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Speech by the His Excellency Ambassador Dino Volpicelli

FEAST 4 – Canberra 13 November 2003
From its earliest beginnings the European Community has always encouraged cooperation in scientific issues. From Archimedes to Galileo, Copernicus to Einstein,  Europe has produced great scientists across the ages, although we have not always been so keen to promote their findings! 

In June 2002, the 6th Framework Programme for Research and Technological Development was announced with a budget of 17.5 billion Euro.  Considering that the first Framework Programme which ran from 1984-1988 had a budget of 3.75 billion euro, you can see how far we have come and how serious the European Union is about its commitment to Research.

The 6th Framework Programme is the primary tool to carry out the work of the European Research Area, Europe’s vision statement for the future of science.  This vision grew out of the Lisbon Council in March 2000 where the European Union set itself the goal to become the most competitive and dynamic knowledge society in the world, capable of sustainable economic development, accompanied by a quantitative and qualitative improvement in the level of employment, thereby supporting a greater social cohesion.  

And again in Barcelona in 2002 The European Council agreed that overall spending on R&D and innovation in the Union should be increased with the aim of reaching  3% of GDP by 2010; two-thirds of this new investment is expected to come from the private sector.  Currently the EU spends about 1.9% of its GDP on Research Technology and Development.

It can be observed that Europe remains in a state of flux. Over the last two decades it has taken a number of remarkable steps towards the integration of its economies including the completion of the Single Market and of course the single currency. Now it is in the process of creating its own Constitution.   Next year the EU will enlarge to include a further 10 countries increasing its Member States to 25 and its population to more than 450 Million people. 

The Commission estimates that enlargement could increase the yearly growth in GDP of the Accession countries by between 1.3% and 2.1% but will increase the growth in GDP of existing Member States by 0.7%. 

 Research and technology have been estimated to account for between 25% and 50% of economic growth and this puts research and technology development policy as a top political priority on the economic agenda. 

Research, development and innovation policies are now fully open to the globalisation process; it is no longer conceivable today to talk of science at a country level. Science and technology are global activities and their development is constantly shaped by information and knowledge flowing across the world.   Analysis suggests that the European Union is today broadly competitive at the international level. But we need to have our eyes on the future. Technological innovation creates the jobs of tomorrow, and research creates those of the day after tomorrow.  

The European Research Area aims to reshape the relationships between the different institutional research actors in the EU – at a Community level as well as at member states and regional levels - so as to promote a more coherent policy framework overall.  It aims to re-invent the European research landscape, in re-defining the roles of each of the players (including public authorities and private operators) and re-configure the processes and policies that underpin the research effort. In so doing, it is hoped that a new partnership process will arise among all those involved. In this context, Europe is not a Fortress. It is open to the world.  
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To this end, we are aiming to build networks and integrated projects on a large scale. The focus is on integrating research across all sectors and disciplines to achieve scientific and technological excellence on specific research topics. Our goal is to overcome the fragmentation of European research by networking together the critical mass of resources and expertise needed to promote European leadership. The European Research Area seeks to enable European Researchers to access knowledge and technology produced elsewhere in the world; to harness the S&T resources of the EU and the rest of the world to work together in initiatives to provide responses to global problems. 

It seeks to promote S&T activities on the basis of an equitable partnership and it seeks to make Europe more attractive to scientists all over the world so that it becomes a fully recognizable  centre of reference. 

Cooperation between Europe and Australia has grown over the years.  Under the 4th Framework Programme there were approximately 34 approved projects at full or sub contractual level across several different disciplines amounting to about 40 million euro.  Under the 5th Framework Programme, there were approximately 46 approved projects with a value of approximately 100 million euro.   3 of these projects were with New Zealand partners.   Under the first Call for Proposal for the 6th Framework Programme there were over 130 projects with Australian partners and so we look forward to an ever increasing collaboration between us.

But what can we do to further this collaboration? Europe is Australia's largest scientific partner, through both bilateral and multilateral projects.  In 2000, the European Commission, the diplomatic missions representing the European Union in Australia, in association with DEST and the major Australian S&T Agencies formed the Forum for European Australian Science and Technology cooperation, affectionately known as FEAST.  

FEAST aims to highlight and improve existing multilateral and bilateral S&T cooperation between Europe and Australia through identifying priorities and enhancing the quality, quantity and visibility of future action.    The first event, held in May 2001, was a conference entitled Enhancing Research through Collaboration and Linkages.  Today’s event, entitled Networking for Excellence, is a natural follow on from that first one.  Networks of Excellence are a new instrument under FP6 designed to strengthen excellence on particular research topics by bringing together researchers and resources from all disciplines and sectors.    

European priorities in S & T  are not so different from Australia’s, or anyone else for that matter -  the facilitation of technology to bring about a healthy lifestyle in a sustainable and safe environment enabling and empowering all sectors of society -  the healthy wealthy and wise approach.  

 To this end, the Australian priorities of Environment, Health, Clever Materials and a Secure Australia, sit very well with four of the 7 FP6 priorities - Life Sciences, Genomics and Biotechnology; Information Technologies, Nanotechnologies, and  Sustainable Development.   But the driving force for all collaboration is networking.

Therefore this Conference offers us an opportunity to reflect on the importance of networking not just within our own disciplines but across sectors and more importantly across borders to achieve a truly global approach towards the challenges facing our societies today.

Allow me in conclusion to share with you two examples of networking which have shown themselves to be particularly effective for S & T cooperation between our two continents.  ARIA (The Association for Research between Italy and Australasia) and FEAST FRANCE.  These networks which started off being successful locally, have  spread out like ripples in a pond to reach across the globe.   As capillaries are to the body, so scientific networks are to the world, carrying the lifeblood of knowledge and experience to meet the challenges of this and future centuries. 

In the course of these last three years, the FEAST experiment in Australia has produced clear and tangible results in the promotion of S & T collaboration between our two continents and has become a model for other countries.  I understand that a similar project is being considered in Canada and in India and we should all be justly proud of the success of this organisation in which we have all played a part.  I wish you all a very informative and productive conference during these two days. 
