2. The role of the eIRG in shaping the ICT European 

Research Area 

2.1. Background 

Two major initiatives have had a key impact on the European research and education 

policies: The special meeting of the European Council in Lisbon in March 2000 focused 

on employment, economic reform and social cohesion for a Europe of innovation and 

knowledge; the Bologna process promotes the creation of the European Higher Education 

Area. Europe is gearing up its efforts to become the world leader in terms of the quality 

of its education and training systems. Thus it is of utmost importance to understand the 

central roles of research, innovation and education as the vehicles to reach the vision of a 

flourishing European society with an economic growth and welfare. The realisation of a 

modern information society in Europe should continuously be based on more tightly 

networked research and innovation, within the framework of a European research and 

innovation area.  

The European Research Area (ERA) – complemented with education and other policies – 

aims at coordinating national research policies to share objectives, expertise and 

resources. With the ERA, Europe provides itself with the resources to exploit its potential 

to become the world’s most competitive and dynamic economy.  

In this context, the raison d’être of the current European Research Framework 

Programme (FP6) is to help to make the European Research Area a reality, already with a 

view to step up innovation in Europe – taking into account all the efforts made to this end 

at national, regional and European level.  

2.2. The European eInfrastructure and the role of the e-IRG 

The Europeans have recognized that the building of an innovation infrastructure based on 

a new generation of ICT Research Infrastructures (e-Infrastructure) is a key factor that 

can determine Europe’s path to innovation in the 21st century. This vision puts an 

emphasis on high-speed and high-QoS networks, to enable the “unlimited” transmission 

of information, and on Grid-based tools and services, to enable “unlimited” world-scale 

collaborations, sharing of knowledge, and effective use of resources. Today, research and 

scientific explorations are increasingly based on wide-spread scientific collaborations – 

following a rather revolutionary trend in creating, disseminating, and preserving scientific 

and engineering knowledge. Large-scale collaborations create the need to share and to 

process (often in parallel and  in real time) data and other electronic resources (both 

hardware and software) that are distributed in hundreds or even thousands of centres and 

institutes in Europe and across the world.  

In the beginning, technology seemed to play the pivotal role in the process of users 

adopting such new ICT-infrastructures, in particular those that implement a model of 

shared use of distributed electronic resources and knowledge) by users – across 
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individuals, organizations, scientific disciplines, countries and other administrative and 

technology domains.. However, quite early in the process it became clear that different 

administrative policies and social factors across the above domains pose significant 

barriers in the adoption of the new infrastructures. Therefore, policies and social aspects 

are of equal importance to technology. 

The establishment in 2003 of the e-Infrastructures Reflection Group (e-IRG) by the EU 

Member States – in collaboration with the Commission – reflects the strong commitment 

of the European research authorities to address the above policy level challenge on a 

European scale and to move fast towards the adoption of the new generation of Grid- 

based ICT-infrastructures in Europe.  

Since its establishment, the e-IRG found a continuous support for the development of its 

processes and content from EU (but also non-EU) states and, in particular, from the 

research authorities of the EU countries that held the EU-presidency since the beginning 

of 2003 (namely Greece, Italy, Ireland, The Netherlands and Luxembourg). 

In its 2.5 years of its existence, the e-IRG has contributed decisively to the creation of 

subsequent awareness across research communities in Europe (and to an extent also 

across the world), has created five versions of the so-called White Paper1 and has 

established itself, in short, as a reference group on policy creation in the field of ICT 

research infrastructures. Perhaps most of all, the e-IRG has attracted – through its work – 

the attention of the public research funding authorities in Europe and is stimulating today 

their increased support and emphasis in the deployment of new ICT-infrastructures and 

the alignment of their actions on the level of policy.  

In addition, through the e-IRG activity the need to closely co-ordinate and align policies, 

operation, and administrative actions between all layers and components of the e- 

Infrastructure (networking, Grid-middleware, security etc.) became more apparent and all 

stakeholders got involved, with a view to ensure the effective creation, economic 

operation, and best service provision to the users of such an e-Infrastructure (one-stop- 

shop e-Infrastructure service). 

Therefore, the e-IRG initiative today is playing a significant role in strengthening the 

foundations of the ERA and in assisting the EU to reach the eEurope2 and eEurope+ 

objectives. 

1 

 The e-IRG White Paper is a live document that captures best practices and experiences in Europe on the 

above discussed policy-level aspects including relevant recommendations. The latest version of the White 

Paper can be found on the e-IRG website at http://www.e-irg.org/publ/2004-Den-Haag-eIRG- 

whitepaper.pdf . 

2 

 The eEurope 2005 Action Plan was launched at the Seville European Council in June 2002 and endorsed 

by the Council of Ministers in the eEurope Resolution of January 2003. It aims to develop modern public 
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The successful presence of the e-IRG in the policy field called for an extensive role of the 

group in the context of the development of the 7th European Research Framework (FP7), 

in particular in the creation of a roadmap for e-Infrastructure in Europe for the next 10-20 

years. Following an invitation by the Commission (in the group’s November 2004 

meeting in Den Haag) to develop this roadmap, the e-IRG produced in March 2005 a 

brief document called “list of opportunities”, i.e. a list of ICT research infrastructures, for 

which the funding in FP7 was seen as important and potentially highly beneficial for 

Europe. This “opportunities list” can be considered as a precursor to the e-Infrastructure 

roadmap, the first version of which is expected to be consolidated before the end of the 

Luxembourg presidency term and will be published as a separate document.  

2.3. e-IRG related initiatives  

The preparation work for the Framework Programme 7 for 2007-2013 is rapidly shaping 

up to concrete actions. The goal is to look for a constructive approach where the joint 

wish and interest of a variety of groups are included into a common will. Besides the e- 

IRG, other groups are also contributing to shaping the science infrastructure in Europe, 

notably: 

• ESFRI – European Strategy Forum on Research Infrastructures (the forum for 

Research Infrastructures in general); 

• ENPG – the European Networking Policy Group. The ENPG was founded in 

1995 as a forum for the national policy and funding authorities for research 

networking in Europe. In the ENPG, the ministries funding the National Research 

and Education Networks (NRENs) throughout Europe coordinate their efforts. 

• TERENA – Trans-European Research and Education Networking Association and 

its related policy bodies, such as the General Assembly. TERENA was formed in 

October 1994 to promote and participate in the development of a high quality 

international information and telecommunications infrastructure for the benefit of 

research and education. TERENA carries out technical path finding activities and 

provides a platform for discussion to encourage the further development of a 

high-quality networking infrastructure for the European research community. 

Worthwhile mentioning, in the context of the e-IRG, is the TERENA TACAR 

(www.terena.nl/task-forces/tf-aace), the common repository for storing and 

validating the Certificate Authority root certificates and policies established by 

TERENA, which was formally recommended by the e-IRG in its Dublin meeting 

as a best practice in the field that could be deployed and followed by all relevant 

initiatives. 

• NRENs – National research and education networks (the research communities 

operating the research networks) and related policy bodies, namely Policy 

services and a dynamic environment for e-business through widespread availability of broadband access at 

competitive prices and a secure information infrastructure. 
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Committee (NREN PC) and Executive Committee, steering bodies of the GN2 

project and GEANT2 network. There is one National Research and Education 

Network (NREN) in each country that is tasked (usually) by the ministry for 

science and Technology to provide the communications infrastructure for the 

totality of the research community in the country. Increasingly the NRENs are 

also taking over the responsibility for providing connectivity to schools (typically 

via the ministries of education). In the process, the NRENs are more and more 

regarded as part of the national infrastructure (like roads and electricity). 

 ESFRI has produced the document “Towards New Research Infrastructures for Europe: 

the ESFRI -List of Opportunities”, which includes concrete examples of new, large-scale 

Research Infrastructures in the areas of physical sciences and engineering, biological and 

medical sciences.and social sciences and humanities. These infrastructures will be needed 

by the scientific community in Europe in the coming decade.  

It is obvious that the work of the above groups should be geared towards providing the e- 

Infrastructure solutions, which will enable Europe to exploit the opportunities that ESFRI 

and the e-IRG outlined in the context of their List of Opportunities.  

2.4. Future roles of the e-IRG 

It is important to note that the e-IRG is expected to continue to make significant 

contributions in the context of both the policy-framework (for the shared use of electronic 

resources) and the roadmap (follow-up versions). Regarding the roadmap activity, closer 

links are sought between the e-IRG and ESFRI. 

An aspect related to the future work of the e-IRG is whether the focus of its policy-work 

will continue to be on public research infrastructures (as it has been so far) or if industrial 

and commercial concerns (in the same technical field) should also be considered. It is 

worthwhile mentioning here that more and more people suggest lately that the e-IRG 

should play a more active (or proactive) role in helping industry to deploy similar policies 

in the field of sharing of electronic resources and data and that relevant actions towards 

industry should be taken. This last issue is expected to rank high on the agenda of 

discussions in the coming months about the future roles of the e-IRG. 

