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Abstract 
ICT Adoption in general and as a tool for collaboration is not necessarily spontaneous 
with research being an illuminating example. ICT supported collaboration in agricultural 
research can be very productive with a high value added. Many barriers stand in the way 
of coordinating national research programs. Furthermore research managers are 
constantly frustrated when realizing that nationally funded research is duplicated in other 
countries, which in a sense is "wasting" someone's scarce national research funds. 
Adoption of ICT to alleviate coordination constraints is a unique challenge and a specific 
public concern with regional, national and international strategic significance. ICT 
adoption can be catalytic as it transforms the way agricultural researchers conduct their 
research, innovate and cooperate among themselves, and with the wide range of users of 
agro-technology. Within this context the European Commission has designed and is 
implementing since 2004 the European Research Area Net (ERA-NET) program.  ICT 
adoption is a highly innovative component of that program geared to exploit the potential 
and facilitate the instrumental value of ICT supported collaboration. The European 
Commission has established specific ERA-NETs for new applications of agricultural 
research incorporating ethical, legal and social aspects (ELSA) for example in the new 
field of genomics. Specific benefits include creating close, long-term links between 
national research programs with shared goals. The background and potential benefits for 
ICT adoption and current program details in two such ERA-NETs: ERA-PG and ERA-
SAGE are presented and reviewed. Current and future lessons from the details of ICT 
adoption effectiveness in these two ERA-NETs will useful contributions for collaborative 
research projects in agriculture and related fields. This within the 7th Framework Program 
(FP7) of the European Union, other frameworks and programs. 
 
Keywords: ICT supported collaboration, European Research areas, agricultural research,  
information dissemination 
 
Background: Cooperation and coordination of agricultural research 
and dissemination activities  
 

Many cultural, political and administrative barriers stand in the way of coordinating 
national research programs. The potential benefits of coordination are only too clear to 
program managers within similar fields related to agricultural research. With insufficient 
national funding at their disposal to satisfy needs and make the impact they would like in 
these programs, managers are frequently frustrated to see the research that they fund 
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nationally duplicated in other countries. Adoption of Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICT) to alleviate this situation and coordination constraints is a unique 
challenge. It is also a specific public concern with regional, national and international 
strategic significance. ICT adoption can be catalytic as it transforms the way researchers 
conduct their research, innovate and cooperate among themselves, and the wide range of 
users of agro-technology. The European Union (EU), understanding the importance of 
the potential and the instrumental value of ICT adoption has designed the European 
Research Area – Net (ERA-NET) program accordingly. Its goal is to encourage the 
creation of close, long-term links between national research programs with shared goals 
within its Sixth Research Framework Program (FP6 2002-2006). For a general 
description of the ERA-NET program see: 
http://ftp.cordis.europa.eu/pub/coordination/docs/coordination_of_national_programs_101104.pdf  

 

The objective of the ERA-NET program is “to step up the cooperation and coordination 
of research activities carried out at national or regional level in the Member States and 
Associated States through: 
 

• the networking of research activities conducted at national or regional level and  
• the mutual opening of national and regional research programs… as defined at 

http://cordis.europa.eu/coordination/era-net.htm. 
 

The ERA-NET program results are already contributing to making the European 
Research Area a reality by improving the coherence and coordination across Europe of 
participating research programs. ERA-NET programs will also enable national systems to 
take on tasks collectively that they would not have been able to tackle independently. A 
collaborative effort supported by ICT Adoption is a highly innovative component of 
ERA-NET the program. ICT provides support for trans-national networking and 
coordination of national and regional research programs. ICT adoption will contribute to 
the creation of European Research Areas by facilitating practical initiatives to coordinate 
regional, national and European research programs in specific fields, pool fragmented 
human and financial resources and improve both the efficiency and the effectiveness of 
Europe’s research efforts. Essentially ERA’s target participants are program managers 
working in national ministries and funding agencies, and not necessarily individuals 
engaged in research and employed by universities or enterprises.  
 
Ultimately, ICT supported ERA-NETs are expected to eventually lead to collaboration of 
major significance. Their significance includes strategic planning, design of joint research 
programs, reciprocal opening of national research programs to researchers from other 
member countries and the launch of jointly funded trans-national programs. In the short 
term, most ERA-NETs will approach such collaboration gradually. For example - 
through exercises to map current research funding programs, and through regular 
workshops designed to improve mutual understanding and trust. This will make it 
possible to identify knowledge gaps, overlaps and possible synergies. Experience 
indicates that such cooperation in most cases leads to the rapid spread of best practice in 
proposal evaluation and research program management. In practical terms it provides a 
sound basis for joint experimental activities. 
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Considering that some of the various national research programs already support various 
degrees of collaboration using state of the art ICT tools, the ERA-NET program has used 
them. Network development has spontaneously followed the initial collaboration 
mapping. Networks that already have a sufficiently large and active trans-national 
membership can within the program facilitate practical collaboration by launching the 
implementation phase of their ERA-NET collaboration. On the other hand, networks 
which still lack this critical mass have been carrying out an initial preparatory phase of 
up to 12 months. They focus on the recruitment of new network members and joint 
planning of their ERA-NET. Such activities can lead to preparing a proposal for a follow-
up implementation phase proposed and funded as a coordination action (CA). These will 
be funded accordingly within the general ERA-NET program. 
 
At the end of these steps – as they evolve and/or develop the resulting collaboration of 
research activities is expected to stimulate and support additional research program 
coordination and joint activities. This value added is a specific objective of the European 
Commission’s ERAs at European organizational, national or regional levels. Overall such 
coordination will inevitably result in a common knowledge base which is imperative for 
coherent development of EU policies. These activity frameworks are relevant to all 
scientific and technological areas, including thematic EU priority areas. 
 

A unique prerequisite of coordinating national activities within the newly established 
ERA-NET community objectives is to encourage and support joint initiatives undertaken 
by several countries in areas of common strategic interest. ICT will enable the ERA-
NETs to improve the coherence and coordination across Europe of relevant research 
programs. Both networking and mutual disclosure require openness and a progressive 
approach. The ERA-NET program will facilitate it by introducing a long-term 
perspective that must also allow for adjusting the different ways that research is 
conducted and organized in the various Member and Associated States. A number of 
objectives could be identified and achieved by ICT supported information exchange.  
 

One such objective would be geared to implement Integrated Information Systems (IIS) 
to support the development of ERA-NETs. Coordination of such initiatives will enhance 
synergies between existing activities through mutual exposure and access to research 
results, as well as defining and implementing joint activities. They will facilitate the 
provision and exchange of information on national or regional research policies, 
programs and joint activities. Such ICT support can be the critical success factor in 
facilitating the above inter-country coordination. 
 

The use of ERA-NETs as tools to promote agricultural research, information 
dissemination, publicly funded research management and coordination include the 
development of IIS. This is facilitated by the European Commission. Two programs 
focused on Genomics are reviewed in detail to demonstrate ICT contribution and 
relevance in attaining these ERA-NET objectives. Genomics is a research area suitable to 
elaborate and examine this ICT contribution within the ERA-NET concept and its 
implementation. The review is based on the two specific genomics ERA-NETs with new 
applications related to agriculture. 
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Background: Genomics 
 

The science of Genomics involves large-scale characterisation of genes, gene products 
and their interactions with an increasing impact on today’s society. They enable 
understanding how DNA, RNA, proteins and metabolites act in the functioning of cells, 
tissues, organs and organisms. These functions are relevant within a species, in the 
relation between species, populations and their respective environments. Genomics opens 
up perspectives for new applications in health care, medicine, nutrition, the processing 
industries, agricultural production and other economic areas. Studies of the genetic 
makeup of plants are essential for the continued competitiveness of European agriculture 
and industry. Genomics research projects are labor-intensive and costly. Trans-national 
cooperation at research program level will help to maximize the return on the annual 80 
million Euro invested in plant genomics across Europe.  
 

The introduction of Genetically Modified crops (GM) has been surrounded by 
controversy in Europe. Consumer wariness contrasts with general scientific approval of 
GM. Arguments about environmental dangers and worldwide agricultural benefits still 
rage. Policymakers, meanwhile, have to make informed, evidence-based decisions. The 
widespread public debate has highlighted the importance of plant genomics as a subject 
for scientific research. Directly or indirectly, plants produce the entire world’s food 
consumption as well as offering renewable sources of energy and materials. From 
forestry to pharmaceuticals, plants are central to a significant proportion of European 
industries. Studying their genomes is essential to stimulate innovation, facilitate 
commercial exploitation and keep Europe’s economy healthy. The successful application 
of this research does not depend solely on technological progress. It involves for example 
progressive coordination in the field of genomics which will be presented here as a case 
study of EU activities for ICT adoption within ERAs. They involve disseminating 
information collected about genomics research, its management, administration and the 
research priorities of each country. This developing ERA information processing network 
is identifying and encouraging best practices among the participants. The benchmarking 
activities will help the partners to formulate strategic activities through short-term 
exchanges of program managers and discussions between program makers and managers. 
 

The GM controversy dictates in effect research regarding the Ethical, Legal and Social 
Aspects (ELSA) of genomics. In order to come to terms with the impact, increased 
awareness of genomics and its implications for the public ELSA research is imperative. 
Consequently the ERA-NETs will emphasize the importance of ELSA co-ordination and 
co-operation at the research program management levels.  
 

Today, the ERA-NET genomics research programs in the partnering countries are very 
divergent and often small in scale. The ERA-NET program partners are committed to an 
ambitious program to achieve synergy and convergence, to enhance the quality and the 
quantity of this research and to move to a durable multi-national strategic partnership. The 
common goal is to develop a durable partnership in research funding policy and practice 
between the partners. In order to create high quality value added in trans-national 
research and achieve a more coherent and efficient use of human and financial resources 
ICT supported collaboration is essential. This collaboration objective will be achieved by 
gradually increasing the level of co-ordination and co-operation of different national 
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programs. Integrating ELSA within the general genomics research (often under the terms 
of biotechnology, genetic engineering and synthetic biology) involves specific technical 
information and other related research. Adoption of ICT to enhance the existing 
coordination of national genomic research programs has helped Europe to effectively 
allocate its annual €80 million genomic research budgets more coherently, optimize its 
investment in scarce resources, and ensure that European plant genomics secures a 
leading position in international business and political arenas. The ERA-NET program 
has a long-term perspective. By progressively aligning genomics programs across Europe 
it aims to strategically plan and ultimately fund research at a trans-national level. This is 
the only way, the partners believe, to meet the European demand for plant genomics in 
medicine, agriculture and Industrial innovation.  
 

The European Commission has established specific ERA-NETs for new applications of 
genomics related to agriculture. This paper reviews in detail the following two: 
 

The ERA-PG (European Research Area - Plant Genomics) - for technological progress 
(ftp://ftp.cordis.europa.eu/pub/coordination/docs/era_networking_en.pdf). 
 

and 
 

The ERA-SAGE (European Research Area -Societal Aspects of Genomics) for the 
ethical, legal and social aspects (ELSA) that surround this field 
(ftp://ftp.cordis.europa.eu/pub/coordination/docs/era-net_serie3_en.pdf)  
 
 

ERA-PG 
The ERA-PG (European Research Area – Plant Genomics) program that has been 
launched at January 2004 is committed to streamline and structure the relevant European 
genomics scientific and technological programs. ERA-PG brings European plant 
genomics under one flag and provides it with the critical mass necessary for effectiveness 
and success. It integrates national and regional research programs to develop necessary 
common knowledge for coherent policy development, and a structure that will allow 
limited resources to be used efficiently. ERA-PG aims to improve coordination, 
integration and strengthening of the foundation of this European Research Area enabling 
a long-term research perspective and improved validation of genomic R&D strategies. It 
has identified the barriers that hinder greater co-operation and initial areas for joint 
activities. ERA-PG is built on a strong foundation of existing collaborations. So far, 12 
partners have joined ERA-PG, including national funding organizations, Ministries and 
Scientific Academies. In addition the network is committed to expanding its membership, 
especially to candidate countries that are launching plant genomics initiatives of their 
own. ERA-PG has already begun a simple exchange of information between network 
participants to determine the current state of genomics research, its management, 
administration and the research priorities of each country. From the information 
collected, the network is identifying and encouraging best practice among the 
participants. This benchmarking activity is helping the partners to formulate joint 
strategic activities. Through short-term exchanges of program managers and discussions 
between program makers and managers, ERA-PG has identified constraints hindering 
greater co-operation and additional initiatives for joint activities.  
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ERA-PG is coordinating the integration of national programs by spreading best practice, 
developing common program management procedures, and joint activities such as the 
pooling of resources and joint calls for proposals. In the long run joint research programs 
hope to elevate Europe into a position of worldwide leadership in plant genomics. 
 

ERA-PG is structured in five Work Packages (WP): 
 

WP 1 aims at information exchange as basis for its establishment,  
WP 2 formulates the strategic actions aimed at its design.  
WP 3 deals with the implementation of joint strategic programs.  
WP 4 will focus on structuring the future of plant genomics research in Europe.  
WP 5 accommodates the Management Activities.  
 

WP 1 aims to create an inventory of the plant genomics research programs, their 
implementation approaches, administrative procedures and program management. This is 
a key to developing best practices for common evaluation and shared trans-national 
administration systems. It was found that by exchanging this information the funding 
bodies can more easily synchronize their calls and procedures. Furthermore, it is a basis 
for the design of a common scientific program in plant genomics. The content of the 
national programs and the current research landscape in Europe, together with the 
analysis of Europe’s competitiveness are to be taken in consideration when setting out 
paths for the future. What knowledge-base is there? What are the needs of Europe? 
Where are the best opportunities?  An ICT supported information facility was considered 
essential in this WP to attain its goals and indeed is programed in its implementation. 

 

The goal of ERA-PG’s WP2 is to formulate, based on the results of WP1, an outline of 
the strategic actions aimed at the design of the European Research Area research in plant 
genomics. Once significant coordination has begun, ERA-PG will shift its attention to the 
future long-term structuring of plant genomics research in Europe and the creation of 
joint strategies, programs and funding. In addition, the network will formulate long-term 
goals and research priorities for plant genomics in Europe. It will identify new research 
venues in which Europe should contribute to international programs or attempt to secure 
worldwide leadership. Tight co-operation and coordination of national plant research 
programs will create the critical mass that Europe needs to sustain its competitiveness in 
this area. WP2 will help to ensure that plant genomics research addresses the most 
pressing scientific and societal issues that Europe faces in this field today. 
 

The contribution of ICT in this WP includes identifying complementarities between 
national programs. An inventory is being made of complementarities between existing 
national programs and of the potential of future co-operation and exchange. Proposals 
will be formulated for transnational and interdisciplinary co-operations that avoid 
redundancy and fill in research gaps. A meeting was organized for science 
representatives to formulate a white paper on current projects, existing collaborations, 
overlaps and gaps in Europe's national plant genomics programs in relation to programs 
outside Europe.  

WP 3 comprises many activities that are paving the way towards a truly European 
research area. It includes transnational strategic research discussions, preparation of 
contractual agreement documents, and definition of procedures for joint calls, joint 
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research facilities and a database with running projects. The network co-ordination 
activities by the consortium and the task leaders are supported by the Joint Secretariat 
extensively using ICT for Joint program management and Design of joint training 
activities, exchange of program managers and facility sharing.  

The aim of WP 4 is to integrate plant genome research in Europe in a wider perspective. 
A further advantage of these activities will be the projection of European projects into 
international collaborations in which European partnership is or can be a critical and 
influential component. In order to achieve this aim ERA-PG will use ICT to explore 
options such as periodical monitoring of the status of ongoing research by international 
brainstorming meetings, prepare a white paper about the future of plant genomics in 
Europe, and initiate organizing meetings on currently prioritized scientific issues with a 
consulting panel of top scientists and science policy makers from a wide range of 
genomics related sciences. 

WP5 - accommodates management of the consortium and of activities not covered by 
any other coordination activity of the network, using ICT for the following Tasks: 

• coordination at consortium level of 'technical' activities of the network  
• Overall legal, contractual, financial and administrative management of the 

consortium  
• Co-ordination of knowledge management, IPS and other innovation-related 

activities  
• Maintaining communications with the Commission  

Communication and dissemination procedure of ERA-PG  
 

External communication 
 

External communication is effected by somebody involved in ERA-PG, either as national 
coordinator, contact person, scientific representative or National Steering Committee 
(NSC) member, with people not involved as such in ERA-PG. This includes 
communication with people from their national funding organisation, from the EC, from 
other organisations and researchers. Each situation is different; therefore no detailed 
procedures can be formulated. The general practice is being formulated as follows with 
ICT’s contribution being instrumental: 
 

• The national contact persons have in most cases first responsibility for contact 
with people from their own organisation and with the researchers from their 
country. The coordinator has first responsibility for contact with the EC. In all 
cases, the ERA-PG representative who handles that specific contact acts as 
thought appropriate and in the interest of the network.  

• The coordinator must keep a good archive of the ERA-PG project, including 
external communication. Therefore, all people of the network are requested to cc 
or forward relevant communication about ERA-PG with third parties to the 
Communication and Dissemination Manager. 

• Documents providing ERA-PG information to another party or documents 
providing other information relevant for the ERA-PG partners are to be put on 
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intranet. This includes progress reports, statements, whitepapers, and general 
ERA-NET information etcetera.  

 
Dissemination 
 

Each program coordinator and/or task leader takes responsibility for public dissemination 
of tasks, results and communications. Often it is a shared task, for example the 
preparation of the WP 1 database and the report and Planning Workshop Documents. 
Time permitting drafts are put on an intranet, as are documents in addition to use of a 
website when relevant. 
 

Based on the inventory made in ERA-PG and put on the intranet, a strategic plan for 
communication and dissemination was developed after two years from the start of the 
project. It included dissemination and communication to stakeholders, partners and 
potential partners. All these activities were structured in WP1 demonstrating the role of 
ICT. As of today ICT effectiveness has made a major contribution and provided a basis 
for mutual understanding and commitment of partners to co-operate and co-ordinate their 
activities.  
 

ERA-SAGE (European Research Area - Societal Aspects of Genomics) 
 

The ERA-SAGE program is a consortium launched in May 2005 with funding for 5 years. 
It comprises eight national funding agencies with specific funding allocated to the field of 
ELSA of genomics. They include the Netherlands (NL), United Kingdom(UK), 
Austria(AT), Norway(NO), Finland, Germany (DE with two agencies) and Canada. In 
addition three funding agencies, two from Israel and one from Switzerland, are associated 
with the ERA-SAGE network which is open to additional European partners developing 
ELSA programs. This ERA-NET will emphasize the importance of ELSA co-ordination 
and co-operation at research program management levels. The ultimate objective of this 
network is to achieve durable and strategic co-operation between the national funding 
partners. These are critical to increase understanding of all aspects of genomics and 
biotechnology. It is important to note that this process and experience could be useful for 
and expandable to other new technologies The ERA-SAGE strategic objectives include:  
 

1: Stepping up the co-operation and co-ordination of research activities carried out at 
national level; 
2: Promoting opening of national and trans-national research programs to collaboration; 
3: Building a platform of co-operation, that can be extended to several other European 
countries as well as to other fields. 
 

ERA-SAGE has identified the leading players in funding research on the ethical, legal and 
societal aspects of genomics while demonstrating the value added of co-ordination and co-
operation of program management. Currently independent programs in the partner 
countries are very divergent, with different focuses/affiliation and often small in scale. 
Partner’s commitment to this network enables an ambitious program to achieve synergy 
and convergence, to enhance the quality and the quantity of this research and to move to a 
durable multi-national strategic partnership. This is intended to lead to new joint research 
activities within the Science and Society program of FP6. In general co-operation, co-
ordination and dissemination of national research activities in genomics have gradually 
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and continuously been set up by: 
 

• exchanging information and benchmarking existing programs in order to increase 
the understanding of different national priorities and defining best practices in 
program design and management; 

• defining common goals and strategies in order to coordinate future activities and 
avoid duplication of national research systems; 

• designing and initiating joint activities based on the identified common goals and 
strategies. 

 

In practical terms six different work packages (WP) have been defined to attain ERA-
SAGE objectives.  
 

The six Work packages are: 
 

1. WP1 – Exchange of information. After information gathering and comparative 
analysis an overview of the most important ELSA research activities including a 
strategy for ICT development and implementation will be in place; 

2. WP2 – Formulation of strategic issues. After identifying and mapping (with the 
results of WP1) the similarities, differences, knowledge  gaps and potential 
conflicts of ELSA activities definition of common strategic goals and issues; 

3. WP3 - Implementation of joint activities. Definition of prerequisites and establish 
common grounds for setting up and running interdisciplinary and interactive 
ELSA research programs; 

4. WP4 – Human resource management and mobility to improve coordination and 
mobilization of research program managers; 

5. WP5 – Organization of trans-national research activities, outlining funding details 
and procedures for pilot programs and joint participation in calls for proposals;  

6. WP6 – Management of the consortium, communication between members and 
information dissemination. 

 
The following table goes into minute implementation details of ERA-SAGE and in turn 
the contribution of ICT to each stage and deliverable. This via the following work 
planning table: 
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Work package Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5
1. Exchange of  
Information  (NL) 

▲M1 ▲M2▲M3

Start: Mt 3 End:  Mt 18 

2. Strategic issues   (UK) ▲M4 ▲M5 ▲M6

Start: Mt 7 End: Mt 36 

3. Joint activities   (NO) ▲M7 ▲M8

Start: Mt  25 
4. HR management/ 
mobility  (AT)

▲M9 ▲M10

Start: Mt 13

5. Transnational research  
(DE)

▲M11▲M12
               ▲M13 ▲M13 ▲M13 ▲M13

Start: Mt 13

6. Management  (NL) ▲M14     ▲M15 ▲M15 ▲M15 ▲M15 ▲M15

Start: Mt 1 End: Mt 60

 
Legend 
M  =  Milestones and expected results; Mt = Month 

M1 Agreement on strategy for information and communication 
M2 Agreement on exchange program for program managers 

M3 Comprehensive overview of ELSA funding policies which will be used for the other 
Workpackages 

M4 Comprehensive overview of state of the art of ELSA research in Europe and Northern America 
M5 Comprehensive overview of best practices and quality management 

M6  Strategic plan for common activities of ERA-SAGE (input for WP 3, 4 and 5) 

M7 Agreement on genomics-society dialogues 
M8 Agreement on quality management and peer review  

M9 European training agenda in ELSA research 
M10 Integration of the ELSA research field at the European Research Mobility Portal 

M11 Agreement on co-ordination models for transnational research 
M12 Agreement on conceptual framework for transnational research programming  

M11  Workshop in month 13. It is expected that one or more co-ordination models will be accepted by a 
varying number of partners, that topics of common interest can be identified, and that at least three 
partners commit to joint co-ordination in one of the topics. 

M12   Workshop in month 18. It is expected that a conceptual framework for the co-operation of 
committed partners as well as a road map defining the step-by-step-process leading to initiation of 
transnational research programs can be agreed upon. 

M13  Workshops in months 24 , 36, 48 and 60. It is expected that until month 60, at least one (the pilot 
project) and up to three transnational research programs in different topics of ELSA research can 
be initiated 

M14 Joint Secretariat 
M15 Annual evaluation of progress and prospects 
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As generalized below four interdisciplinary domains have been identified and can be 
achieved by ICT supported information exchange within the six WPs. These levels of 
activities are interdisciplinary domains with increasing levels of co-ordination. They 
include: 
  

1. Synergy building by: 
• Enhancing the accessibility and visibility of the national research policies by the 

exchange of information 
2. Needs assessment by: 

• Enhancing the accessibility and visibility of the national research policies by the 
exchange of information;  

• Identifying the similarities, differences, gaps and potential conflicts of national 
funding strategies for ELSA-related research and identify emerging new issues; 

3. Capacity building by  
• Improving co-ordination  

4. Research capacity building and generation of trans-national research momentum and 
added value by   

• Clustering current research activities 
 

The following details ICT contribution to synergy building, needs assessment and 
capacity building via some of the ERA-SAGE work packages, tasks and deliverables: 
 

1. Synergy building  
 

Good and open communication between the ERA-SAGE partners is a prerequisite to 
attain synergy. An important ICT contribution to this process is setting up an intranet. 
Besides facilitating communication, this tool will facilitate the exchange of information, 
discussion between the partners, communication and dissemination of research results 
involving stakeholders considered to be important for the network. Based on the 
inventory made in ERA-SAGE, a strategic plan for communication and dissemination 
will be developed. This will include dissemination and communication to stakeholders, 
partners and potential partners. All these activities were structured in WP1 and 
demonstrate the role of ICT. The specific objectives covered by this Work package are to:  
 

• Enhance the accessibility and visibility of the national research policies by the 
exchange of information and people;  

• Get acquainted with and understanding the priorities and methodologies of the 
other partners. 

  

In the first level of ERA-SAGE activity synergy building and information exchange was 
considered of vital importance – enhanced by ICT support. This included preparation of 
the WP 1 database, reports and Planning Workshop Documents. Drafts and documents 
were put on the intranet and also on website. Work in progress, regulations and public 
documentation in the various countries were mapped to enhance mutual understanding. 
One of the achievements of the ERA-SAGE was a basic inventory of funding 
organisations, their most important ELSA research activities and management structures. 
Key players were identified and brought together for the first time. The partners have met 
in regional workshops and in a summarizing ERA-SAGE workshop (the results of these 
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discussions and the inventory could be later accessed by intranet in the ERA-SAGE web 
site: www.erasage.org). Implementation of this procedure, based on experience of ERA-
PG, was quite successful and established the basis for mutual understanding and 
commitment of the partners to co-operate and co-ordinate their national activities.  
 

The process is detailed via Description of WP1. The objectives covered by WP1 were:  
• Enhance the accessibility and visibility of the national genomics research policies 

by the exchange of information and people;  
• Identify the similarities, differences, gaps and potential conflicts of national 

funding strategies for ELSA-related research, and identify emerging new issues; 
• Define common strategic goals and issues. 

 

The main WP1 activity was the gathering of information from the partner organizations 
in the ERA-SAGE consortium. WP1 typified the key players that fund ELSA genomics 
in each partner country and described their funding activities. This resulted in an 
overview of the most important research activities in the field of ELSA genomics, the 
management structures of each of the national organizations, and an infrastructure for the 
exchange of knowledge and information between them. WP1 provides a facility for the 
other work packages that can have access to this information, develop and utilize it. For 
instance, WP1 provides an important input for the comparative analysis that will explain 
the map of ELSA genomics (WP2). It also facilitates the implementation on funding 
measures (WP5) by delivering information on the types of funding instruments, funding 
motivation, and the technical details on the criteria and procedures for selection and 
evaluation.  
 

WP1 was divided into several sequential tasks – detailed below: 
 

Task 1.1 Strategy for information and communication (Task leader: NL)  
This WP1 task started with the formulation of a strategy for genomics research 
information and communication. An analysis of the information systems and flows within 
the partner organizations is almost completed including an analysis of the information 
needs of the ELSA program staff, to be completed within 18 months from the start. 
Special attention was given to the different levels of organization structure of funding 
agencies. This WP was carried out by the Netherlands Genomics Initiative (NGI). The 
Netherlands, together with the UK, are probably the most experienced with respect to the 
allocation of funding for specific ELSA research centers. What can be learnt from their 
experiences, success and mistakes? The Work package resulted in a mutual strategy for 
information and communication, which will be the first output of a major information 
gathering program or scoping exercise, completed by each partner and compiled by the 
NGI. The richness of the information collected is such as to allow for its use in task 1.3. 
It is hoped that this co-coordinated approach will ensure that all relevant information can 
be gathered in one effort, thus minimizing the number of requests for further information 
from partners. It also has the added benefit of directly involving each partner in the 
collection of information. It is anticipated that this collective approach will lead to a 
sense of joint ownership of, and trust in, the information gathered. This, in itself, is a 
positive step for exposure to joint opportunities. Attaining this goal is proceeding 
according to the allotted time in the time table above. 
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Task 1.2 Setting up an Intranet (Task leader: NL)  
Based on the strategy that was formulated in task 1.1, an intranet for mutual 
communication was created (www.erasage.org; in English). It is partly based on an 
Intranet already developed for ERA-Plant Genomics (ERA-PG) which is also coordinated 
by NL. The Intranet is maintained by the Dutch team staff. It was developed so new 
participants can easily access to it. The intranet facilitates practical arrangements, 
exchange of information and discussions among the partners. As information gathering 
and processing is still continuing according to the time table of the work plan, the site is 
updated quite regularly with effectiveness increasing with time. 
 

Task 1.3 Formulating a strategy for Communication and Dissemination (Task 
leader: NL)  
ELSA research will increasingly be seen as essential to genomics initiatives in Europe 
and elsewhere. The information and results that this research will generate is relevant to 
social and natural scientists and other stakeholders such as politicians, policy-makers, 
NGO´s and citizens with an interest in science and technology. Research suggests that 
citizens would like to know more information about genomics than is currently available. 
Consequently communication and dissemination of ELSA research results is an important 
task for funding agents. Availability of ELSA research results should be improved, 
fostered and maintained. Formulation of a strategy for the communication and 
dissemination of these results is central to this task. Initially an inventory taking of the 
current information tools (websites, information leaflets and other media) are taking 
place. The ERA-NET project NORSAGE (Network Observatory for Research on the 
Societal Aspects of Genomics) that has mapped current activities in the field of ELSA 
genomics research will is being used as a basis for this task. Additional tools and 
coordination activities that might be relevant will be considered. The use of web-based 
tools – linking for example public (information) websites, NGO’s and governmental 
websites – will be one of the priorities. The information required to compile the 
deliverable arising from this task is still being gathered in one comprehensive effort. Each 
partner and prospective participant will be asked to provide information suitable for task 
1.1 as well.  Emphasis is placed upon each partner’s national expertise, familiarity with 
the local state of the art and position to gather the required information. It is expected that 
methods to be used might include web scans, interviews, questionnaires and document 
searches. The collated information will be an invaluable starting point for mapping of 
genomics research (WP2) and will enhance and inform other work packages in addition 
to this task’s deliverable. With this in mind, close co-operation between the leaders of the 
first two work packages is envisaged.  
 

Task 1.4 Exchange of program managers (Task leader: AT)  
Close co-operation between the WP leaders in shaping the input and output of WP1 is 
imperative. This task will facilitate opportunities for partners to visit each other in order 
to get acquainted with all genomics research programs, funding possibilities and partner’s 
research policies. This WP1 added value feature will allow for the sharing of valuable 
knowledge and experience across countries.  First steps in this direction have already 
started.  
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Task 1.5 Dissemination of results (Task leader: NL)  
Special attention is given to the dissemination of the results of all WP activities by 
written and oral reports presented in the ERA SAGE workshops. The ERA website will 
be later updated continuously and if necessary involve additional activities. Being an 
explicit interactive activity all partners will be involved in all tasks of this work package 
and the exchange of information involved. Upon completion of WP 1 all partners will 
have an overview of each other’s priorities and activities, which will be the basis for the 
formulation of common strategic issues as part of WP2? 
 

WP 1 deliverables are: 
D1.1 A strategy for information and communication (already delivered).  
D1.2 An Intranet (already delivered).  
D1.3 A communication and information dissemination strategic plan (already delivered).   
D1.4 An exchange of program managers (ongoing). 
 

Work package 1 milestones and expected results  
M1 An agreement on a strategy for information and communication exchange; 
M2 An agreement on an exchange program for program managers;  
M3 An overview of ELSA funding policies to be used for the other Workpackages 
(already delivered). 
 

Formulation of a strategy for the communication and dissemination of these results is 
central to this task and it has been delivered. Initially an inventory taking of the current 
information tools (websites, information leaflets and other media) took place. The ERA-
NET project has mapped current activities in the field of ELSA genomics research and is 
using it as a basis for this task. The information required to compile the deliverables 
arising from this task is still being gathered in one comprehensive collaborative effort. 
 

WP2 – With information gathered and processed in WP1 (month 18 from start) a 
detailed work plan will be written in order to start up a series of studies to identify the 
similarities, differences, gaps and potential conflicts, and cultural and religious differences 
in the field of ELSA genomics. It will include an assessment of needs for common 
strategic issues based on the potential of identified synergies. Combining and comparing 
different national studies will identify the national differences in a broad sense: pointing out 
the issues to be developed, overlaps, duplications, methodologies of quality assessment and 
good practice in research in ELSA genomics. The outcome of this workpackage will be the 
basis of the activities in WP 3 and WP4 which will be focused on capacity building.  
 

Capacity building - The activities on the level of capacity building are an important part of 
the work plan of ERA-SAGE. Capacity building is split up into two different work 
packages WP 3 and WP4: 

• Stakeholders, dissemination of knowledge and communication affairs; 
• Human resource management and mobility. 
 

Both of these WP are highly dependant on ICT, as can be seen from the nature of the 
deliverables and the Dissemination level in the following table: 
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Deliverables list  
Deliverable 
No. 

Deliverable title Delivery 
date 
(relative 
to this 
start 
date) 

Nature 
 

Dissemination 
level 
 

D 3.1 Platform for best practices and quality management in 
evaluation and peer review. 

42  Participants

D 3.2 Report (draft manual) for designing and organizing 
genomics-society dialogue. 

42 Report Public 

D 3.3 Survey and roadmap how to incorporate ethical, legal and 
societal aspects to genomics capacity building. 

48  Public 

D 3.4 Pilot guide or handbook for the evaluation of 
review standards and procedures 

48 Report Public 

D 4.1 Coordination of Summer schools during the 
whole period of ERA-SAGE. 

36-60  Public 

D 4.2 Coordination of Transnational supervision of PhD theses. 48  Public 

D 4.3 Coordination of Joint seminars; short/long term 
fellowships. 

25-60  Public 

D 4.4 Provide links/information on the different websites. 48  Public 
 

In the end of the ERA-SAGE funding period a dependable, durable network of funding 
bodies and program management systems for genomics, including ELSA, within Europe 
can be expected. Public awareness of these aspects will be enhanced and common 
strategies for the increase of interdisciplinary communication and capacities amongst 
decision makers and researchers will have been created. During the course of the 
activities emphasis will be placed on attracting new partner nations for the network in 
order to increase its outreach and impact. 
 
Summary   
Both ERA-NET programs include national funding agencies and centres of excellence 
with specific funding allocated to the fields of genomics. Additional funding agencies with 
a specific interest in this field will be associated. This seems to be an appropriate mix for 
the networks discussed.  So far they are on schedule to achieve their aims according to their 
work plans, although the nature of their product is different. The ERA-NET networks are 
open to additional European partners developing similar programs. These programs to 
increase understanding of all aspects of genomics and biotechnology are critical. This 
process and experience could also be useful for and expandable to other new technologies. 
These ERA-NETs emphasize the importance of co-ordination and co-operation at research 
program management levels as seen in the already launched common call for research 
programs in the frame work of ERA-PG. The ultimate objective of these networks is to 
achieve durable and strategic co-operation between the national funding partners that will 
eventually lead to common research projects, in agriculture and related fields, within the 
7th framework program (FP7) of the European Union.   
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Agriculture continues to be a major sector in large parts of the world. In recent years the 
IT sector is growing exponentially. It offers an immense potential for synergistic benefits 
effecting the growth of all sectors including agriculture and agricultural research. Rapidly 
expanding population, a dwindling natural resource base and steady trade liberalization, 
dictate harmonious integration of agricultural research, management and coordination. 
ICT enables research program managers working in national ministries and funding 
agencies to achieve this. The challenge ahead is to explore the opportunities provided by 
the IT revolution to ensure a vibrant, responsive, sustainable and productive agriculture. 
It has to be done in some sort of alliance with a shared sense of direction facilitated by 
ICT integration into research operability, monitoring, control and assistance to all fields 
of agricultural production and research. 
 
Future research, development and policies should take this into account. The onus is on 
researchers and policy makers to maintain a holistic approach to ICT and agriculture 
rather than looking at them in isolation. The ERA-NETs ICT supported tools and policies 
that have been described and discussed are examples that may be models for other areas 
of research in addition to genomics. 
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