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As a major contributor to the global research effort, 
Europe has long been a key innovation and science 
collaboration partner for Australia. Despite its small 
population, Australia produces 3% of the world’s 
knowledge. Australians are among the world 
leaders in many areas of research and innovation. 

Europe and Australia have diverse, vibrant 
collaborations across many different research 
fields. Areas of cooperation vary across the 
individual European countries, and include: 
ICT, molecular and medical sciences, water 
and solar energy technologies, agriculture and 
biotechnologies, astronomy and astrophysics, 
gravitational wave detection and biodiversity.

Australia works with the EU as a whole, as well 
as with individual Member States. It has the most 
research links with the United Kingdom, Germany, 
France, the Netherlands and Italy. In terms of 
academic publication activity, Europe is Australia’s 
most important collaborative partner.

Developing solutions together
By working with international partners, the  
EU aims to tackle global research challenges 
more effectively, build scientific excellence and  
develop new and innovative industrial and 
enabling technologies.

          collaboration 
in science and technology

Europe is Australia’s largest research partner working together 
to tackle global research challenges. A number of bilateral and 
multilateral agreements help to strengthen these collaborations.  

In 1994, the EU signed an Agreement on Scientific 
and Technical Cooperation with Australia – its first 
such agreement with an industrialised country. 
The agreement established a Joint Science and 
Technology Consultative Committee, which 
meets regularly to exchange information and to 
examine ways to enhance research collaboration. 
The agreement means that Australian researchers 
are able to join their European counterparts as 
full participants in research programs which are 
managed by the European Commission under 
the EU’s Framework Program for Research and 
Technological Development. Likewise, European 
researchers and institutes can participate in 
Australian research activities.

The Australian Research Council opened its 
fellowships to international candidates for all 
schemes in 2008, providing funding for eligible 
organisations to promote collaboration, movement 
and networking between Australia-based and 
overseas researchers. This has resulted in several 
successful research projects between Australian 
and EU researchers and enhanced the opportunity 
for them to strengthen their networks internationally.

In 2012, the European Commissioner for 
Research, Innovation and Science Máire 
Geoghegan-Quinn visited Australia and met 
with the then Australian Minister for Science and 
Research, Senator Chris Evans. They discussed 

Vibrant



Celebrating 50 years: EU–Australia 59

the current cooperation and the prospects  
for increasing collaboration on new research  
and innovation topics of mutual interest.  
The Commissioner also met with Australia’s 
Chief Scientist and visited world-class research 
facilities in Australia that have cooperation with 
their European counterparts – the Australian 
Microscopy and Microanalysis Research Facility, 
the Sydney Institute for Marine Sciences, and the 
CSIRO High Resolution Plant Phenomics Centre. 

There is a strong interest at the policy level in 
increasing collaboration in innovation, as well 
as in science and technology. The EU–Australia 
Framework Agreement, currently under negotiation, 
has a chapter dedicated to relations in these areas.

Enabling multilateral research
The EU’s Framework Program for Research and 
Technological Development is the main platform for 
enabling multilateral research. This program is the 
largest in the world and open to all countries.  
The EU is especially interested in the involvement 
of industrialised countries.

Australia’s cooperation with 
the EU is underpinned and 
reinforced by its strong 
bilateral research cooperation 
links with a number of  
EU Member States.

The level of Australian participation in the 
framework programs (FP) has grown strongly 
since FP4:

• FP4 1994–1998: 60 Australian projects

• FP5 1999–2002: 90 Australian projects

• FP6 2002–2006: 173 Australian projects

• FP7 2007–2013: 322+ Australian projects.

In terms of number of participants, Australia 
ranks 9th among the non-EU countries 
participating in FP7 (the current framework 
program). Australian research organisations 
have the second highest success rate in their 
applications (31% compared to the average 
23%). The Australian research organisation  
most heavily involved is the CSIRO – it accounts 
for 12% of all projects involving Australians.  
The Group of Eight (Go8) universities collectively 
account for 50% of all project involvement. >
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Over 300 Australian proposals have been 
successful. Many of these have come with  
EU funding for the Australian participants –  
over €5 million to date. The latest success is the 
first Marie Curie Initial Training Network (ITN) to 
include an Australian partner, RMIT Melbourne. 
The ITN will focus on training researchers for 
careers in architecture, art and design. RMIT 
has become one of the rare organisations in 
industrialised countries to receive such Marie 
Curie financing, worth nearly €800,000. 

The Marie Curie international fellowships have 
been particularly fruitful with Australia. Australian 
researchers have been hosted in European 
institutions and European fellows have come  
to Australia. A large number of Australian 
research organisations have also been involved 
in the International Research Staff Exchange 
Schemes (IRSES). 

Australians also score well in the European 
Research Council Programs (ERC). Sixteen 
Australian principal investigators have received 
ERC grants to work at European institutions –  
this was 11% of all grants that went to third 
country nationals. 

Some Australian agencies have dedicated funds 
for Australian researchers to take part in the EU’s 
framework programs. For example, the National 
Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) 
has a dedicated fund to enable Australian 
research teams to fully participate in collaborative 
European projects.  

With FP7 ending, the European Commission’s  
new program – Horizon 2020 – will be launched  
in January 2014. With a proposed budget of  
€80 billion, Horizon 2020 complements the 
approach being taken in most of the EU’s Member 
States to increase investment in research and 
innovation as the route to future growth. 

Impressively, all but four of the 27 EU Member 
States registered increased public and private 
R&D investment between 2007 and 2010. A strong 
correlation exists between the economic rebound 
of certain European countries in 2010 and their 
average level of R&D investments over the period 
2004–2009. The rule seems to be: the higher the 
average R&D intensity in the past, the quicker the 
economic recovery.

Left: Australian 
John O’Sullivan 
and his team won 
the non-European 
country category of 
European Inventor 
Award 2012 for 
inventing the 
Wireless LAN for 
high-speed data 
transfer. He is now 
working on the 
Square Kilometre 
Array Telescope.

Australian researchers 
have been hosted in 
European institutions 
and European fellows 
have come to Australia.



Bilateral projects
Australia’s cooperation with the EU is 
underpinned and reinforced by its strong  
bilateral research cooperation links with a  
number of EU Member States.

The Forum on European–Australian Science and 
Technology cooperation (FEAST) was launched 
in 2000 and was established and funded jointly 
by Australia and the EU. FEAST aimed to provide 
practical support to Australian and European 
researchers looking to develop their research 
collaborations and to define and demonstrate 
new, more strategic and policy related approaches 
to fostering a truly international research and 
innovation system. FEAST undertook a study 
of how open Australia’s R&D programs were to 
European collaboration (via the EU-funded Aus-
ACCESS4EU project). The results indicate a high 
degree of openness. The FEAST initiative has now 
come to a close but a new project, Connecting 
Australian and European Science and Innovation 
Excellence (CAESIE), is now building on FEAST’s 
success. CAESIE will focus on enhancing the  

S&T collaboration between small and medium-
sized enterprises and researchers with three 
priority areas: clean energy, healthy ageing through 
enabling technologies, and sustainable cities.

Another key bilateral project is PACE-Net whose 
main goal is to strengthen bi-regional sustainable 
dialogue on S&T between Europe and the Pacific. 
This project has involved researchers from across 
the Pacific with strong input from Australia and 
New Zealand.  

Cooperation among scientists  
and researchers
The European Research Area is a unified research 
area open to the world, based on the internal 
market, in which researchers, scientific knowledge 
and technology circulate freely. Through ERA, 
the EU and its Member States strengthen 
their scientific and technological bases, their 
competitiveness and their capacity to collectively 
address grand challenges. >
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Right: Australian 
researchers have 
participated in 
almost 90 COST 
initiatives since 2007.

Top image:  
WP Schneider, FZJ
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European Cooperation in Science and Technology 
(COST) is an intergovernmental framework 
allowing the coordination of nationally-funded 
research on a European level. COST increases 
the mobility of researchers across Europe and 
fosters the establishment of scientific excellence 
in nine key domains.

Australian researchers have participated in 
almost 90 COST initiatives since 2007. COST 
has also invited over 160 Australian researchers 
to participate in its action meetings over this 
period. Most of these researchers have received 
funding for their participation from the Australian 
Government administered by the Australian 
Academy of Science. 

Next-generation telescope:  
An example of cooperation
One example of EU–Australia cooperation is in 
the development of the Square Kilometre Array 
Telescope, an international radio telescope for the 
21st  century, identified in the European Strategy 
Forum on Research Infrastructures Roadmap.  

This telescope is a next-generation radio telescope 
that will be up to 50 times more sensitive than 
the best present-day instruments. It will give 
astronomers remarkable insights into the formation 
of the early universe, including the emergence of 
the first stars, galaxies and other structures. 

The telescope will comprise over 3000 antennas 
linked electronically to form one enormous 
telescope. Australia is one of two sites for the  
$3 billion international project, with the proposed 
core to be located in the mid-west region of 
Western Australia. Australia is already building 
the Australian SKA Pathfinder (ASKAP) radio-
telescope, which will amass more information 
in the first six hours of operation than has been 
saved from all the world’s radio-telescopes to 
date. As part of its Super Science Initiative, the 
Australian Government will provide $80 million for 
the Australian National Centre of SKA Science in 
Perth. The highly collaborative centre will manage 
the huge amount of data flowing from ASKAP and 
later the SKA, and will help to establish Australia 
as a world hub for high-performance computing. •

find out more

fp7
http://ec.europa.
eu/research/fp7

european 
cooperation  
in science and 
technology 
www.cost.eu

european 
research Area 
http://ec.europa.
eu/research/era/

feAst 
www.feast.org

cAesie 
www.caesie.org

pAce-net 
www.pacenet.eu




