


Efficient use of equipment is not guaranteed by funding 

the initial investment. If sufficient financial support is 

not available for follow-up costs, conditions for opera-

tion and consequently scientific output will be less than 

optimal. Discussions with scientists and facility manag-

ers have shown that the capacity of an RI, at least in 

the life sciences, frequently is limited by the availability 

of instrument scientists or technical staff that attend 

to the user. This might even be true, if the instrument 

time is fully booked. Support by experienced staff from 

the facility, also in the preparation stage before access, 

will often help to avoid wasting time with trial and error 

experiments and will ensure optimal use of the equip-

ment. On average well supported experiments will need 

less experiment time or produce better results than 

those that cannot be supported sufficiently by the facil-

ity due to limited availability of technical or scientific 

personnel.

Therefore, a more comprehensive view of funding RI is 

highly desirable. Personnel and running costs, instal-

lation costs, maintenance and upgrades should be 

included in funding programmes as eligible cost items. 

Unfortunately, to date this is not the case in many EU 

countries.

The analysis of funding schemes and financial models 

has shown large variation between European countries. 

Hence it is necessary to accept different schemes in 

different countries and funding organisations need to 

respond flexible to the needs of the scientists irrespec-

tive of which RI they need for their investigations. User 

fees are an important factor and models range from 

free access to full cost-recovery. 

Funding schemes have to consider more 
than the single investment
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Facilities that are free to the user at point of access can 

only be supported if sufficient institutional funds are 

available, for example in facilities funded by subscrip-

tion, like ESRF. Full costing models can provide maxi-

mum financial flexibility for a facility, but may result in a 

lack of competitiveness.

Funding schemes should foresee an option for including 

variable user fees in project proposals, potentially in the 

form of vouchers that can be granted. Facilities funded 

through central or national schemes may be expected 

to offer reduced cost access to ‘home’ users funded by 

the same organisation. 

In the life sciences the majority of scientists appear to 

be in favour of a graded user fee model, where users 

from industry pay full costs while academic groups 

contribute to running costs with more moderate fees. 

This is in obvious contrast to the physics community 

where the free access based on fast-track evaluation 

(locally by the RI) of applications for measurement time 

is favoured. A likely explanation and justification for this 

difference is that large facilities, as they are typical in 

physics, are well visible and can attract sufficient insti-

tutional funds whereas the smaller and distributed life 

science RI facilities often do not find sufficient financial 

support to provide free access to external users.
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Efficient use of instrument time is of paramount 

importance for running a shared facility successfully. 

Efficiency cannot be measured by the number of users 

or experiments alone. Especially for highly sophisticated 

RIs the availability of cutting edge instrumentation does 

by no means guarantee high quality research. Adequate 

sample preparation, expertise and experience with the 

experimental methods as well as data treatment are in-

dispensable components for successful and efficient use 

of measurement time. Shared facilities should explain 

and justify what level of support or training the facility 

offers to external users. Only if this meets the require-

ments of the users, can shared access to the facility be 

successful.

Sharing of centralised facilities allows maximising the 

usage of existing RI. Maximal scientific output can 

be achieved by granting access to the highest quality 

projects of internal and external applicants. Funding 

agencies should try to stimulate shared use of RI by 

providing funding schemes that support and promote 

access to centres including travel expenses and direct as 

well as indirect costs. Funding schemes need not cover 

all costs, but should give an incentive to use existing 

facilities within Europe. Travelling should only be sup-

ported where necessary. 

On the European level funding schemes supporting 

access to large facilities, e.g. synchrotrons, have been 

successful. Some positive experience was gathered even 

with distributed RIs or mid-size centres (e.g. within EU-

NMR, a network of high field NMR centres).  A major 

shortcoming of most existing schemes is that access of 

a scientist to facilities in the same country cannot be 

funded - a gap that obviously needs to be filled.

Additionally, it would be valuable to promote fellow-

ships and courses with the purpose of informing about 

experimental approaches based on new mid-size instru-

mentation.

Assessment of investmentsSharing research infrastructures
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PPP – RI in industry

Co-authorship of publications is only warranted for the 

staff of the facility when substantial scientific input of 

that person contributes to the publication. Just provid-

ing the instrumentation or service is not sufficient for 

a co-authorship. Nevertheless in all cases, usage or 

service of a facility has to be acknowledged in appro-

priate ways, e.g. in the acknowledgement section of a 

publication. Funding organisations have to find appro-

priate ways to count such acknowledgements as valid 

indicators for a vivid and productive use of the instru-

mentation when evaluating investments or deciding on 

renewal/extension proposals for running facilities.

Modern and expensive equipment is not only required 

in many areas of basic life science research, but also in 

R&D departments in industry, sometimes even in qual-

ity control steps. Both, industry and academia, share 

the desire for latest cutting edge technology and the 

restriction by limited financial and human resources. 

While the use of instrumentation at research facilities 

by companies is common practise, the opposite way, 

i.e. access of academic researchers to a company’s RI, 

is only rarely explored. But exploiting available RI in 

companies by academic researches might be beneficial 

to both sides and should be encouraged. 

Consortia agreements are required that address sharing 

of access and of running costs as well as intellectual 

property issues and non-disclosure agreements. Full cost 

recovery financial models can be employed in order not 

to mix funding streams. To allow pooling of resources 

funding organisations should foresee mixed funding in 

their schemes provided that facilities can clearly sepa-

rate industrial and academic use.
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The funding situation throughout Europe is hetero-

geneous as one would expect. ERA-Instruments tried to 

identify some general aspects that funding programmes 

should address or include for providing the best sup-

port to scientists. By moving towards this goal funding 

schemes will become more similar and more compatible 

with each other and with the needs of the scientists. 

Changes will not be brought about easily or rapidly, 

but agreement on a common goal will be a first step. 

New funding programmes have a unique chance to 

address the requirements presented in this paper from 

the outset.

Conclusions
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It has become increasingly obvious that concepts and 

strategies for research infrastructure (RI) funding should 

be harmonised and coordinated within the EU. ESFRI 

has determined requirements for European RI funding 

and has presented a roadmap. Growing attention is 

paid to life sciences that rely on RIs of a less centralised, 

but more networked dimension. There is a clear need 

for action in the interdisciplinary area between physics, 

chemistry, biology and medical sciences as cutting edge 

instrumen-tation becomes increasingly expensive and, 

yet, indispensable for world-class research. 

However, promotion of research policies, apart from 

the ESFRI projects, has been restricted so far to national 

efforts without managing these actions with a Euro-

pean view. Funding and research organisations cannot 

afford to remain at the national stage with world-wide 

competition for the best scientists and the most promis-

ing projects. Frontier research is international since long 

and funding organisations have to follow scientists to 

the European level. 

About ERA-Instruments

www.era-instruments.eu

Contact to ERA-Instruments

Johannes Janssen 

Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG)

Kennedyallee 40

53175 Bonn

Tel. +49 228 885-2430

Fax +49 228 885-2777

Johannes.Janssen@dfg.de

The programme The ERA-Instruments website
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