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The concept of European Research Area has certainly served as a platform for launching a renewed debate on European research policy. In parallel with the European Council’s ambition to raise the EU’s level of investment in research to 3% of GDP, it has placed research back on the political agenda of most Member States and Candidate Countries. The ERA aims at the creation of an "internal market" in research, an area of free movement of knowledge, researchers and technology, with the aim of increasing co-operation, stimulating competition and achieving a better allocation of resources. This also requires a restructuring of the European research fabric, in particular by improved co-ordination of national research activities and policies. In addition research policy should also take account of all relevant aspects of other EU and national policies. 

Nevertheless, the current governance structures for the implementation the European Research Area to achieve these goals, are not yet in place. The introduction of new instruments such as Article 169, benchmarking, mapping of excellence and ERA-Net, can only be expected to have a modest impact. Achieving the ERA objectives would require a close policy co-operation between the Member States, a concentration of activities and resources in those places best equipped or most suitable (centres of excellence) and an integration of research policy with other policy sectors at European and Member State level.  This paper argues that as long as most Member States have only just started a process of creating ‘National Research Areas’ to deal with the restructuring of their own research and innovation governance systems, the chances of this happening on the European level are slim.  As research governance lessons from the Member States show, the integration of policy sectors to address the issues of the knowledge society in a coherent manner, proves to be a very cumbersome and long-term process.  They also show that either national crises (e.g. Finland in the early 1990s) or considerable additional funding can help reshape the governance structure. The ERA discussion has helped to accelerate these national processes as national governments use the concepts as a framework for discussion within their own countries. It also seems that Research Agencies and research organisations themselves have leapfrogged their national governments in starting to implement ERA type concepts. 

With a strict focus on research policy, the regional dimension of ERA, although explicitly addressed by the European Commission, will remain in the background. The regions would have fitted much better in a European Innovation Area, than in a concept focussing on research policy. It will require a de-compartimentalisation of the Commission to enlarge the concept to the European Innovation Area and to co-ordinate efforts with for instance the Structural Funds, to make things really happen at regional level.  

Thus, simultaneous lock-ins in the research governance at different policy levels, and the lack of cross-national and cross-sectoral governance mechanisms, will increase the risk of ERA losing its momentum.  
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