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From the ground up
As the European Research Council celebrates its 10th birthday, Eleni Courea speaks 
to Nobel prizewinning chemist Ben Feringa about handing on the torch to innovation.

“It has changed the way that universities hire people, 
shaped national science policies, and brought togeth-
er a community of excellent scholars in Europe.” Ben 
Feringa’s face lights up as he lists the benefits that the 
European Research Council has brought to his field. “The 
ERC has really raised the bar.”

Feringa is a surprise panellist at the council’s 10th 
anniversary event, held at the Hotel de la Poste in 
Brussels. The building’s enormous classical foyer is 
flooded with light. Feringa is tucked away in the press 
corner, chatting to journalists alongside ERC president 
Jean-Pierre Bourguignon and the EU’s research commis-
sioner Carlos Moedas. 

“We have set an example for the world by showing that 
in a diverse place like Europe, we can bring together tal-
ents to build programmes of excellence,” Feringa says. 
“The level of competition is huge—even top scientists get 
very nervous about whether they will get a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’.”

Feringa, who is from the Netherlands, was awarded an 
ERC Advanced Grant in 2008 for his research in organ-
ic chemistry, after the very first round of applications. 
He recalls “working very hard” to pull together a pro-
posal that could convince assessors that he was up to 
the task of conducting excellent research for five years. 
As early as 2010, an episode of The Simpsons specu-
lated that Feringa would be a future Nobel prizewinner 
in chemistry. In December 2016, that prediction came 
true—Feringa was made a laureate for his work on the 
design and synthesis of molecular machines, a project 
that he sums up as “the art of building small”. 

Today, Feringa sings the praises of the council for 
its support of basic science. “The ERC is a stimulus; an 
accelerator for breakthrough discoveries. This helps 
attract money from industry, because companies recog-
nise where the expertise is,” he says. As the European 

Commission gears up its efforts to engage 
industry by establishing a sister council 
for innovation, Feringa is adamant that 
they should maintain the same approach. 
“A European Innovation Council is a great 
idea as long as it is built on fundamental 
research,” he says. “It should not take 
away from the ERC.”

Feringa says that the EIC should build 
from the ground up. “Keep your base in the 
fundamentals strong,” he advises EU lead-
ers, “because the ERC is a great scheme for 

novel science with a long-term perspective. That will lead 
to innovation. If you’re building a house you need to work 
with the guys who laid the foundations.” 

With that in mind, Feringa says that an innovation 
council would do well to encourage scientists to make 
the leap from discovery to application. He envisions 
what proposals would look like: “Expert consortia will 
say, ‘look, we’ve made this discovery—now we need a 
cell biologist, a physicist, a theoretician, and a couple of 
people from industry to take it to the next level’.”

But it’s not just about diversity of disciplines. Feringa 
sees two challenges that the EIC must face upon incep-
tion, and which the ERC still grapples with: ensuring 
gender balance and widening participation. 

Feringa says that involving scientists from underrep-
resented groups in ERC bids, as he has done, is necessary 
to widen participation. “We have to give them opportu-
nities,” he says, “involve them in proposals, get them 
into the best labs.” Several people who joined Feringa’s 
team from eastern Europe have returned home to take up 
early-career positions at national institutes, from where 
they have the chance to move forward, Feringa says.

He also believes that communicating the value and 
excitement of science in creative ways is paramount to 
furthering its progress. “A woman in my team coordi-
nated our lab’s entry for a science dancing contest,” 
Feringa says. Their modern dance performance, choreo-
graphed to illustrate how a motor works, made it to the 
finals. “There are so many low-effort ways to advocate 
the beauty of science. We can take advantage of music, 
art and sport.”

Publicising Europe’s scientific achievements is high 
on the Commission’s agenda following a PR coup by the 
United States, in which NASA broke the news of the ERC-
funded discovery of seven Earth-like planets by Belgian 
astronomer Michaël Gillon. Now, people like Feringa are 
being trotted out to events like this one to showcase 
European successes in research and innovation. “We 
need our scientists to shout loud enough,” Moedas told 
the ERC’s 10th anniversary event. “We hesitate too much 
to tell our stories to the broader public.”

Moedas’s call to arms seems to be working. “The ERC is an 
example par excellence of where Europe can lead, if we have 
the guts to do so,” Feringa concludes. “This is my message: 
We have proven that we can take advantage of our diversity, 
our talents and creative ideas to build our future.”
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