds of medium-
term and long-term projects.

The results also indicate that there is a 
positive correlation between the overall 
score of the project and the degree of 
interdisciplinarity involved, and that the 
most interdisciplinary projects have led to 
significant advances and breakthroughs.

Qualitative evaluation has also concluded 
that more than 90% of the projects met 
the criterion for “high risk, high gain”. 
The results suggest that the funding of 
projects that meet this criterion and that 
have an important scientific impact have 
contributed to very successful projects 
and the development of innovative ideas 
in emerging fields. 

Contributing to 
the training of a 
new generation of 
researchers 
Overall, more than 75,000 researchers 
and professionals, most of them doctoral 
students or post-doctorate graduates, 
have been funded thanks to the ERC.

In the Wallonia-Brussels Federation, the 
113 ERC projects (for 101 grantees) have 
also enabled their promoters to expand 
their teams. 

The Europe of 
publications
150,000 articles have been published in 
scientific journals following discoveries 
made possible by ERC funding, including 
more than 6,100 articles in the most 
quoted scientific publications. In 2014, 
Europe overtook the United States for 
the first time in this regard; clearly the 
recipients of ERC grants have contributed 
towards this achievement. 

International strategy 
16 agencies in 12 non-European countries 
have signed international agreements 
with the Commission in order to enable 
their researchers to conduct short 
visits in the context of ERC projects and 
180 researchers – most of whom are 
European – have relocated in Europe 
thanks to a grant from the ERC.

Contributing to the 
world of tomorrow 
ERC projects have resulted in more than 
800 applications for patents and are at 
the origin of 100 new companies.

For example, in the Wallonia-Brussels 
Federation, Christophe Caucheteur 
(UMONS), FNRS Senior Research 
Associate, is one of the co-founders 
of the UMONS spin-off, B-sens, a 
company whose expertise resides in the 
development of optical fibre sensors for 
the prevention of “industrial” risks (see 
page 18).

1.  PE = Physical Sciences and Engineering; LS = Life Sciences; SH = Social Sciences and Humanities.
2. As Synergy Grants and Proofs of Concept are not classified by scientific field, they do not appear here.

Almost half of the 
projects have already 
had an impact on the 
economy, on society 
and the development of 
policies and the ERC can 
see that this is the case 
for around two-thirds of 
medium-term and long-
term projects.”
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1.   European Research Council, “Qualitative Evaluation of completed Projects funded by the European Research Council 2019”, September 2020.10 11
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Awareness, that subjective 
phenomenon, has long been 
something reserved to the 

philosophy of the mind. It wasn’t until 
the 1990s that we emerged from a 
strictly speculative approach to adopt an 
experimental approach made possible by 
the emergence of cerebral imaging. With 
MRI (magnetic resonance imaging), it has 
become possible to show the contrast 
between what goes on in our brain when 
we react to a subliminal stimulus (which we 
have the impression of not having seen) 
and what happens when we respond to a 
conscious stimulus.

Radical plasticity
However, no decisive experiment has 
been able to show that awareness 
is located in a specific area of the 
brain. Some researchers, such as Axel 
Cleeremans, FNRS Research Director in 
cognitive psychology at ULB, believes 
that awareness is the result of a process 
of plasticity involving numerous neural 
networks.

Democracy is no longer a recipe for 
success. All over the world, there is 
a growing lack of satisfaction about 

it among people, who are becoming 
increasingly critical or disengaged. “How 
do you explain this development?”, asks 
Virginie Van Ingelgom. “Instead of focusing 
on the characteristics of people, as in 
previous studies, Qualidem focuses on the 
experience of public policies and, more 
specifically, on social policies. How have the 
changes that they have undergone since 
the 1990s – strengthening of budgetary 
constraints, tightening of the eligibility 
criteria, multiplication of checks, etc. 
affected democratic links?”

Reanalysis
To answer this question, “we were faced 
with a problem of methodology, because 
the studies at the time did not include much 
(or anything) in the way of questions about 
the impact of public policies.” So Virginie 
Van Ingelgom resorted to a practice that 
is currently developing in social sciences, 
“but had never been applied on such a large 
scale over such a long period of time: the 
‘reanalysis’ of qualitative data. It involved 
looking again at the conversations of other 
researchers since the 1990s, but analysing 
what wasn’t analysed by them.” 

And then the rest…
Indeed, in any conversation there are 
direct responses to the questions that 
structure the research, and then the rest. 
“So, in my studies into Europe, people often 
deviated from the European idea to talk 
about how their own national and even 
local authorities didn’t work properly. These 
elements, brought up spontaneously by 
citizens were left to one side because they 

As part of the continuity of his work, 
Axel Cleeremans now wants to focus 
on the links between consciousness 
and emotion. “In life, what prompts me 
to do A rather than B is the search for the 
mental state I would be in if I decide to 
do A.” In other words, the mechanisms 
of consciousness would contribute in 
priority, not to guarantee our survival, 
but to give value to the choices we make. 
That’s why we are capable of taking risks, 
like doing a parachute jump or testing a 
daring scientific hypothesis. 

  Julie Luong

of increasing the interest of our colleagues 
for our method of reanalysis, but especially 
the need for methodological though about 
these new practices and their feasibility...”

 Marie-Françoise Dispa“The hypothesis is that the signature of 
consciousness is not to be found in the 
intrinsic activity of neurones: if I have 
a representation in my visual cortex of 
the person in front of me, this neuronal 
activity will only become conscious 
when there are other representations, 
i.e. a metarepresentation, for example 
in my frontal cortex.” The fact that 
a representation makes other 
representations aware is a learning 
process: via the mechanisms of cerebral 
plasticity, the brain would not stop 
describing its own activity to itself, over 
and over again. For this theory, called 
radical plasticity, consciousness would be 
totally “something that the brain learns”. 

Flexibility and 
freedom
From 2016 to 2019, thanks to the ERC 
Advanced Grant RADICAL project, Axel 
Cleeremans explored some twenty 
experimental paradigms around this 
theory. Having applied three times before 
obtaining this funding, he believes that 
his life as a researcher has changed as a 
result. “Not only is there the prestige of this 
very competitive funding, but the budget 
also allows us to run a whole laboratory. 
Not counting the time saved by not having 
to spend hours any longer applying for 
much smaller loans.” Axel Cleeremans also 
appreciates the reporting requirements 
– “serious but not onerous” – of the ERC 
grants, giving the team both flexibility 
and freedom.

departed from the subject of the study. But 
they can be studied subsequently using 
special methods of analysis…”  

One, two, three
The Qualidem project – which stands 
for “qualitative” and “democracy” – is 
beginning to bear fruit. “The first result 
is one of methodology: we used a new 
method to answer questions that had been 
insoluble until then. The second result is 
about content: the attitudes and beliefs of 
citizens are explained by the way in which 
they perceive the action of the State and 
the politicians. And the third result is a 
contribution to the understanding of the 
current situation. So, through ‘reanalysis’, it 
is possible to understand the breakthrough 
made by populism and its underlying 
mechanisms.” 

Quality databases
The process used by Virginie Van 
Ingelgom and her team of six researchers 
– in coordination with Claire Dupuy, 
Professor at UCLouvain and a specialist in 
public policy – is also part of a movement 
in social sciences aimed at making the 
data produced available to researchers. 
“Previously, social sciences researchers 
did not archive their conversations, part 
or all of which disappeared at the end of 
their project or when their career ended. 
The Qualidata movement, launched in 
Great Britain fifteen years ago, is aimed 
at bringing them together in qualitative 
databases. And now, the donors of national 
and European funds – such as the ERC – are 
also asking for the data gathered using 
public funding to be made available at 
the end of a certain period of time, to the 
scientific community. This has had the effect 

FNRS Research Director in cognitive 
psychology at ULB, Axel Cleeremans was 
awarded an ERC Advanced Grant in 2014. 
He is aware that his life as a researcher 
was changed as a result. He recently 
became President of the Association of 
ERC Grantees.

In her doctorate thesis, Virginie Van Ingelgom, now a FNRS Research 
Associate and Professor at UCLouvain, worked through discussion groups 
to unlock the causes for people’s indifference to European integration. Her 
Qualidem project, for which she was awarded an ERC Starting Grant in 2017, 
goes much further, thanks to an unusual method.

Psychology 

Consciousness  
as learning

Political sciences

Qualidem:  
the present of the past

The Association of 
ERC Grantees
Axel Cleeremans is President of The 
Association of ERC Grantees, a new 
structure that aims to bring together 
the recipients of ERC grants to link 
them up and communicate about the 
importance of fundamental research 
with the general public and political 
players, as well as to attract applications 
from researchers in European countries 
whose infrastructures make the 
conception and development of these 
types of projects more difficult. “There 
are currently 10,000 recipients who are 
all excellent researchers. We hope to bring 
them together as much as possible, across 
all countries, so that these missions can be 
conducted together.” 

Project name: RADICAL – The 
Radical Pasticity Thesis: How 
we learn to be conscious

Type of grant:  
ERC Advanced Grant

Dates : 2014-2019

 
 Axel Cleeremans,  
FNRS Research Director, Awareness, Cognition and 
Computation Research Unit, ULB

 
 Virginie Van Ingelgom,  
FNRS Research Associate,  
ISPLE, UCLouvain 
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Project name: Qualidem 
- Eroding Democracies. A 
qualitative (re-)appraisal 
of how policies shape 
democratic linkages in 
Western democracies

Type of grant:  
ERC Starting Grant

Dates : 2017 -2022
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FNRS Senior Research Associate and 
deputy Director for the Centre for 
Ethnicity and Migration Studies 

at ULiège (CEDEM), Jean-Michel Lafleur 
was awarded an ERC Starting Grant of 
1.3 million € to carry out a comparative 
study of the conditions for immigrants 
to access healthcare, unemployment 
benefits, pensions, family services and 
social assistance in the 27 Member 
Countries of the European Union and in 
13 non-European countries. The study 
began in 2016 and is scheduled to end in 
20231.

A collective process
From the outset, the researcher 
underlines the collective process 
that underlies his project, while still 
guaranteeing its completion. “While the 
granted offered by the ERC are intended 
to support individual researchers, I could 
not have completed my project without 
the collaboration of my colleagues and in 
particular of Daniela Vintila, Postdoctoral 
researcher at CEDEM, with whom I built the 
study. In the same way, the support of the 
Director of CEDEM, Marco Martiniello, and 
the University authorities were essential in 
view of the sheer scale of resources needed 
and the aims of the project in terms of 
finance and risk.”

“Metabolic pathways are 
sequences of chemical 
reactions catalysed by proteins 

called enzymes”, explains Guido Bommer. 
“According to biochemistry manuals, all of 
the enzymes needed for metabolism are 
already known, but this is not the case. 
There are still many that are not part of the 
biochemistry ‘canon’ and whose function 
escape us, although they suggest the 
existence of unknown metabolic pathways 
containing metabolites, which are organic 
compounds produced by metabolism that 
have never been described.” 

Protective enzymes 
One of these new metabolic pathways 
has been located by Guido Bommer 
and his team. “The data gathered 
appears to indicate that it may turn out 
to be important in a group of cancers 
characterised by the same specific 
mutations. We have not yet published 
anything about this, but we have discovered 
that there are enzymes that are likely to 
help our metabolism keep its metabolites 
intact and hence play a role in certain 
cancers.” 

might have been misinterpreted by the 
extreme right and by citizens opposed to 
immigration. This is why our research was 
constantly guided by the concern of not 
opening the door to stigmatisation.”

In the end, taking a risk opened the door 
to new progress. “The States will be able 
to compare themselves with each other and 
adjust their policies for better practices in 
terms of immigrants having access to social 
protection. We also want to provide real 
aid to immigrants by promoting awareness 
about their rights.”

  Colette Barbier

Mysterious 
metabolism 
To explore the metabolic pathway 
that has opened up before us, Guido 
Bommer and his team are using a 
multidimensional approach that 
combines biochemical, genetic and 
pharmacological techniques. “I am 
absolutely passionate about this field, 
because our metabolism still hides some 
mysterious areas and certain aspects of 
this obscure world could lead us to new 
therapies. Between now and the end of 
the grant, in 2023, I hope that we will have 
published a number of papers on cancer 
AND on neurological diseases… but also 
that our hypotheses will have led us to other 
fields of investigation!”

  Marie-Françoise Dispa

A career accelerator
Jean-Michel Lafleur considers the ERC 
grant to have been a career accelerator 
that has enabled him to gain recognition 
for the work carried out, as well as to 
take him to a new level of skills. “All of 
a sudden you find yourself with a large 
budget for developing a project and putting 
a team together around you. Thanks to the 
Starting Grant, I went from the status of 
an independent researcher in a dynamic 
team to a team manager and leader of the 
research project. I was also promoted to 
the rank of FNRS Senior Research Associate 
and achieved the title of Research Professor 
within the University.” 

An ambitious project 
with double the risk
While the award of an ERC grants 
enabled Jean-Michel Lafleur’s team to 
produce in-depth research work, the 
European Research Council also validated 
the taking of risks. “On the one hand, we 
were able to develop an ambitious project 
aimed at creating a dialogue and having 
two fields work together that traditionally 
do not do so. In essence, we created a 
network of 100 specialists in migration and 
social protection in 40 countries. On the 
other hand, we took a political and societal 
risk, because by working on the access of 
immigrants to social protection, our results 

Flexibility
In testing their hypotheses on this 
subject, however, they came to realise 
that they could have implications in 
neurological diseases. “Fortunately, 
the ERC grants are distinctive for their 
administrative flexibility: unlike others, they 
do not require researchers to predict what 
technical approaches will be used four years 
later. Thanks to this exceptional flexibility, 
which in particular makes it possible to 
redirect part of the staffing budget to 
equipment and vice-versa, we’re not afraid 
to test risky hypotheses that could turn out 
to be correct and relevant, just as they could 
also be totally false.” 

Side roads
He did not hide this risk from the 
committee that questioned him when 
he applied for an ERC Grant, underlining 
at the same time that even an incorrect 
hypothesis can still contribute to 
progress. “Perhaps not on the main 
highway, but more on side roads. By not 
hesitating to follow clues that take me away 
from my field of expertise, I’m not being 
arrogant. I’m simply recognising that nature 
is often more intelligent than we are and 
that, even while refining our hypotheses 
stage by stage, the idea that we have 
about the way something functions at the 
beginning of our study may not correspond 
with reality.”

Following the award of an ERC Starting Grant in 2016, Jean-Michel Lafleur saw his 
professional career take a real leap forward. With his team, he hopes that his ambitious 
project will open the door to new practices that are more favourable for immigrants in 
terms of their access to social protection in 40 receiving countries.

A trained doctor, Guido 
Bommer is FNRS Senior 
Research Associate at 
the de Duve Institute 
(UCLouvain), WELBIO 
Investigator and promoter 
of Télévie researchers. In 
2018, he was awarded an 
ERC Consolidator Grant to 
study the role of certain 
enzymes in the treatment 
of cancer. “But research is 
a bit like holidays: to make 
really beautiful discoveries, 
you sometimes have to go 
off the beaten track…”

Biomedical sciences 

D’hypothèse en hypothèse

 
 Jean-Michel Lafleur,  
FNRS Senior Research Associate, CEDEM, ULiège

 
 Guido Bommer,  
FNRS Senior Research Associate, de Duve Institute, UCLouvain

Project name: MiTSoPro - 
Migration and Transnational 
Social Protection in (post-) 
crisis Europe

Type of grant:  
ERC Starting Grant

Dates : 2016 -2023
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Project name: NoMePaCa - 
Novel Metabolic Pathways in 
Cancer

Type of grant:  
ERC Consolidator Grant

Dates : 2018 -2023
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Sociology 

Identifying the 
social rights of 
migrants
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1.   The study gave birth to 3 works. They are also freely available from: www.cedem.uliege.be/migrationwelfare.14 15
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The immune system of the lung 
plays two important roles: fighting 
off attacks from pathogenic 

organisms and slowing down unwanted 
immune responses. A population 
of immune cells, called interstitial 
macrophages, has been identified as 
playing this second role, in particular for 
preventing the development of allergic 
asthma, mediated by an unwanted 
response to allergens such as pollen. 
However, these macrophages were little 
studied, a shortcoming just overcome 
by the ERC grant awarded to Thomas 
Marichal, FNRS Research Associate 
and WELBIO Investigator at the GIGA 
Research Center at ULiège.

Two subgroups
“Until our work, explains Thomas Marichal, 
interstitial macrophages were considered 
as forming a homogeneous population, all 
with a beneficial function. We wondered 
whether this was really the case.” The 
research conducted by the laboratory 
in Liège quickly arrived at an initial 
conclusion: there are two distinct types of 
interstitial macrophages.

The aim of her ERC project is to 
develop molecules that interact 
with the phosphates, present in 

our DNA and in our bones.  “The aim is 
to pass these phosphates through the cell 
membrane”, explains Hennie Valkenier. 
“It’s a major challenge. Over the past two 
years, we have produced compounds that 
bind to phosphates. We have also developed 
molecules capable of transporting 
ions similar to phosphates through the 
membrane. And, finally, we have learnt a 
great deal from our mistakes: it’s the basics 
of experimental research: carry out tests, 
understand what doesn’t work and then 
do other tests in the hope of finding an 
appropriate solution to the problem. We still 
have three years ahead of us.”

While the research is fundamental, 
various applications, particularly in 
biotechnology, result from the transport 
of phosphate groups inside cells. “There 
are, for example, numerous antiviral 
compounds that use these groups of 
phosphates. And the molecules that we 

important role in the development of 
the nervous system. Because they have 
different functions depending on the tissue 
where they are located, it is important to 
understand what signals they receive from 
the tissue to be able to carry out these 
functions.” 

Greater risk
Thomas Marichal and his team began 
their work at the beginning of 2019, 
assured of funding for five years. The 
Liège-based researcher openly admits 
that the ERC grant has given them 
additional international visibility, which 
translates to invitations to be part of 
committees reading reviews and taking 
part in international congresses. But he 
insists in particular on two points.

The first is the reassurance provided by 
funding over such a long period, which 
is unusual when it comes to research. 
“To be able to spend time thinking about 
science, rather than about the problem 
of finding funding.” And, in particular, 
“it provides an opportunity to ask more 
innovative questions – riskier no doubt than 
if we had to present accounts after a year 
or two.”

  Henri Dupuis

quantity he uses. We also have recipes for 
the phosphate receptors already listed in 
the scientific literature. On the other hand, 
there are lots of molecules that have never 
been developed before – hence the need to 
experiment with our own recipes.”

The boost from ERC
“I’ve been lucky to become an FNRS 
Research Associate and obtain an ERC 
Starting Grant at the same time”, explains 
the Dutch researcher. “It’s an excellent 
combination. The FNRS enables me to have 
a permanent position as a researcher in 
Belgium. But working on such a subject 
alone is a bit of a gamble and any progress 
is very slow. The ERC grant has enabled me 
to build a team for the project, as well as 
buy equipment.”

For the young researcher, managing a 
team presents its own challenge, which 
is not always an easy – but one that also 
produces satisfaction. “It enables me to 
tackle a complex project and go where no 
one has dare to venture before. What’s 
more, this adventure has brought me 
national and international recognition. The 
ERC Grant has given my project visibility.” 

  Laurent Zanella

“The first is made up of macrophages 
located close to the bronchi and 
bronchioles”, expounds Thomas Marichal. 
“And they are indeed beneficial for 
regulating the immune response of the 
lungs. The second is located close to the 
pulmonary alveoli and not much is known 
about its function.”

The team at GIGA set itself the task 
of trying to understand how these 
macrophages work. To reach their goal, 
they tried to decrypt the signals that 
the cells in the lungs send them. These 
signals determine whether they have a 
beneficial function in asthma or for other 
illnesses, or a harmful function. “Our 
aim is to identify these signals and then 
determine, in the macrophage cell, which 
programmes are set up to assign them 
certain functions.” This is a challenge that 
affects more than the macrophages of 
the lung, because they exist everywhere. 
And while they have long been thought 
simply to “eat” bacterial debris or other 
pathogens, we now know that this is not 
the case. In fact, it has now been realised 
that the identity of each macrophage is 
different. “So, explains Thomas Marichal, 
the macrophages in the brain play an 

produce can help these antivirals to reach 
the inside of cells.” 

From Lego to cooking 
recipes
Hennie Valkenier does not lack 
imagination when it comes to 
understanding what she is undertaking. 
“To arrive at where we want to go, we do 
organic synthesis. We build molecules using 
blocks, a bit like Lego. We assemble different 
little molecules to make bigger ones. We 
then test these molecules to see if they 
interact with the phosphate and if they can 
carry it through the cell membrane.”

Is it a method that also related to 
cooking? “Organic synthesis does indeed 
look like cooking in the sense that we don’t 
spend time looking at molecules separately, 
but together (actually, it’s impossible to 
manufacture molecules, one by one). It’s 
a little like a pastry maker isn’t interested 
in each grain of sugar, but in the total 

Using his ERC Starting Grant, which began in 2019, Thomas Marichal, FNRS Research 
Associate at the GIGA Research Center (ULiège), can study the interstitial macrophages 
of the lung, which play a key role in preventing the development of immune diseases 
such as asthma.

Hennie Valkenier-van Dijk had the good fortune to obtain 
her mandate of FNRS Research Associate (at ULB) as well 
as an ERC Starting Grant almost at the same time. She has 
come some distance since 2018. Her aim, however, has 
remained unchanged: synthesise molecules capable of 
carrying anions through cellular membranes.

Immunology 

The immune system 
of the lung

Biology 

Searching for the 
perfect transporter

 
 Thomas Marichal,  
FNRS Research Associate, GIGA, ULiège

 
 Hennie Valkenier-van Dijk,  
FNRS Research Associate, Engineering of 
Molecular NanoSystems Lab, ULB

Project name: IM-ID – Defining 
the intrinsic transcriptional 
programs and the 
microenvironmental signals 
tailoring lung Interstitial 
Macrophage Identity

Type of grant:  
ERC Starting Grant

Dates : 2019 -2023
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Project name: ORGANITRA - 
Transport of phosphorylated 
compounds across lipid 
bilayers by supramolecular 
receptors

Type of grant:  
ERC Starting Grant

Dates : 2019 -2023
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“The idea was to insert this fibre 
optic into the human body 
to be able to detect certain 

proteins that are significant biomarkers for 
certain cancers and hence use it in areas 
that are currently inaccessible to current 
techniques”, summarises Christophe 
Caucheteur, FNRS Senior Research 
Associate at UMONS.

Yet it was almost by chance that the 
researcher lodged his application. “10 
years ago, I didn’t even know what the 
ERC was”, he muses. “I owe it to my thesis 
supervisor that I applied. He believed in the 
potential of my idea from the outset. I had 
everything to gain from going for it.” It was 
a strategy that paid dividends, because at 
the time, creating this type of sensor was 
particularly innovative. 

“We really were the pioneers in this field”, 
recalls Christophe Caucheteur. “Especially 
as we wanted to produce an instrument 
capable of taking reading directing on 
patients, which had never been done 
before.”

A momentum boost
For the researcher, “you mustn’t hesitate 
to go for it” if you believe in your ideas, 
because it’s all worth the effort. “The ERC 
really allows you every freedom in your 
research – and that’s truly an opportunity”, 
he believes. Quite apart from the impact 
that these grants can have on a scientist’s 
career. “Unfortunately, research can be 
a fragile environment, where many are 
called, but few are chosen due to the lack of 
funding”, he laments. “And I think that the 
Starting Grant has weighed greatly in favour 
of my appointment to the position of FNRS 
Research Associate.” 

Yet today, four years after the end of the 
ERC funding, Christophe Caucheteur has 
not given up on his project. “Research 
continues, he confirms, and we are looking 
to finance a clinical study to develop the 
dimension in vivo.”  The funding has even 
enabled him, in association with other 
research, to set up a spin-off, B-Sens, 
which aims to design chemical sensors 
in fibre optics. “Even though we’re working 
on something different, ERC’s contribution 
is clear and has contributed extensively 
towards creating a positive dynamic”, 
concludes the researcher.

  Thibault Grandjean

Multidisciplinary:  
the keyword
To give life to his idea, the researcher 
surrounded himself with a 
multidisciplinary team. “We worked 
with the proteomics and microbiology 
department at UMONS and ULB’s 
BEAMS department, as well as with the 
gastroenterology and pulmonology 
departments at the Erasmus Hospital in 
Brussels. Thanks to them, we were able 
to take readings using fresh tissue from 
biopsies, with a success rate of 85%. All 
of which made the project very exciting”, 
enthuses the researcher.

This strong collaborative dimension gave 
genuine strength to his application. “With 
this type of proposal, you need to stress 
the multidisciplinary side of things and 
base it around a single objective, presented 
clearly. With this in mind, you also need 
to have a good international network and 
demonstrating that you have good project 
management skills is a real bonus.” 

Modifying a telecommunications optical fibre to convert it into an ultra-
sensitive biosensor capable of hunting down cancer cells – now there’s an 
original idea. In 2011, Christophe Caucheteur (UMONS) was awarded an ERC 
Starting Grant for his PROSPER project.

Telecommunications 

And there was light!
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 Christophe Caucheteur,  
FNRS Senior Research Associate, Electromagnetism 
& Telecommunications, UMONS

Project name: PROSPER - 
Design of polymer optical 
fibre gratings for endoscopic 
biosensing purposes

Type of grant:  
ERC Starting Grant

Dates : 2011 -2016
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In 2011, François-Xavier Standaert 
was awarded an ERC Starting Grant 
for a project called CRASH. His aim 

was to assess the security of computer 
systems against physical attacks, i.e. 
attacks that rather than target encryption 
algorithms (mathematical attacks), target 
the system support: sensitive information 
is extracted from parameters such as the 
power consumption of a chipcard.

Security and  
open model 
Since 2017, a second ERC grant, 
SWORD, has enabled him to pursue his 
thinking on the physical security of IT 
systems, moving on from the question 
of assessment to the question of 
design. This can be looked at through 
two models. The first consists of not 
giving any details about how the system 
operates, hoping that it will prevent 
a potential attacker from finding any 
weak spots. This is known as security 
“by obscurity”. “It sometimes works in the 
short term. But the fact of developing an 
object and not talking about it to (almost) 
anyone involves a greater risk of forgetting 
flaws. It then often happens that security by 
obscurity collapses over time.”

The second option consists of basing 
security on open hypotheses that can be 
studied and quantified by the scientific 
community.

The interest of this solution is mainly 
pragmatic: “As scientific knowledge grows, 
interest in security by obscurity diminishes.” 
For example, it is now recognised that 
for the design of encryption algorithms, 
the open model is more secure. “The 
SWORD project conjectures that this open 
model could apply to cryptographic objects, 
such as the chipcard.” From a societal 
point of view, the open model would 
also be preferable. “In any event, with the 
gradual disappearance of alternatives to 
the use of electronic objects in the context 

can produce results.” Another of the 
researcher’s beliefs is that because it 
is difficult to incorporate short-term 
scenarios, the SWORD project could not 
have been funded any other way than 
by an ERC grant. “Considering a solution 
without obscurity remains a paradigm 
shift compared with the current ecosystem, 
even though I think that in the long term, 
it can only improve our way of designing 
cryptographic objects.” 

  Julie Luong

of administrative or civic tasks, I think 
that their opacity is becoming increasingly 
unsatisfactory.”

The same language
In order to guarantee security without 
obscurity, it’s important to quantify the 
information contained in the physical 
measures of a system, which requires 
having total knowledge of it… to which 
the designer, however, never has access.

“We’re looking to establish bounds that take 
this imperfect modelling into account. We 
will then develop methods that limit the 
physical information against a rival who 
would use the best model possible.” This 
gamble by the “smartest rival possible” 
then makes it possible to mathematically 
amplify the security provided by physical 
hypotheses.

A project like this, combining physical and 
mathematical data requires researcher 
profiles that are fairly different. “One of 
the main interests of ERC projects is their 
duration”, comments François-Xavier 
Standaert. “You need time for engineers 
and mathematicians to learn to speak 
to each other so that these interactions 

IT security has become a critical issue in our 
companies. And in this particular field, François-
Xavier Standaert, FNRS Senior Research Associate 
at UCLouvain, took his ideas further, obtaining two 
successive ERC grants.

IT 

Security without obscurity 

 
 François-Xavier Standaert,  
FNRS Senior Research Associate, Crypto Group, UCLouvain

Project name: CRASH - 
CRyptographic Algorithms 
and Secure Hardware

Type of grant:  
ERC Starting Grant

Dates : 2011 -2016

Project name: SWORD : 
Security Without Obscurity for 
Reliable Devices

Type of grant:  
ERC Consolidator Grant

Dates : 2017 -2022
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To find the answers to her 
questions, Vinciane Debaille 
studies meteorites, those 

privileged witnesses of the development 
of the planets. “We work with isotopes 
to analyse the natural radioactivity that 
exists in all rock. Radioactivity, which acts 
like a stopwatch, enables us to date rocks”, 
explains the geochemist. “The idea is then 
to compare the chemical composition of 
meteorites with that of the planets so that 
we can understand how we went from a 
primitive asteroid to a planet that is not 
primitive at all, because it is made up of an 
iron core, a mantle, a crust and even water.” 

The aim is to find out the internal 
composition of planets, which will enable 
us to understand how they are formed.

Complex research 
“Fifteen or so years ago, there was a big 
debate about the composition of the Earth: 
is it the same as primitive meteorites? We 
now know that this is not the case, and our 
aim is to explain why. To summarise, there 
are two possibilities: the difference is either 
linked to the formation of the Earth, or this 

ERC: pros and cons
The ERC grant has enabled the research 
to put together a large team and so 
make faster progress in her research, 
in particular by obtaining measuring 
instruments that would have been 
impossible to acquire without the grant.

The flipside of the coin is that the growth 
of the team also comes with additional 
pressure for which the researcher is not 
prepared. “One is not always prepared to 
manage a big team, which is a responsibility 
that is not always easy to bear. However, 
few projects attract so much in the way of 
financial resources. It brings security and 
independence, which makes it possible for 
us to do what we want from a scientific 
point of view, without thinking about 
economic or material constraints.”

 Laurent Zanella 

differentiation is original and may be linked 
to the heterogeneous nature of the pre-solar 
gas cloud. However, we have succeeded in 
proving that the answer is indeed linked to 
the formation of the Earth.”

The snag is that the answer is located 
in a part of the Earth for which we do 
not have any samples. This means that 
researchers are limited for the time 
being to using indirect projections 
to find out whether the Earth is 
differentiated. “Making suppositions about 
the composition of this part of the Earth 
that is inaccessible is a project that is still 
underway”, explains Vinciane Debaille.

The aim is a tough one, because the 
oldest rocks are four billion years old, 
whereas the oldest meteorites are 4.5 
billion years old. “So, I’m missing 500 
million years of information that I am trying 
to overcome by researching the oldest 
possible rocks.”

Vinciane Debaille, FNRS Senior Research Associate, is 
studying the birth of telluric planets in the solar system 
through meteorites. Between 2014 and 2019, she was the 
recipient of an ERC Starting Grant, enabling her to better 
understand the initial composition of the solar system 
and the early differentiation of terrestrial planets.

Geology 
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 Vinciane Debaille,  
FNRS Senior Research Associate, G-Time Laboratory, ULB

Project name: ISOSYC - Initial 
Solar System Composition and 
Early Planetary Differentiation

Type of grant:  
ERC Starting Grant

Dates : 2014 -2019
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The National Contact Points (NCP’s) 
make up a network, across 
Europe and beyond, responsible 

for publicising the European Union’s 
framework programme for research 
and innovation, while also bringing 
researchers specialised support, in 
their own language, close to where they 
are. This network is recognised by the 
European Commission (its members 
are appointed via the Permanent 
Representations of the States to the 
Union), but organised and funded 
differently in each country.

The NCP-FNRS in 
practice 
The NCP-FNRS provides a helpdesk 
service covering the programmes 
for which it fulfils the roles of point 
of contact. The main requests for 
information made by researchers to the 
NCP-FNRS are about general advice or 
questions relating to submitting a grant 
application. Many of the questions are 
about the eligibility of researchers for 
funding. The NCP-FNRS also receives 
questions about the assessment process, 
the way of interpreting the results and so 

on. Further along in the process, some 
researchers who have received funding 
ask questions about what they need to 
do on an ethical level, in terms of data 
management, about eligible costs, project 
management or preparing contracts with 
the European Commission.

But the NCP-FNRS acts most frequently 
as a second line because researchers are 
recommended to turn as a priority to 
the dedicated units at their universities. 
These units benefit from the information 
monitoring provided by the NCP-FNRS 

The ncp-fnrs

The FNRS hosts a National Contact Point whose 
mission is to inform the researchers from the 
Wallonia-Brussels Federation about European 
research programmes and in particular about 
the ERC, of course, whether by holding sessions 
or webinars or via its website. The NCP-FNRS 
also makes sure that the administrative bodies 
responsible for supporting research in universities 
(“Europe units”) have the very latest information.

For more information:  
   www.ncp-fnrs.be 
Contact : ncp-fnrs@frs-fnrs.be

  Agenda 
Webinar on ERC Advanced Grant: 26th March 2021 

 more information: www.horizon-europe-info-sessions.be

  Calender of ERC calls 2021
The ERC calendar for 2021 is disrupted by the delays encountered with the start-up of 
the new Horizon Europe framework programme.

The start dates are not yet known; the closing dates are planned as follows, but will 
only be confirmed after the final adoption of Horizon Europe:

ERC Starting Grant 2021  24th March 2021

ERC Consolidator Grant 2021: 20th April 2021

ERC Advanced Grant 2021: 31st August 2021

ERC Synergy Grant 2022: autumn 2021

2022 will again be a transition year, before returning to a more stable calendar in 
2023 (provisional dates for 2023: Starting Grants: mid-October 2022, Consolidator 
Grants: beginning February 2023, Advanced Grants: May 2023).

about the ERC and developments to the 
framework programme.

Each year it also co-organises information 
sessions about the different instruments 
of the ERC to help researchers to prepare 
their application as well as possible. 
This is an opportunity for them to ask 
their questions to a scientific adviser 
from the ERC or to panel members and 
to hear previous grantees share their 
experiences.
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For “Societal Challenges” (53 million €), it 
was the “Health” challenge that attracted 
the highest participation (26 million €, or 
nearly half of the funding obtained). The 
societal challenge with the highest level of 
participation by researchers from human 
and social sciences, “Europe in a developing 
world”, brought the WBF 1.97% of its 
funding for Horizon 2020, compared with 
1.7% of the Horizon 2020 budget devoted 
to this challenge, the least funded of all. 

99.6 M€ - 42.69% : European Research Council (ERC)

Total 
233.4 M€

Excellent 
Science 

160.9 M€ - 
68.92%

Pillar

Objective

Industrial 
Leadership 

15.3 M€ - 6.55%

Societal 
Challenges 
53.2 M€ - 
22.78%

12.6 M€ - 5.39% : Future and Emerging Technologies (FET)

44.9 M€ - 19.27% : Marie Skłodowska-Curie actions (MSCA)

3.7 M€ - 1.58% : Research Infrastructures

7.8 M€ - 3.34% : Information and Communication Technologies 

1.8 M€ - 0.78% : Nanotechnologies

3.5 M€ - 1.50% : Advanced Materials
0.00% : Biotechnology

1.1 M€ - 0.46% : Advanced fabrication and transformation systems
1 M€ - 0.41% : Space
0.1 M€ - 0.05% : Access to risk financing
0.00% : Innovation in SMEs

26 M€ - 11.15% : Health, demographic change and wellbeing

4.3 M€ - 1.85% : Food security, sustainable agriculture and forestry, 
marine, maritime and inland water research, and the bio economy
4.3 M€ - 1.85% : Secure, clean and efficient energy

3.7 M€ - 1.60% : Smart, Green and Integrated Transport

6.9 M€ - 2.95% : Climate action, Environment, Resource Efficiency 
and Raw Materials
4.6 M€ - 1.97% : Europe in a changing world – Inclusive, innovative 
and reflective societies 
3.3 M€ - 1.41% : Secure societies – Protecting freedom and security 
of Europe and its citizens
0.5 M€ - 0.22% : Spreading excellence and widening participation 

2.2 M€ - 0.96% : Science with and for the society (SwafS) 

1.3 M€ - 0.56% : Euratom

Participation of the applicants from the WBF to 
projects funded by Horizon 2020

Horizon Europe: 
investing in the future

Although the ERC enjoys a large degree of autonomy, it is still an intrinsic part of the 
EU’s framework programmes. The ERC is the standard of the first pillar of “Excellent 
Science” of Horizon 2020, the 8th framework programme for research and innovation. 
This will soon give way to the 9th framework programme: Horizon Europe.

E ven though it is not yet time to 
make an assessment of Horizon 
2020 (some projects have not 

yet started), the following key figures 
already provide an idea of the extent of 
the world’s largest international research 
programme..

255,000 submissions

31,800 projects selected

160,000 researchers or teams

61 billion € granted1

12% success rate2

Participation of 
applicants from the 
WBF
Up until October 2020, applicants from 
the WBF (mainly universities, high 
schools and university hospitals) had 
obtained, through their participation in 
Horizon 2020, the sum of 233 million € 
(206 million € during FP7).  

3,400 submissions

519 projects selected

233 million € granteds

Almost 70% of the amount awarded to 
the WBF was during the first part of the 
programme (“Scientific Excellence”), with 
62% of the budget via the ERC (nearly 
100 million € for the ERC Horizon 2020 and 
WBF projects, representing 55.6 million € 
under FP7). The Marie Skłodowska-Curie 
(MSCA) programmes brought in almost 
45 million € to applicants from the WBF 
(36.9 million € under FP7). The MSCA 
programmes represent the highest 
absolute number of projects, because 

In July 2020, the EU Member States 
made cuts to the budget for Horizon 
Europe (partly offset by the input from 

the Recovery Plan for Europe, but which 
does not contribute to fundamental 
research). After final negotiations and 
numerous interventions and intense 
activity – both from the European 
Parliament and the world of research – 
additional funds (“top-ups”) have been 
released.

With the political agreement concluded, 
the Horizon Europe scheme still needs to 
be voted on in a plenary session of the 
European Parliament and approved by 
the Council before being published in the 
Union’s Official Journal. Only then will it 
be possible to publish the first calls for 
projects awaited by researchers.

The Commission is contenting itself with 
repeating the phrase “evolution, not 
revolution”. So Horizon Europe will retain 
a structure of three pillars.

they include in particular the funding of 
post-doctorates, awarded less than an 
ERC project. Also in this first part are the 
calls relating to Future and Emerging 
Technologies (FET) (12.6 million €).

As for the second part, “Industrial 
Leadership”, which fairly naturally is the 
part in which applicants from the WBF 
were least active, the greatest participation 
was for Information and Communication 
Technologies (almost 8 million € obtained).

Creating knowledge 
and supporting 
researchers 
The first pillar of Horizon Europe will still 
be devoted to Excellent Science. The FET 
have disappeared from it, but there are 
still the ERC, the MSCA and the research 
infrastructures, which can see recognition 
for their contribution to strengthening 
the leading role that the Union plays in 
the field of science.  

Supporting the 
priorities of the 
European Union 
The pillars of “Societal Challenges” 
and “Industrial Leadership” in Horizon 
2020 have been replaced with a single 
pillar “Global Challenges and European 
Industrial Competitiveness”, organised 
around clusters with wider scope, 

targeting the strategic priorities of the 
European Union. This is about improving 
key technologies and the solutions 
underlying the EU’s policies and targets 
on sustainable development. At least 35% 
of the budget for the whole of Horizon 
Europe must be allocated to research 
contributing to climate targets.

From lab to market
The biggest change to the structure 
of the programme is in the third pillar 
“Innovative Europe”, where the European 
Innovation Council (EIC) is found, 
designed like a single service window 
for innovation, “from lab to market”. For 
the stages of research that are mote 
upstream, this includes a “Pathfinder” 
instrument presented as a successor to 
the FET. For the first time, funding will 
not be issued solely in the form of grants, 
but also via capital investments by the 
EIC Fund. 70% of the EIC’s budget must 
be allocated to small and medium-sized 
enterprises.

Supporting more 
backward countries
In a transversal segment is a series 
of activities designed to close the gap 
between the countries of Europe in 
terms of research and innovation and to 
support those countries that perform less 
well. These activities will receive at least 
3.3% of the Horizon Europe budget.

A much smaller budget will be awarded 
to projects associated with the objectives 
of the European Research Area (ERA).

1  Out of a total budget of 74.8 billion €.
2  The rate was about 20% for the 7th Framework Programme (FP7). Source :  https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/eef524e8-509e-11eb-b59f-01aa75ed71a1/Sources: European Commission, eCORDA database, extraction 8/10/2020 and NCP-FNRS.

Pillar 1 
EXCELLENT SCIENCE

 
European Research Council

Marie Skłodowska-Curie 
Actions

Research Infrastructures

WIDENING PARTICIPATION AND STRENGTHENING THE EUROPEAN RESEARCH AREA 

Widening participation and spreading excellence Reforming and Enhancing the European R&I system

Pillar 3 
INNOVATIVE EUROPE

 
European Innovation 

Council

European innovation 
ecosystems

European Institute  of 
Innovation and Technology

Pillar 2 
GLOBAL CHALLENGES & 
EUROPEAN INDUSTRIAL  

COMPETITIVENESS

  
Clusters

• Health
•  Culture, Creativity and 

Inclusive Society
• Civil Security for Society
•  Digital, Industry and Space
•  Climate, Energy and Mobility
•  Food, Bioeconomy, Natural 

Resources, Agriculture and 
Environment

Joint Research Centre

F
R

O
M

 O
N

E
 H

O
R

IZ
O

N
 T

O
 T

H
E

 O
T

H
E

R

Horizon 2020 in brief
Horizon 2020 was organized 
along three main lines: 
scientific excellence, 
industrial leadership and 
societal challenges.

Horizon Europe will shortly take over from Horizon 2020 until 2027. This new framework programme 
was due to start on 1st January 2021, but the negotiations over the Union’s budget have been delayed 
and this has slowed the implementation of the programmes that depend on it. The first calls are 
now expected for the spring. In total, more than 95 billion € will be available for the 7 years of the 
programme.
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Missions and 
partnerships
To increase the impact of the programme 
and strengthen the participation of 
citizens, Horizon Europe plans to 
have what the Commission has called 
“missions”, in reference to the missions 
of the Apollo programme: portfolios 
of programmes around measurable 
objectives linked to the major challenges 
facing mankind today. The aim is to go 
beyond research and innovation, which 
will require other parties and resources 
to be mobilised, based on terms yet to be 
determined.

Instead of a whole multitude of 
instruments in terms of public-private 
partnerships (in particular the Joint 
Technology Initiatives, JTIs) or public-public 
partnerships (such as the ERA-NETs), 
these joint initiatives will be organised in 
3 categories: institutional partnerships, 
jointly programmes partnerships and 
co-financed partnerships (see insert p. 
25). The partnerships will be fewer, but 
they will be more ambitious.

New demands but 
also simplifications in 
view
The level of ambition in terms of open 
science is still high with Horizon Europe. 
In addition to free mandatory access to 
publications, researchers will all have to 
draw up a plan for managing data that 
will provide as much free access to that 
data as possible.

The universities and research bodies 
will need to have a gender equality plan 
to enable the researchers from their 
institutions to submit an application.

For the top-down parts of the programme 
(second pillar clusters, missions, 
partnerships), it will be a matter of 
working with researchers from other 
disciplines, as well as other categories 
of players: businesses, industries, public 
providers, civil society, etc. In addition, 
the strengthening of requirements 
in terms of impact (scientific, social 
and economic) will probably require 
researchers to make an additional effort.

1  Voir page 14 de ce numéro pour plus d’infos, ou notre site internet. 

The programme that 
goes further than 
the European Union   
Horizon Europe is not just 
reserved for EU member 
countries: the programme is also 
open to what are called “associate 
countries”. These countries sign 
an agreement with the Union and 
make a financial contribution that 
will enable their researchers to be 
eligible for funding. At the end of 
Horizon 2020, 16 countries such 
as Switzerland, Norway, Israel and 
Tunisia were associated with the 
programme.

The negotiations of these 
agreements for Horizon Europe 
have been delayed by the Brexit 
talks, but can now begin. To mark 
the trading and cooperation 
agreement reached between 
the EU and the United Kingdom, 
the two negotiating parties have 
included Horizon Europe in the 
list of programmes in which 
the United Kingdom plans to 
participate. They have also stated 
their desire “that entities from the 
United Kingdom can take part in the 
programmes and activities identified 
from the time they begin”. 

The European Commission plans 
to extend the offer of association 
beyond its near neighbours, to 
countries with high research 
potential, such as Japan or Canada. 
However, it is still too early to say 
whether this aim can be brought 
to fruition.

Additional opportunities for researchers   
From the 7th framework programme onwards, the FNRS has participated in 
European Research Area (ERA-NETs) projects. These networks enabled calls 
for multilateral projects to be organised between various European agencies: 
researchers from different countries worked together to submit a project on 
a European scale, although they were all funded by the agency in their own 
country. Under Horizon 2020, these networks were called ERA-NETs Cofund. The 
FNRS has taken part systematically in these networks once they were compatible 
with its mission: to develop fundamental scientific research by leaving an 
extensive capacity for initiative to the researchers within the topics for the calls.

Rationalising the partnerships 
With Horizon Europe, the European Commission has undertaken the 
rationalisation of the landscapes of partnerships in order to avoid overlapping 
between initiatives and networks, but also to better align the partnerships in 
terms of the EU’s priorities. There are now only three major types of partnership. 
Those in which the FNRS is able to find a place are now called “co-financed 
partnerships”. 

The FNRS has decided to continue its broad strategy of participation, as well as 
to revalue the funding allocated to these projects. This means that researchers 
from the WBF will be able to apply in response to the calls that will be opened 
by these partnerships and continue with international collaborations. However, 
there will be fewer of these partnerships than under Horizon 2020. They 
are (virtually) all in pillar 2 of Horizon Europe, “Global Issues and Industrial 
Competitiveness”. 

However, the Horizon Europe partnerships will not be the only international 
collaboration opportunities offered by the FNRS. This is because it has just joined 
the Weave network, which will be for non-thematic bottom-up calls1.

Regarding the implementation of the 
programme, plans are afoot to continue 
simplifying, for example by reducing the 
number of pages for applications and 
by having a grant contract based on the 
ones used for the Commission’s other 
funding programmes.

A challenge for the 
researchers of the 
WBF 
While Horizon 2020 saw numerous new 
parties take part in the programme, it 
shouldn’t be any different for Horizon 
Europe. Some countries that have 
benefited less until now from the 
framework programmes hope to increase 
their participation and are counting on 
the specific support provided by the 
transversal segment on “Expanding 
participation and developing excellence” 
and the budget reserved for it.

Collaborative projects have seen a class 
of player develop who participates very 
actively to the programme, particularly 
as coordinators. To be able to join 
projects run by players such as these, it 
is important for the researchers from the 
WBF to have an extensive academic and 
non-academic international network.

We are also currently seeing a trend 
in some countries to stop investing in 
fundamental research, with the expected 
consequence of more researchers 
turning to the ERC, which risks influencing 
success rates.

Nevertheless, with its  95 billion € over 
7 years, Horizon Europe represents a 
formidable opportunity, both in terms 
of resources for research, but also for 
the development of Europe-wide and 
international collaborations. Because 
we know that these collaborations result 
in scientific publications that are more 
visible and that have a greater scientific 
impact.
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Philippe Busquin is a well-known figure. The grey eminence 
of the Socialist Party, he was a minister six times between 
1980 and 1992, before heading towards European politics and 
exercising the mandate of European Commissioner, with 
responsibility for Scientific Research between 1999 and 2004. It 
was under his guidance that the European Research Area (ERA) 
and ERC grants came into being.

Professor Marc Henneaux, theoretical physicist, won the Francqui 
Award in 2000, as well as the FNRS Quinquennial “Dr A. De Leeuw-
Damry-Bourlart” Award in Fundamental Exact Sciences in 2015. 
He has been a professor at the Collège de France since 2017 and 
is a member of the Royal Academy of Belgium. He has received 
two ERC Advanced Grants since 2011. For Professor Henneaux, 
the European funding programme is without doubt a success, 
providing tranquillity and independence for research.

“Europe needs more 
Europe” with Philippe Busquin

“The ERC is a great 
European success”
with Marc Henneaux

You worked a great deal on behalf 
of research during your mandate 
as European Commissioner and as 
President of the Panel for the Future 
of Science and Technology (STOA).

I hope so, in any case. These ten years 
of European experience enabled me to 
be behind the European Research Area. 
This area came into being from the desire 
to transform the European landscape. 
At the time, the research programmes 
were non-structural and merely 
complementary to national programmes. 
Links were held between European 
researchers, who at the time were 
turning more towards their American 
colleagues. The ERA has made it possible 
to allocate more financial resources to 
research, as well as to bring the best 
European researchers back to the old 
continent.

How would you summarise the path 
you have taken? 

In a few words, I would simply say that 
I enjoy doing research. I’ve been lucky. 
The distinctions I have received are 
linked to my work on Einstein’s theory 
of gravity, which has an impact on our 
understanding of black holes, on the 
one hand, and on the construction of a 
coherent theory of quantum gravity, on 
the other.

Have these grants from the ERC 
played a major role in your career as a 
researcher?

Yes, I think the ERC is a great European 
success. Having significant funding 
allows you to recruit people to work with 
you. It is also an individual grant, which 
gives you great freedom in the way you 
conduct your research.

One of the drawbacks of the way 
research funding has evolved is that 
we have to keep asking for money 
because funding has become reduced 
and fragmented. As a result, researchers 
spend a large part of their time applying 
for loans and writing reports. This results 
in an administrative workload that is to 
the detriment of research.

So, the ERC provides a dual benefit: 
the funding itself is major and it is over 
a long period of time (five years). This 
is extremely precious to us, because 
it releases us from this cumbersome 
administrative work and allows us to 
spend more time on research.

 
 Philippe Busquin, Associate emeritus 
member of the Technology and Society 
Class of the Royal Academy of Sciences, 
Letters and Fine Arts of Belgium.

 
 Marc Henneaux, Titular 
member of the Class of 
Sciences of the Royal 
Academy of Sciences, 
Letters and Fine Arts of 
Belgium.

The ERA has 
made it possible 
to allocate more 
financial resources 
to research, as well 
as to bring back 
the best European 
researchers to the 
old continent. 

I think that you 
shouldn’t put 

applied research and 
fundamental research 
up against each other, 

because each feeds off 
the other. I’m afraid 

that if we reduce 
fundamental research, 

applied research will 
dry up.Did the ERC grants first see the light of 

day from the European Research Area?

That’s right, it was fertile ground. I am 
proud to have paid the foundations of the 
ERC. In reality, the idea came from some 
Danish biologists who were finding it 
difficult to get into the European research 
programmes, and it wasn’t about 
excellence, but political balance. They 
weren’t wrong at all.

To highlight the excellence factor, 
researchers needed to be selected by 
their peers. A place was also required 
for fundamental research in this Europe 
that was tilted more towards industry. 
The ERA made it possible to favour 
fundamental research, and from there 
came the array of ERC grants that 
enabled excellence to become the only 
selection criterion. It was a welcome 
change of mind-set.

Has the development of the ERC met 
your expectations?

Yes. I am pleased to see that the 
programmes are still better funded. I 
think that the scientific community has 
been delighted with the ERC so far.

What do you think of the decision 
to reduce European budgets for 
fundamental research in favour of 
more applied research?

I think it’s a pity. You need to retain a 
high proportion of fundamental research 
because it is a key element for innovation. 
A lot of people don’t understand that. 
They want a rapid transition between 
research and development, but the 
reality of research demonstrates that 

Despite everything, are you worried 
about the current trend in terms of 
European budgets to reduce funding 
for fundamental research and redirect 
it more towards applied research?

Yes. It does worry me. Researchers have 
launched petitions and I have signed 
them with both hands.

First of all, I think that you shouldn’t 
put fundamental research and applied 
research up against each other, because 
each feeds off the other. Then I’m afraid 
that is we reduce fundamental research, 
applied research will dry up. Many 
current applications are derived from 
results achieved in fundamental research.

What do you think is the reasoning 
behind this change of direction?

Obviously, there are budgetary problems 
in the light of the health crisis. I also think 
that our leaders, except for people such 
as Philippe Busquin, for example, who 
has done a great deal for fundamental 
research on a European level, do not 
properly understand the importance de 
of fundamental research.

A very fine speech by King Albert I 
of Belgium given at Seraing in 1927, 
which also marks the beginnings of the 
FNRS, summarises the importance of 
fundamental research: “The public here 
does not sufficiently understand that pure 
science is the indispensable condition for 
applied science and that the fate of nations 
that neglect science and scientists is marked 
for decadence.”

an innovation can take up to 30 years to 
emerge from fundamental research.

What are the challenges of funding 
research in the current context?

It’s a problem of public funding that is 
not only linked to research. Of course the 
current economic crisis has a role to play 
here. At the moment, our state of health 
involves significant research funding, 
directed towards life sciences.

But in the future, I believe that many 
governments will head for economic 
recovery, with major business and social 
support, which no doubt will be to the 
detriment of research. So we have to be 
vigilant.

The positive thing is that everyone is 
aware of the importance of research 
for ensuring Europe’s competitiveness. 
Clearly, we need more from Europe. 
It won’t be simple, but in spite of 
everything, progress is being made. For 
example, the events we are going through 
now show the value of a united Europe 
on health. We need to highlight more the 
positives of what Europe brings.

 Laurent Zanella

What are the challenges for funding 
science in the current context?

The first challenge is a political one, 
because – as we have just said – our 
leaders do not always understand the 
importance of fundamental research. 
Then, research itself is not popular 
enough among the general public. We 
need to communicate better so that we 
can convince people of the interest of 
science.

 Laurent Zanella

How will scientific policy position itself on a European scale in the long term? What 
are the stakes it will be faced with in the years to come? And where is Belgium in all 
that? We asked these questions to two eminent members (one an associate member, 
the other a titular member) of the Royal Academy of Sciences, Letters and Fine Arts 
of Belgium. 

T
H

E
 A

C
A

D
E

M
Y

’S
 P

O
IN

T
 O

F
 V

IE
W

26 27

 -
 F

N
R

S.
N

E
W

S 
1

2
1

 -
 F

E
B

R
U

A
R

Y
 2

0
2

1

 -
 F

N
R

S.
N

E
W

S 
1

2
1

 -
 F

E
B

R
U

A
R

Y
 2

0
2

1



The administration of Science Prizes and sponsorship 
activities is one of the main missions of the FNRS, 
highlighting researchers of excellence and making additional 
funding resources available to research.

The FNRS manages, sometimes in 
collaboration with the FWO, some 
twenty sponsored instruments for 

which it provides a link with the sponsor, 
draws up the regulations and documents 
for the calls, disseminates information 
to the broader scientific community, 
receives applications, handles the files, 
recruits experts and puts together the 
judging panels.  

 
Baillet Latour  
Health Prize 
This personal prize of 250,000€ is 
awarded each year to a researcher for 
exceptional achievements in biomedical 
research for the benefit of human health. 
The Health Prize is awarded, in rotation, 
to one of the following fields of medical 
research: metabolic disorders, infectious 
diseases, neurological diseases, cancer 
and cardiovascular diseases.

The 2020 edition of the Prize rewarded 
research in the field of metabolic 
diseases. It was awarded to Andrew T. 
Hattersley, from the University of Exeter 
(United Kingdom), for his discoveries in 
the genetic forms of diabetes.

 

Scientific Award 
AstraZeneca Foundation  
Each year, the Scientific Awards of the 
AstraZeneca Foundation reward research 
carried out in various fields. In 2020, four 
researchers won awards.

Athena Demertzi, FNRS Research 
Associate at ULiège, and Yvan Saeys, 
Professor at UGent both won the 
Award for “Patient care in the artificial 
intelligence era”.

Joana Rocha Pereira, from KU Leuven, 
received the Award for “New discoveries 
in antiviral therapy”.

Finally, the Award for “Health impact of 
environment and climate changes” went 
to Tim Nawrot, from KU Leuven and 
UHasselt.

Baillet Latour Grant for 
Medical Research 
Since 2015, the Baillet Latour Fund has 
awarded a research Grant each year 
to young independent researchers to 
conduct medical research in Belgium.

Like the Health Prize, the Grant for 
Medical Research was given in 2020 for 
research into metabolic illness. It was 
Sarah-Maria Fendt, from KU Leuven, who 
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The Baillet Latour Fund introduces the Baillet 
Latour Biomedical Award - 2022
The Baillet Latour Fund will replace its Baillet Latour “Health Prize” and Baillet 
Latour “Grant for Medical Research” by a single Prize: the “Baillet Latour 
Biomedical Award”. This new prize is designed to consolidate the independence 
of a young researcher (max. PhD + 12 year) working in Belgium to support 
of a research project for 1 million € over 5 years in one of the following five 
topics: infection and immunity (2022), neurosciences (2023), cancer (2024), 
cardiovascular and pulmonary systems (2025) and metabolism and the 
gastrointestinal system (2026). The first call for applications in the field of 
“infection and immunity” will be launched next April.

FNRS Quinquennial Awards
Every 5 years, the FNRS Quinquennial Awards reward 
5 exceptional researchers from the Wallonia-Brussels 
Federation in the fields of Biomedical Sciences, Exact 
Sciences and Human and Social Sciences. The winners of 
the FNRS Quinquennial Awards embody the excellence of 
research in our community. These researchers have made it 
possible to push back the boundaries of knowledge and in 
doing so, they contribute towards the influence of research 
in Belgium.

Applications are presented by a “sponsor” and supported 
by five “seconders”. Assessed by 5 international panels of 
judges made up of eminent scientists, these researchers 
receive an Award valued at 75,000 €, funded by private 
sponsorship.

The Award for Fundamental Biomedical 
Sciences (Joseph Maisin Science Award) was 
presented to Jean-François Collet, Professor 
at UCLouvain and co-Director of the de Duve 
Institute and Titular Member of the Class of 
Sciences of the Royal Academy of Belgium. 

His works cover research into the mechanisms by which 
bacteria resist attacks from the outside in order to fend 
them off better. The discoveries he has made open the way 
to the design of a new class of antibacterial agents.

Patrizio Lancellotti, Professor at ULiège, 
Director of the Cardiology Department of 
Liège University Hospital, received the Award 
for Clinical Biomedical Sciences (Joseph Maisin 
Science Award). He has made major clinical 
and scientific contributions in the field of 

valvular cardiac disease and cardiovascular imaging (stress 
echography), which have opened the way to new diagnostic 
and therapeutic approaches.

Véronique Dehant, Department Head, 
responsible for the operational management 
of “Reference and Planetology Systems” at 
the Belgian Royal Observatory, Extraordinary 
Professor at UCLouvain and Titular Member 
of the Class of Sciences of the Royal Academy 

of Belgium, was rewarded with the Award for Exact 
Fundamental Sciences (Dr A. De Leeuw-Damry-Bourlart 
Award). Her work on the characterisation of the Earth’s 
rotational axis have resulted in a new reference model.

The Award for Exact Applied Sciences (Dr A. 
De Leeuw-Damry-Bourlart Award) went to 
Jean-Christophe Charlier, Professor at the 
Polytechnic School of UCLouvain. He was 
rewarded for becoming the first to predict 
the structure and electronic properties of 

nanotubes with multiple walls. He is also the first person 
to describe the production of cubic microparticles of high-
purity diamonds by the thermal activation of graphene.

Vassilis Saroglou, Professor at the Institute 
of Psychology at UCLouvain, won the Award 
for Human and Social Sciences (Ernest-John 
Solvay Science Award). Specialising in the 
psychology of religions, he is distinguished 
for the way in which he has been able to 

assemble currents of disparate thoughts, thereby creating 
a multidisciplinary subfield and, in so doing, broaching a 
series of pertinent and fundamental questions that concern 
society in the broad sense.

received the award (150,000 € per year 
for 3 years, with a possible extension of 
2 years) for her research contributing to 
a better understanding of the formation 
of metastases and their treatment as a 
metabolic disease.

 

Generet Award  
for Rare Diseases  
The Generet Fund aims to give solid 
backing to research into rare diseases 
and help to make our country a centre 
of expertise in this field. Since 2018, the 
Fund has allocated a scientific Award of 
1 million € to fund a research programme 
over 4 years.

The Generet Award 2020 was given to 
Pierre Vanderhaeghen, Professor at 
KU Leuven and ULB and former FNRS 
researcher, as he spent his whole 
career there until 2012. The Award is 
in recognition of his research work into 
the development of the brain and its 
anomalies.

© Reporters – Danny Gys
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