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to the survey on Horizon 2020 Simplification – 23 October 2015 

KISS Horizon 2020 – Keep It Simple & Straightforward 

 

Introductory statements 

 

LERU has been very much engaged in Horizon 2020 from the very onset of the programme, and LERU 

continues to follow the progress of Horizon 2020 through the active participation of its members in 

submitting applications and receiving awards from the programme. With the LERU Community of European 

Research Project Managers we are continuously monitoring Horizon 2020, focussing particularly on issues 

that hamper simplification. 

 

  No more budget cuts 

Next to simplification, LERU is also much concerned with the budget of Horizon 2020. LERU supported the 

European Parliament’s request for a 100 billion EUR programme, and were broadly satisfied with the 80 

billion EUR budget which was decided upon for Horizon 2020 in the framework of the Multi-Annual 

Financial Framework. Unfortunately, since then the budget of Horizon is under constant attack. LERU has 

spoken up on several occasions to defend the Horizon 2020 budget, first against cuts in favour of EFSI 

(Horizon 2020 is not a lemon) and more recently against cutting the 2016 H2020 budget by ECOFIN (Give 

research a break). LERU very much welcomes the support of the European Parliament for the Horizon 2020 

budget and hopes they will continue to defend it in the future. LERU calls on the European Commission 

and especially the Member States’ finance ministers to put their money where their mouth is and 

(continue to) invest in research and innovation (but also education) to secure growth and jobs for Europe 

in the long term as well as the short term. 

 

  Excellence should remain the focus 

LERU was pleased to hear Commissioner Moedas confirm at the launch of the Simplification Survey in 

Brussels on 25 September that he is committed to continue excellence as the criterion for selecting 

projects in Horizon 2020. LERU wishes to emphasize that this is crucial if Horizon 2020 is to continue to 

attract the best researchers and to contribute to making Europe a world leading knowledge-based society. 

LERU is very much aware there are many EU member states with a low participation rate in Horizon 2020 

despite having the potential to participate more. LERU wants to emphasise it is important to support 

these member states in increasing their ability to compete for research funding, but that this should not 

change the nature of the research funding itself. Investing in capacity building should be done using the 

Structural Funds, of which a considerable part is earmarked for research and innovation. LERU welcomes 

increasing synergies between Horizon 2020 and the Structural Funds if the purpose is to use the strengths 

of Horizon 2020 to influence how Structural Funds are spent, and not if it is about watering down the 

excellence criterion of Horizon 2020 in favour of a more ‘cohesion funding like’ approach. The 

‘cohesioning’ of Horizon 2020 should be avoided. In that framework LERU welcomes the recently launched 

seal of excellence for projects in the SME instrument which were evaluated as being excellent but do not 

receive H2020 funding due to the limited budget. LERU is also very supportive of the H2020 twinning and 

teaming projects which are selected based on excellence and are led by beneficiaries from less well 

performing member states. The LERU members are actively participating in these projects. 

http://www.leru.org/index.php/public/news/horizon-2020-is-not-a-lemon-stop-squeezing-it
http://www.leru.org/files/general/2015_08_31_give_research_a_break.pdf
http://www.leru.org/files/general/2015_08_31_give_research_a_break.pdf
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  No innovation without frontier research 

LERU appreciates Horizon 2020 is about research and innovation and supports the fact that a considerable 

part of Horizon 2020 is about funding close to market research. LERU is very pleased with the excellence 

science pillar. The European Research Council and the Marie Skłodowska Curie Actions (MSCA) have been, 

for many years, the two programmes of EU research funding which attract most interest from research-

intensive universities and have put Europe on the global map in the research landscape. FET is also very 

much appreciated, which again is obvious from the high application rate and consequently very low 

success rates. LERU wishes to emphasise it is important to have more opportunities for frontier 

collaborative research in Horizon 2020, in all disciplines. In the third H2020 pillar there are too few calls 

aimed at projects with low TRL levels, resulting in very few opportunities for frontier collaborative 

research. In this context LERU wishes to remind the EC that there is no innovation without frontier 

research and frontier research in itself is very innovative. 

 

 Embedding Social Sciences & Humanities 

Linked to this is another aspect LERU has been following closely, the integration of Social Sciences and 

Humanities in the different parts of the second and third pillars of Horizon 2020. While the integration of 

SSH in the first H2020 work programmes was to a large extent disappointing, LERU acknowledges that the 

EC has taken some positive steps to address this in the recently published 2016-2017 work programmes. 

There is however still work to be done, as not all the work programmes take SSH on board to the same 

extent, and there remain very few opportunities for research in the Humanities, or for frontier research in 

both Social Sciences and Humanities. In addition, LERU was concerned to read in the recent EC monitoring 

report of the SSH flagged topics funded in 20141 that many of the consortia granted funding in the 2014 

SSH-flagged calls do not contain partners from SSH at all, or if so, only to a very limited extent. LERU 

firmly believes it is crucial to include SSH research and expertise into programmes and projects in a 

thorough and meaningful way. We very much welcome the four priorities outlined by the EC in the above 

mentioned report (‘Improving the quality of the topics’, ‘Improving the quality of the evaluation’, 

‘Improving the quality of the feedback’ and ‘Improving the quality of the communication’) and we look 

forward to following how these priorities will be translated into actions and to evaluating their outcomes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

1 http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/news/integration-social-sciences-and-humanities-

horizon-2020-participants-budget-and-disciplines 
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Assessment of Horizon 2020 simplification 

 

In December 2014 the LERU ERP community summarised its first findings on grant preparation and 

management in Horizon 2020. This was submitted to the European Commission and discussed with EC 

officials in January 2015. The current response to the Horizon 2020 simplification survey is an update on 

progress based on that initial analysis including additional topics which have emerged since then. The 

main simplification issues for LERU at present are:  

 

 Single reimbursement rate and flat rate for indirect costs 

 Reimbursement of personnel cost  

 Internal invoicing 

 Unit costs in clinical trials  

 Pre-financing 

 Time-recording 

 Third party engagement 

 The participant portal 

 Grant preparation 

 Time to grant 

 

Next to these ‘more technical’ issues, LERU would like to raise solutions for more conceptual problems 

often linked to the research community’s feeling of “complexity” regarding participation to Horizon 2020: 

 

 Introduce a ‘seal of excellence’ for research management 

 Continue with the open, challenge-based approach 

 Oversubscription and low success rates 

 Evaluation system 

 NCPs 

 Ethical issues and Research Integrity 
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Horizon 2020 simplification on administrative and financial issues 

 

 The single reimbursement rate and flat rate to indirect costs are major simplifications  

LERU is very much in favour of the single reimbursement rate and of the flat rate of 25% for indirect costs. 

The LERU members feel this is one of the major simplifications the European Commission realised when 

developing Horizon 2020. LERU is therefore not in favour of (re)introducing other options for 

reimbursement of costs, especially the so called ‘full cost declaration’ or a wider introduction of unit 

costs/flat rates. Many universities and other Horizon 2020 participants such as SME’s which used ‘full 

costing’ in FP7 prefer the current single reimbursement rate and flat rate for indirect costs, including 

several LERU members who had already introduced a full costing system. As outlined in the press release 

of September 20152 LERU is also not in favour of introducing a wider application, throughout the whole of 

H2020, of the flat rate reimbursement model currently used for parts of the MSCA. We believe this would 

be detrimental to simplification and would come with negative side effects for the institutions choosing to 

use such a model.  

 

 Reimbursement of personnel costs should be based on actual costs 

LERU is pleased that the European Commission has decided to change the personnel cost reimbursement 

that was planned to be based on the last closed financial year. LERU reported this as a problem to the EC 

last year: 

1. Using the last closed financial year results in a manual process and deviates from the use of own 

accounting practices. It would therefore require increased administrative effort and will result in 

higher error rates. 

2. Not being able to use actual personnel costs when these can be shown and proven, forces LERU 
institutions to deviate from the real incurred costs, which will result in financial losses, as salaries 
very often increase from one year to another. 

 

 

LERU therefore very much thanks the European Commission for listening to the concerns of the scientific 

community and recently announcing the last closed financial year rule will be made optional rather than 

mandatory. Participants will therefore be able to choose between either actual costs and the last closed 

financial year. LERU is strongly in favour of using actual costs of staff in Horizon 2020 and is very pleased 

this will be possible. We acknowledge the fact that legal consultations are necessary to introduce this 

option and consequently that the changes will only appear in the next version of the Annotated Model 

Grant Agreement in the first quarter of 2016.  

 

Giving this timing, and as the personnel cost reimbursement based on the last closed financial year is 

deviating from institutions’ usual accounting practices, many institutions will still need to take measures 

to assure the personnel cost declaration is manageable and reportable for a number of projects for which 

reporting is due early 2016. We therefore request  the European Commission to allow adjustments to the 

last closed financial year system, as a transitional measure until the legal approval is in place. Next to 

this, we would like to ask for the new option to be made available as an amendment also to existing Grant 

Agreements, in order for the option to be applied to ongoing projects with reporting periods ending after 

the effective date of the amendment.3 

 

                                                 

2 http://www.leru.org/files/general/2015_09_23_Charity_starts_at_home.pdf 

3 LERU thanks Per Inge Andersen (NTNU) for his constructive advice on this issue 

http://www.leru.org/files/general/2015_09_23_Charity_starts_at_home.pdf
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 Ineligibility of internal invoices seriously hampers normal operations 

The shift in definition of Indirect Costs in H2020 has led to considerable problems in being able to recover 

the costs incurred for vital internal services already in place and benefitting research. This is not 

simplification and is not sustainable.  

The current funding model has a detrimental effect on how internal invoicing/facility re-charges for 

projects are recovered by beneficiaries. Under FP7, the guidance allowed charging for internal facilities, 

such as animal houses, or DNA sequencing units, provided the costing mechanisms were auditable, no 

indirect costs were included, and units of usage were provided to link the correct charge to the project. 

This was accepted as a Direct Cost. With H2020, this mechanism can no longer be applied. Internally 

invoiced services are only eligible as a Direct Cost if the institution can identify the individual components 

of that facility and re-charge them based on their direct link to specific projects. This means fulfilling the 

main criteria of eligibility for other direct costs - personnel costs must be calculated and charged by 

timesheets, equipment/consumables are measurable in direct relation to the actual usage for the activity 

on a specific project, etc. No averaging of costs or maintenance is allowable and there is no longer the 

ability to charge according to usual accounting practices, since there is the requirement that support 

staff/technicians of these facilities will need to keep H2020 timesheets and be reconciled/calculated in 

line with Article 6.2.A.  

This change has unfortunately wide-ranging ramifications for all beneficiaries. (1) In practice, to recover 

the direct costs related to research infrastructure used on EC projects, beneficiaries will need to invest 

considerable resources in terms of funding and personnel in order to change the way established facilities 

are currently costed, managed and recharged. (2) Many facilities have complex operational arrangements, 

which will mean that it will be impossible to distinguish precise usages of consumables or personnel effort 

of the technicians involved. This will mean facilities will lose funding. For example, a nanotechnology 

clean-room requires expert intervention from trained technicians in order to ensure the facilities are 

maintained and operated correctly. To apportion effort against specific projects would be impossible and 

therefore leave a major element of the facility unfunded. 

Using and charging these facilities saves the EC money by not having to use commercial suppliers to 

perform the same service, while providing the PI with the ability to carry out their work with little 

delay/problems. Furthermore, some facilities can offer far superior services than external providers, 

while at the same time not including a profit mark-up or VAT. However, as it stands, it is simpler to use 

commercial suppliers, as the audit requirements in place are far less onerous to claim than with internal 

recharges. This could lead to many beneficiaries choosing to externalise the need for services to facilitate 

their research and would go against the EC’s strategic objectives. 

In summary, the potential for loss of recovery as a direct cost is a serious issue which needs to be urgently 

addressed. In order to comply with the new rules, significant resource investment would be needed with 

no guarantee this would ensure recovery of costs. Furthermore, the costing mechanisms involved are 

simply not practical or representative as to how research facilities operate. LERU looks forward to 

discussing potential solutions for this problem with the European Commission. 

 

 Unit costs in clinical trials do not work in practice  

The H2020 rules drawn up to counter some of the known problems in this area assume that even before 

the clinical trial begins all costs and number of patients can be quantified precisely in order to calculate 

the allowable unit costs which are then fixed for the duration of the project. This assumption is not 

correct. In practice, the option of unit costs for clinical trial is rarely used by LERU members (and others). 

There are multiple reasons for this: 

 The required level of detail to justify these costs is not identifiable in the hospital accounts.  

 Using the unit cost approach is only workable when a similar trial (with almost identical costs) 

has been carried out during the last (closed financial) year.  
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 Calculations of the unit costs should be done at the proposal stage. It is not feasible for all 

planned trials to do so, especially when success rates are lower than 10%.  

 An academic hospital typically has a high number of (often new) trials running simultaneously 

making it impossible to calculate a unit cost per patient for each of the trials. Furthermore, a 

detailed calculation requires the presence of a complete clinical protocol which is often a 

deliverable of the project itself.  

LERU was very pleased with the willingness of the European Commission in January 2015 to provide 

clarification on a number of issues related to the use of unit costs in clinical trials and transnational 

access to infrastructures, but we are afraid some questions remain: 

 We understood no separate audit should be done on this but the applied unit costs should be 

auditable based on figures in the accounts of the last financially closed year. It is therefore our 

understanding uncertainty continues on the applied unit cost until the audit at the end of the 

project. If this is the case this will result in significant financial losses should the costs not be 

approved by the auditors. 

 For both unit costs for transnational access to infrastructures and clinical trial studies, we would 

like to request clarification on how the calculation of the unit cost will be checked. During 

proposal evaluation: Will this calculation be checked by a scientific and/or financial expert? 

During the action: Will only the amount of units be checked when the action is being audited? Or 

will the calculation of the unit cost itself be audited too? 

 

 Warn beneficiaries on the low pre-financing  

LERU is seriously concerned about the low amount of pre-financing, as compared to FP7, and this is not 

made clear to beneficiaries. In the majority of cases projects only receive 10 months’ worth of funding 

instead of 18 months. LERU members fear this will seriously hamper the execution of projects, especially 

when SME’s and small research entities are involved who rely on receiving at least enough pre-financing to 

cover the costs of the first reporting period, which is currently not the case. LERU therefore urges the 

European Commission and the politicians (1) to ensure proper implementation of Horizon 2020 by not 

cutting the annual budget, and (2) to provide pre-financing representing at least 100% of the first 

reporting period costs. 

 

 Improving current practice regarding time sheets 

LERU acknowledges the efforts the European Commission is undertaking to reduce the administrative 

burden associated with time recording for staff. In many countries, European projects are the only funding 

sources requiring time recording, and scientists usually work much more than the official annual 

productive hours indicate. LERU welcomes the change introduced to the exclusivity declaration which now 

allows researchers to complete this regardless of the duration of the reporting period. However, in the 

Model Grant Agreement the EC still recommends keeping time sheets, even for the persons working 

exclusively for a project. So although the message looks like simplification the reality is still mixed. For 

current practice regarding time sheets, LERU has the following remarks: 

1. Clarification is requested on the added value of including the description of activities in the 

timesheet, when this is already requested in the financial and scientific reporting documentation. 

2. LERU recommends the removal of this additional requirement. 

 

 Third party engagement 

We would like to request clarification on the regulation in Art. 12 of the Annotated Model Grant 

Agreement (“Use of in kind contributions provided by third parties free of charge”) related to the role of 
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third parties created in order to handle administrative and financial tasks of a beneficiary institution, 

Currently misunderstandings exist as the clause is not widely understood by all the project officers, or by 

coordinating institutions. This results in unexpected and unnecessary delays during the negotiation 

process. 

 

 Continue to improve the Participant Portal 

LERU members are grateful for the improvements made to the participant portal over the past months 

especially the continuous developments following users’ feedback. In general, the notion of having a one 

stop shop for Horizon 2020 funding, and other European Commission’s funding channels for research & 

innovation is working very well, as is the ability to E-sign all documents in Horizon 2020. The availability 

of the Grant Agreement Data Sheet, as well as the more flexible application process, which enables PICs, 

contact person and partners to be modified has also been welcomed by all users. The recent portal update 

which gave LEARs access to all proposals once a PIC is used, has also been very well received.  

Despite many improvements, LERU users have further suggestions for improvement to help make the 

participant portal more user-friendly and intuitive.  

1. In that respect, we have the following comments. (1) The wording of the automated emails can 

be improved with clearer less blunt messages. For example, the word ‘rejected’ should be 

replaced by ‘unsuccessful’, which is a more commonly used term by funders. Another example is 

the message regarding the absence of LSIGN assigned to a project. The formulation of the 

message gives the impression that there is no designated LSIGN for the institution at all in the 

system. This leads to misunderstandings and requests from coordinators demanding these roles 

are configured in the participant portal. (2) Another area with opportunity for improvement is 

the Horizon 2020 Helpdesk response time which is currently too slow. Queries are usually quite 

close to a call deadline, requiring an immediate response. (3) There needs to be more 

consistency amongst Project Officers on how the SYGMA messaging system is used. Messages sent 

by email should contain the actual message sent and must also refer to both the project acronym 

and GA number. Some Project Officers alternate between email and the messaging system, 

without referring to specific projects. This creates delays internally as most beneficiaries will be 

handling multiple projects at the same time, making these changes will be a great simplification 

for all.  

2. At the level of accessibility of calls LERU would like to suggest the following improvements. (1) 

Call references cannot easily be linked to work programmes at first glance. We would suggest all 

calls should come with a reference to the relevant work programme. In addition, there seems to 

be inconsistency between call references and naming convention, for example, in some 

communications calls are only referred to as e.g. PHC-XXX. In this case we propose that “SC1” be 

added before PHC to make communication clearer. In other calls, the topic numbering is not 

consistently formatted (e.g. SCC-1-X vs SCC-02), which makes the sorting by topic identifier 

incorrect. (2) Accessibility of call documents should be more visible. EC Guidance Documentation 

should be ‘smarter’ e.g. embedding/integrating evaluation criteria as screen/view behind 

relevant sections of proposal the template, with guide for applicants and work programme 

accessible in the landing page of the call. (3) Availability to sort calls by ‘open’, ‘closed’ and 

‘forthcoming’ in the front page of funding opportunities should be restored. The current set up 

where calls can only be sorted by ‘call title’, ‘call identifier’ and ‘publication date’, makes the 

search for open calls very time consuming and requiring a number of searches to find the correct 

information. This is even more important now as only one call, containing all 2016 and 2017 

topics, with different deadlines (previously, these were different sub-calls), exists, this is very 

unclear. In some calls, one and the same topic has a deadline both in 2016 and 2017, but only 

the first deadline is shown. (4) Filtering at the level of the calls should be improved, so that 

known abbreviations of 2014-2015 calls show up. For example, searching for FoF does not 

generate any results. Filtering should also be possible at the lower tier, especially for calls which 
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include many different areas (e. g. IND-CE, containing SPIRE, FoF, and CIRC). (4) The call fiche 

was a useful and concise summary document which we would like to see re-introduced as a 

supplement to other call documents. (5) A new work programme has been created (cross-cutting 

work programme), but this hasn’t been integrated in the decision tree in the top window of the 

overview of calls. It is also confusing that FoF and SPIRE are now part of that programme. As 

mentioned earlier a search at the level of calls will not lead to any results for FoF or SPIRE. (6) 

The auto-completion in the “search topic” should not use terms that return no result e.g. when 

starting to type biotechnology, biotechnological is autocompleted, which does not give any 

results. 

3. LERU suggests some improvements to the Participant Identification Code principles. (1) A number 

of institutions have found that additional PICs have been created for their institution. These 

‘fake’ PICs were created by mistake and apparently cannot be deleted but only invalidated by 

the validation team (at the request of that institution). Projects using this ‘fake’ PIC cannot be 

easily edited at Grant Preparation stage, creating unnecessary delays. Therefore we would like 

to ask that the EC permits deletion of the incorrect PICs. (2) We would also like the EC to 

consider making it more difficult to create a new PIC in the first place and to ensure a search for 

any existing PIC is done beforehand. The guidance should also very clearly suggest contacting the 

institution central support office before proceeding. We believe the EC system should 

automatically flag if a new PIC is requested using the same institution name (or related name) 

and therefore preventing a new PIC from being generated. A partial solution could be to allow 

different names for an institution connected to the same PIC. At the moment, the PIC is linked 

to one name of an institution (e.g. the legal name, in local language) and it will not come up 

when researchers search for the English name or a shorter name of the institution. (3) We 

acknowledge the EC has introduced a system for the LEARs see all projects using their PIC as 

soon as a project is registered (and not only after call deadline for submitted proposals). This 

does allow support offices to improve the administrative quality of proposals, and thus avoid 

errors at later stages. Additionally, we suggest the LEAR be granted automatic access to all 

projects using the institutional PIC. 

4. At the level of application and grant management (1) we would like the new system to include a 

summary at the top level, indicating the information still required for each project at all stages. 

This is especially useful for institutions with multiple projects and who need to access each 

project individually. (2) Institutions should see an ‘outstanding actions’ list within the portal, 

enabling LEARs and institutions to more effectively manage those actions. This would be most 

helpful during grant preparation and reporting stages. We would like to have an easily accessible 

list of all errors/missing information for all project partners as currently it is quite difficult to 

clearly see this information within a project, and is another area which creates delays during 

preparation. (3) It would also be very useful for the LEAR to be able to view/download the 

proposals by programme (e.g. FP7 or H2020). The generated excel file would be more 

manageable this way (4) The amendment process needs to be more flexible as currently once 

submitted it cannot be changed, it can only be rejected. When an error is made it requires the 

whole process to start from the beginning, which is very time consuming for all, and also 

generates countless unnecessary automated emails to all beneficiaries. (5) The request to sign 

the Declaration of Honour comes too early, as it does not follow institutional grant preparation. 

The Declaration should be requested only after the budget and Annex I are finalised and 

available in the Portal. (6) In order to reduce delay and error during grant preparation we 

suggest the deliverables, milestone, work package tables be entered online at application stage. 

This would enable information to be automatically carried over to the GA at grant preparation 

stage, making the process simpler and reducing double-entry of information. (7) The A Forms 

within the application process do not work with all browsers; this is very frustrating to academics 

and administrative staff who are developing applications.  

5. A final request which most LERU users as well as SME partners have requested is that Participant 

Portal ‘facelifts’ should be communicated in advance. As administrative staff trying to support 
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academics in the application and project management process, it can be very frustrating when 

unexpected changes are made to the system with no prior warning. Testing major changes with 

some users prior to going live would also be a way to ensure the usefulness of any new features.   

 

 Simplify the grant preparation stage 

Clarify instructions. LERU members are continually frustrated by the confusing information provided at 

grant preparation stage. We ask that the instructions are made clearer with a more step by step approach. 

As mentioned above we ask the European Commission introduces a new feature at application stage within 

EPSS where applicants complete their work packages, milestones, deliverables etc. directly into the portal 

saving time at grant preparation and also reducing errors and duplication of effort. 

Grant management sheet. In the 2014 December note LERU requested a grant management date sheet to 

be inserted at the front of the final Grant Agreement for each project. LERU is very pleased the EC 

introduced this shortly after this request. In the note LERU also asked for the table of contents to be more 

detailed, with quick links to each section. LERU acknowledges the improvements made to the Grant 

Agreement but still feels the document is too large and unwieldy, and requests that the section be split 

into multiple documents (after having rearranged the articles in an order that makes sense). 

Notification emails. LERU would like to ask the EC to include a statement in notification emails or grant 

preparation instructions highlighting the need for coordinators to start preparing consortium agreements 

as soon as the notification arrives and a project has been successful. 

Consortium agreement. LERU members remain frustrated at the continuing insistence that the Consortium 

Agreement (CA) be signed before the Grant Agreement even if the project does not start for a number of 

months thereafter. We would welcome clarification on this and would recommend the Consortium 

Agreement should be signed prior to the project start date, and not prior to the signing of the Grant 

Agreement. After all, In line with Article 24 (2) of the Horizon 2020 Rules for Participation and Article 41 

(3) of the MGA, the project officer is not in a position to ask for a signed CA before going on with GA 

preparation, which is not always the case. Finally, although a consortium agreement is an agreement to 

which the EU is not a signatory and is not part of the functionality of the Portal, LERU would like to 

propose adding as a “service” in the portal the ability to electronically sign the consortium agreement. 

 

 Be flexible within the required time-to-grant 

LERU welcomes the recent change in approach where successful projects are notified sooner than the 5 

months initially identified, however, grant preparation still does not start until 5 months have lapsed, and 

little value is therefore gained from this advance information making it useless to have been informed 

earlier. In order to avoid delays and to benefit from this advance information the co-ordinator should be 

able to access the project in the participant portal and to identify which beneficiaries still require 

validation, for example. This has been identified by members as the main cause of delays during grant 

preparation. LERU would also welcome a more ‘friendly’ approach by project officers to be open to 

extending the 8 months’ time to grant in some cases where multiple companies are involved in projects 

and who have struggled to complete validation as instructions on this process are very unclear to the 

uninitiated. 
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Horizon 2020 simplification on conceptual issues  

 

Replace a risk-averse programme with a trust-based assessment for project management 

We would like to ask the European Commission to tighten the issue of trust. Whilst it is acknowledged 

there have been issues in the past where it has been shown there were participants who misused EU 

funding rules, it should be recognised that the majority of participants do not operate in this way. It 

would therefore be welcome for the EC not to continue the ‘one size fits all approach’ to avoid misuse in 

the future. Most high-performing member states with established national research funding mechanisms 

require participants to fully account for their activities against expenditure; research institutions have 

suitable mechanisms in place to ensure compliance. These systems are auditable and subject to national 

legislation and scrutiny. 

Where national rules do not comply explicitly with EU rules, then special arrangements have been made to 

ensure eligibility of costs before these are charged to grants. For example, most institutions have two 

rates for internal facilities and services, one for nationally funded research and one for EU projects with 

ineligible costs stripped out. These were audited and accepted under FP7 which allowed these activities 

to be carried out on EU projects. The new ‘simplification’ in Horizon 2020 now renders these previously 

acceptable rates as ineligible resulting in complex, unworkable methods of cost reporting (see below, the 

issue related to internal invoices). Standard national rules on annual productive hours are identifiable and 

auditable and indeed, national funding rates are based on this standard. It is a waste of effort and money 

to have a completely different number for one funder and this seems to imply that institutions cannot be 

trusted. We also would like to point out projects which are funded in H2020 have gone through a rigorous 

selection process. Those selected will have reached that stage by working hard and not simply providing 

empty statements to that effect. 

We realise that not all member states and their institutions have the same levels of experience in the 

management of EU funding nor have robust requirements in place at the national level. Therefore, it is 

not necessarily appropriate to implement a ‘one size fits all’ approach. What LERU proposes as a solution 

to address these (and other) issues, and to introduce a next level of simplification, is a method of 

‘accreditation’ for research management and implementation systems that ensures compliance with 

financial directives as well as an acknowledgement of the validity of institutional practice.  

In other words, LERU calls for the EC to introduce ‘a seal of excellence for research management’. By 

awarding this seal to a beneficiary the EC would acknowledge this institution’s or company’s internal 

practices and control mechanisms are sufficiently robust and efficient to allow the beneficiary itself to 

follow-up and control how researchers spend their time, making sure that they are not paid twice for the 

same project or research action. The most urgent area for action is financial management and reporting 

to include: cost reporting for staff, annual productive hours, and internal charging systems for facilities, 

infrastructures and services. But this could also be extended to cover other important areas such as staff 

recruitment (equality and diversity), gender, ethics, and research integrity. The easiest system of 

accreditation would be for national funding agencies to oversee a control mechanism which is accepted by 

the Commission. If these mechanisms are acceptable, as a principle of reciprocity, they could also apply 

to EU-funded projects. “Certifications” for institutions at a national level would also be effective at EU 

level. Having such a system of accreditation, based on existing best practice will not only ensure a 

minimum standard but will also help monitor progress for less experienced institutions and indeed 

member states. 

 

Keep the open, challenge-based approach in calls for proposals 

LERU strongly supports the openness of the Work Programmes (WPs), and recommends strengthening this 

further in future. We welcome the recommendation of the EC to maintain the challenge-based, non-

prescriptive approach. The broader, more open topics provide opportunities for more creativity, different 

ideas and approaches to be brought to bear in the respective areas, and require the involvement of a wide 
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range of stakeholders in activities. Consequently, the development of strong, cross-sector collaboration, 

bringing together a critical mass of actors such as researchers, higher education institutions, the business 

community and public authorities in all autonomy in order to create multi-dimensional synergies and 

increase capacities, is a crucial factor in the success of collaborative projects. A challenge-based 

approach is more democratic than a more prescriptive one. The choice of which prescriptive call topics to 

include in work programmes in reality often depends on huge lobby-efforts by large companies, research 

or enterprise associations, and member states’ political strategies, thereby preventing the rest of the 

research & innovation community from applying. Horizon 2020 should reply to strategic focus areas, we 

understood the calls would be developed in a more open and transparent way and have seen little 

evidence of this to date.  

 

The success rates are too low - deal with oversubscription 

Low success rates are a real threat to the success of Horizon 2020 and its anticipated impact. We expect 

(and already observe) that the best researchers and teams will hesitate to engage in future calls and 

collaborations, because they will concentrate their efforts on other funders with higher chance of success. 

This is especially the case for collaborative research calls, since the effort to manage multi-partner 

applications is huge. The combination of intrinsically complex collaborative research projects and 

dramatically low success rates should be firmly avoided. LERU suggests the introduction of some new 

actions and to strengthen existing ones in order to improve these dramatically low success rates. 

A challenge-based approach will undoubtedly lead to higher subscription and lower success rates, as can 

be observed in “open” (bottom-up) Horizon 2020 programmes for collaborative research, e.g. Innovative 

Training Networks within the Marie Skłodowska Curie actions (“ITN”, around 8% success rate); Future and 

Emerging Technologies (“FET Open”, less than 4%), and currently in specific topics within the Health 

challenge (Societal Challenge 1 “Health, demographic change and wellbeing”) with success rates of often 

less than 5%, even in the second evaluation step. However, LERU is convinced that abolishing the 

challenge-based approach is not the right solution, for the above mentioned reasons. LERU would like to 

argue for more open challenge-based approaches because it is clear that the open character attracts many 

researchers to these calls. Increasing the number of open funding opportunities would be a better way of 

spreading the number of applications for this type of calls. 

LERU emphasises that the robustness of the submission and evaluation system should be seriously revised 

in order to match the high interest of the scientific community. We propose exploring the following 

solutions to avoid oversubscription and guarantee a decent success/effort ratio: 

1. The EC could improve the clarity of topic descriptions, in particular providing more information on 

the expected impact, especially in the Societal Challenges pillar. This will help consortia to fine-

tune their project application and consortium, but will also reduce mismatches between applicant 

consortia and the call – and consequently the number of applications – while maintaining openness 

and creativity on the type of solution for the expected impact on Europe. 

2. LERU suggests a wider introduction of the two-stage submission and evaluation process, especially 

for most open call topics and topics with TRLs lower than 5. This two-stage process will greatly 

reduce workload, not only at the level of the applications, but also at the level of evaluation. Our 

suggested approach is as follows:  

a. In the first submission stage, applicants only prepare a short application (about 3-5 pages) 

which primarily focusses on the excellence part.  

b. These short applications must be reviewed and discussed by a panel of experts, and 

selected purely on the merits of the idea and innovative concept. The panels should 

consist of 7-14 experts from academia, enterprises and other societal actors, setup per 

area, not necessarily per topic. Feedback should be provided to all applicants, successful 

and unsuccessful, and must be meaningful, but could also be kept short, linear to the 

short application. 
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c. We recommend that these panels implement a strict first stage evaluation, resulting in 

numbers of proposals passing to the second stage for only 2.5 to 3 times the available 

budget, therefore providing success rates for phase 2 of 30-40%. 

d.  At the second stage, full proposals should be submitted. This time, the evaluation panels 

are assisted by remote referees who hand in reports to be discussed by the panels to reach 

consensus. Feedback to the applicants at this point should be thorough. 

This way, researchers will get better effort/success ratios, and evaluators will have to digest 

fewer full project proposals. The first step will result in huge oversubscription, but because of the 

low volume of submitted texts this will be dealt with more easily by the expert panels. The 

structure of panels combined with more remote referees will reduce travel considerably, and 

consequently costs.  

Writing, being evaluated by peers, and rewriting is an intrinsic part of performing research: 

applicants do need relevant feedback, to sharpen their minds and improve their project. The first 

H2020 evaluation summary reports contained rather vague and general comments, instead of 

constructive suggestions or scientific advice. Even though we realise this requires more effort 

from the EC, certainly given the enormous number of applications, we strongly recommend 

improving the quality of the current evaluation reports, and do more than developing a set of 

minimum standards on ESR feedback. Fewer second stage proposals (see above) would result in 

more time for the reviewers to go into greater detail during evaluation and to provide valuable 

feedback. We much appreciate the efforts already made in the last calls of 2015 to improve 

feedback to applicants. 

3. LERU suggest the EC explores the option of resubmission restrictions, especially for most 

open/bottom-up calls (FET-Open, ITN, but also certain topics in Societal Challenges). Applications 

which do not reach certain thresholds – for example with a score lower than the median – could be 

prohibited to re-apply – for example within the same bi-annual work programme. One could argue 

that it is easy to change the name and part of the consortium partners and still resubmit again to 

circumvent this rule. It would indeed be difficult to avoid this completely. The general use of a 

box “has this proposal or a similar one been submitted before” combined with announcing 

restrictions on “applications that will rejected be on grounds of breach of research integrity” 

could perhaps partly address this. But even with the likelihood that some might be dishonest, 

introducing a resubmission restriction will certainly induce applicants to think more strategically 

when to apply, and will reduce the number of resubmissions considerably, and consequently have 

a positive effect on the success rates.   

4. LERU recommends the re-introduction of pre-proposal checks by scientific officers for specific 

calls in the Societal Challenges, as was the case for the ICT theme in FP7-Cooperation. This was 

very much appreciated by the scientific community, because the pre-proposal check advice 

prevented mismatches between call topics and project ideas at a very early stage – and thus 

reduced the number of applications that did not stand a chance anyway. Other large funding 

programmes, like NIH, use this system in particular cases. 

 

Revise the evaluation procedure 

LERU is concerned about how the evaluation process deals with the introduction of more open/less-

prescriptive topics, which are very demanding because of the large volumes, but which also demand a 

more interdisciplinary approach as well as inter-panel discussions to ensure a level playing field and fair 

evaluation for all applicants.  

In this respect, and as already indicated above, LERU suggests the introduction of panels, one for each of 

the broader areas, combining several similar call topics. These panels would consist of recognised experts 

from academia, business and societal actors – selected by independent committees – that would serve for 

only one bi-annual work programme before being replaced. These panels would then discuss the ranking, 
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evaluation summary and consensus reports made by expert referees that remotely evaluated the proposals 

within a specific call topic. The purpose would be to ensure fairer evaluation with a level playing field 

across all proposals within a certain broad area. At the lower level, the (remote) referee panel should be 

made up of the same type of experts (academic experts – business/societal actors), but then aligned with 

the specific topic. Above all, the EC should try to avoid including consultants, who make a living out of 

evaluating, from sitting on evaluation panels, but appoint true research/innovation experts from 

academia, research-intensive companies and socio-economic actors.  

All this should occur in a transparent way, with the appointment of the overarching panel being 

completely open to the public. ERC’s Scientific Council could serve as a benchmark. Although the ERC 

system has its own flaws it is currently recognised and widely accepted as the best, most thorough, and 

transparent evaluation system possible at an EU level. The EC should not ignore this, and we believe the 

rest of Horizon 2020 could mirror it.  

LERU also wishes to suggest the signing of the evaluation summary report by the reviewers, as is done for 

some scientific journals. This would make reviewers more responsible and decreases meaningless 

feedback to the applicants. 

LERU also believes the EC should occasionally review the reviewers. Currently there is insufficient 

transparency around the evaluations. It would be good to have a system which monitors this process. 

Finally, it is stated that proposals are evaluated “as is”, to speed up the evaluation process. However, in 

practice, some project officers are requesting quite a number of changes during Grant Preparation even if 

the evaluation report does not suggest this. Others do not. For example, beneficiaries have been asked to 

make a fairly significant cut in budget and corresponding changes to the Annex 1 (still within the normal 

timeframe for preparation). We do not propose that the EC removes the “as is” paradigm, and returns to 

the FP7 method of grant preparation process. We would rather keep it on condition that the EC makes 

sure that all project officers act the same way and that there are possibilities to make small, practical 

adjustments, presented in a clear and transparent way. 

 

 Improve the support delivered by National Contact Points 

Horizon 2020’s architecture is becoming increasingly complex because of an ever increasing number of 

“focus areas”, cross-cutting calls, transversal work programmes, etc. This obliges to invest in strong 

support services or increase NCP activities to help the possible participants. LERU wishes to call on the 

European Commission, in collaboration with national ministries, to improve the training of NCPs. LERU 

members have reported that some of their NCPs do an excellent job while others are much less active. 

The EC has defined minimum standards and guiding principles for setting up systems of National Contact 

Points, and according to no. 6 of the guidelines "If it becomes apparent that an NCP, or group of NCPs, is 

failing to comply with these minimum standards, the Commission services will raise the matter with the 

national NCP coordinator, or with the national authority, as appropriate. The aim will be to identify how 

best to improve the services, and to propose remedial actions.” LERU calls upon the EC to screen the 

quality of its NCPs and act upon the results if necessary. LERU believes that well trained and guided NCPs 

can contribute greatly to support especially less experienced applicants.  

 

 Dealing with ethical and scientific integrity issues should not induce red tape 

In December 2014, LERU raised concerns on the way the European Commission is assessing and reviewing 

ethical issues in Horizon 2020 projects. Since then, things have been improved and clarified. It is clear 

from our discussions with the European Commission and its Executive Agencies that beneficiaries have to 

do their homework, raise awareness amongst their researchers and develop proper procedures where 

these are not yet in place. Secondly, however, the European Commission should properly train its project 

officers to enable them to ask the right questions and to mediate the ethical assessment process. 
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Alternatively, the European Commission could set up an ethical review unit similar to the one at the 

ERCEA. 

Regarding the current discussion and upcoming decisions on Research Integrity (RI), LERU will thoroughly 

monitor the revisions of the Annotated Model Grant Agreement and the introduction of the contractual 

obligation to comply with a Code of Conduct regarding RI. We agree on the introduction of these measures 

as a principle, but we will not accept that the implementation would impose additional red tape making 

Horizon 2020 applications and project management more difficult. 

 

Conclusion 

 

LERU is looking forward to discussing the issues mentioned in this response to the Horizon 2020 

simplification survey with the European Commission and other actors or institutions involved. We are 

happy to provide more information on specific issues if desirable. 

LERU is also looking forward to hearing more on the possible measures from the European Commission to 

address the issues raised in this note. LERU will continue to monitor Horizon 2020 and flag issues that 

hamper simplification with the European Commission. 

 

 

--------------------- 

 

 

This note has been prepared by Stijn Delauré, Laura Keustermans, Elke Lammertyn, Chris Long, Angela 

Noble, Tequila Osborne, Ignasi Sánchez, Renata Schäffer and Gill Wells, and is based on input from all the 

LERU member universities. LERU wishes to thank all the members of its ERP community for their 

engagement and contributions.  


