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Amicus Curiae

The highly ambitious target set by the
European Council in Lisbon in 2000
was for the European Union to 
become “the world’s most competitive
and dynamic knowledge-based 
economy”.

It was to be done by 2010, but the 
target now appears beyond reach2. Not
only are growth and competitiveness
sluggish, but Europe is lagging behind
the field with centres of academic
excellence of international repute, 
and also for research, patents and

international distinctions. Up against
global competition, Europe’s position
has become dangerously weak, and 
following the cycles of these intangible
activities, in ten years time the decline
will be painfully obvious, and by then 
it will be very difficult to bridge the
gap. Europe will be in a position of
dependence, dominated by other
regions in the world: the first is
obviously the United States, but there
is also Japan which, in the midst of the
financial crisis of the 1990s, made

massive investments in basic research
to speed the country’s recovery; and
there is China and India, two of the
countries now leading the world of
science, with high skills being 
produced at low costs and at an 
ever-increasing pace3.

For Europe to remain competitive in a
global economy, it will have to devote
special efforts to the building of a
knowledge-based economy, backed by
education, research and innovation.
When will European heads of State 
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In a global economy, higher education

and research form the spearhead of 

international competition. Unfortunately

Europe has been growing weaker and

weaker in both these fields. To help

Europe take up the challenges of the 

future, the Institut Montaigne is 

proposing that a European foundation 

be set up, backed by EU funding – 

the Newton Foundation. 

The principle of the foundation is quite

simple, but the goal is ambitious: 

to promote centres of academic 

excellence in Europe that are 

international in scope, by funding basic

research so that, in ten years time, the

list of the world’s top fifty universities will

include 25 European universities1.

Universities & Research: 
a European foundation 
to catch up with the field

1 - Note: The terms “university” and “universities” as used in the present article include equivalent tertiary education institutes.
2 - See, for example, Svetlana Nazarenko, La politique de recherche en Europe, published with “Lettre 222”, Fondation Robert Schuman (www.robert-schuman.org/supplement/sup222.pdf) and
Cinq ans après Lisbonne : comment rendre l’Europe compétitive, an Institut Montaigne report, November 2004.
3 - Andreas Schleicher, The Economics of Knowledge: why education is key for Europe’s success, Policy Brief, Lisbon Council, 2006.



and government realise that the
Europe of universities and science is a
vital priority that must be central to
the construction of Europe and not left
on the fringe? When will they finally
put words into deeds?

After the Green Europe, we must build
the Europe of universities and science

The ambition proclaimed in Lisbon must
remain on the agenda. In a global 
economy, our ability to produce and 
pass on knowledge, our ability to make
discoveries and inventions, will mean 
that Europe can maintain its competitive
standing, create wealth and maintain 
the European social model.

More specifically, the excellence of
European universities and the quality of
basic research will be the key factors
determining Europe’s ability to innovate
and make technological breakthroughs.

This is the new ambition that Europe
must proclaim and turn into reality. The
proposal is for a European foundation 
to be set up to promote European 
universities with international scope, and
to do so by funding basic research 
projects4. This is the Newton Foundation5.

The highly critical assessment of the 
current state of affairs in higher 
education and research in Europe must
not lead to a situation where no action
is taken; the diagnosis is nothing more
than a snapshot at a given point in time.
European Union member countries have
the ability and capacity to challenge 
competition, with a solid network of 
universities, quality human resources,
cultural wealth and economic wealth.
There is even backing from the citizens 
of Europe, providing policy-makers with 
a reminder that research and 
researchers have widespread public 
support, helping to build the future.

1. Universities 
of excellence &
basic research
Basic research and higher education go
hand in hand. The most highly reputed
universities, training the elites of the 
future, are the same universities that 
are at the forefront in all areas of basic
research.

But Europe is lagging behind in higher
education. With the exception of the 
universities of Oxford and Cambridge,
international rankings have cast a cruel
light on the universities and tertiary 
institutes of old Europe which are 
systematically consigned to positions 
well behind their American, or 
sometimes Asian, counterparts.

The Shanghai Jiao Tong university 
ranking lists only three European 
universities in the top twenty-five, and 
all are British6. Reservations may be
expressed about these rankings and 
their flawed criteria, but this does not
hide the fact reported by Daniel Cohen
who noted that “any academics who
have set foot in an American university
immediately realise that they have 
landed on another planet.” Universities
in the United States are powerful, 
autonomous institutes developing 
state-of-the-art basic research, while 
also responding to the needs of society
they are called on to deal with, for
example in training7.

Compared with their competitors, the
universities in mainland Europe are 
lagging behind, struggling to gain 
international recognition for their 
expertise and unable to have the
impact of their American counterparts,
which they need to attract the best 

academics. Yet the situation must not
be accepted as inevitable. Europe is
producing some outstanding minds, 
but for export: a substantial part of the
research conducted in the United
States is by expatriate Europeans. 
How many American Nobel prizes 
have come from researchers of
European background who settled in
the United States? Europe must find
the resources needed not only to retain
its top academics, but also to attract
the best students who are the 
researchers of the future8.
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4 - Ever since ancient times, the curiosity and creativity of the human mind have been behind major breakthroughs in technology. The thirst for knowledge has given birth to revolu-
tions, as was the case for the 20th century revolution in quantum physics, with so many applications in industry (e.g. the transistor and the laser). 
5 - The proposal is to be set in the context of other proposals set forth in the report Cinq ans après Lisbonne : comment rendre l’Europe compétitive, published by the Institut Montaigne
in November 2004. “Newton” was chosen as a prominent name known throughout Europe and for the ongoing impact of discoveries in the world of science made by Sir Isaac Newton.
6 - Academic Ranking of World Universities – 2005, http://ed.sjtu.edu.cn/ranking.htm. 
7 - Daniel Cohen, « Le classement infamant des universités françaises », in Le Monde, dated September 15, 2005.
8 - Nearly 40% of all foreign students in the world today go to the US to study. Andreas Schleicher, op. cit.
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