
Macron and Moedas in 
innovation showdown
Businesses and universities rally round Commission
Universities have rUbbished France’s proposal for an 
intergovernmental innovation agency and called on 
the European Commission to take the lead on estab-
lishing the body.

Academics oppose the idea that national govern-
ments would be responsible for the agency, which 
has been dubbed the European Innovation Council. 
Commission-led bodies are better at keeping the inter-
ests of powerful EU countries in check, university and 
business groups have argued. 

Gerhard Hueme, who directs economic policy at 
the small business group Ueapme, said: “We need a 
project that acts in the European interest, not in the 
French, German or Italian interest.”  

France’s president Emmanuel Macron trailed his 
vision for a pan-European innovation agency in a 
major speech on 26 September. On the same day, the 
EU research commissioner Carlos Moedas seized on 
Macron’s words as an indication of “full support” for 
his own proposals. The commissioner has championed 
a vision for a European Innovation Council, which 
would emulate the European Research Council, since 
he took office in 2014. 

However Jean-Pierre Bourguignon, who heads 
the ERC, told a Tallinn conference on 11 October that 
Macron wanted the agency to be formed by governments 
and not the Commission. Macron’s perspective has made 
things “difficult” for Moedas, Bourguignon said.

University and business groups have backed 
Moedas’s view and are encouraging the Commission to 
grab the steering wheel. “An intergovernmental agen-
cy would be more vulnerable to political pressure from 
companies,” Hueme said. “Instead of picking future 
winners, there’s a risk it would support incumbents.” 

Thomas Jorgensen, senior policy officer for the 
European University Association, said that an intergo-
vernmental structure would make it more difficult for 
universities and businesses to get their voices heard. 
“Who would we call, this government or the other?” he 
said. “With EU structures, you know who’s responsible.”

Macron’s proposals would also limit the agency’s 
scope to countries that are already innovation-inten-

sive and willing to pool together funds, such as France, 
Germany and the Nordic states, Jorgensen said. “The 
agency should function equally well in Sofia as it does 
in Tallinn and Amsterdam.”

If the EU does explore the possibility of an intergo-
vernmental structure, it should ensure that the project 
evaluators are independent, the groups have urged. 
The Eurostars programme, which supports R&D projects 
by small businesses, could be a model for an intergov-
ernmental EIC, Hueme said. It is jointly funded by the 
Commission and 34 governments, which have no influ-
ence over the selection of proposals. 

When the ERC was being formed, there were simi-
lar calls to consider an intergovernmental structure. 
One idea was for countries to screen proposals before 
nominating them to the ERC. “It was very wise not to 
do that, so as to avoid duplicate proposals and power 
games,” Angela Liberatore, a science officer at the 
Commission, said at the Tallinn event on 11 October. 

Squabbles about the EIC’s structure have thrown its 
future into question. French scepticism has combined 
with German uncertainty about the “added value” of 
supporting small businesses’ projects with EU funds, 
as the EIC proposes to do, Bourguignon said. 

“Before we reconcile Moedas and Macron’s visions, 
we might think why we want an EIC in the first place,” 
Jorgensen said. “As I understand it, the present idea 
is to combine things that already exist and call them 
an innovation council.” Rather than creating new 
structures, the Commission should try to pare down 
the regulations affecting small businesses, he said.

But the EIC could fill the gap in 
supporting cross-national, high-
risk proposals, Hueme argued—even 
though 95 per cent of support for 
small businesses should come at the 
national level. “It’s not by chance 
that the SME instrument is so over-
subscribed,” he said. “There’s a huge 
need for this.”
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