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Dear President of the Academy of Finland, Mr. Heikki 

Mannila,   

Dear colleagues, Heads of SE member Organisations, 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

 

  



3 

CSIC and clusters of excellence: The roadmap to leadership. 

Let me first thank the Institutions and people involved in the 

organisation of this High-Level Workshop, which is an official 

side event of the Finnish Presidency of the Council of the EU: 

The Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture, the Academy 

of Finland and the Science Europe Office. 

My contribution will be focused on the CSIC’s experience as 

a Research Performing Organisation (RPO). I can assure you 

it is quite different from that of a Research Funding 

Organisation (RFO). 

I will use the term “Cluster of Excellence” in a broad sense to 

designate initiatives that can be considered as similar, such 

as the centres of excellence, the competence clusters, the 

innovation ecosystems or the very interesting initiative of 

Finland, the Finnish Flagships, which will be addressed in 

detail by President Heikki Mannila in the next speech. 
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I will first outline the main characteristics of the Spanish 

National Research and Innovation context. Next, the Spanish 

experience with Clusters of Excellence since 2005, the year 

the INGENIO2010 Programme was launched, and how these 

initiatives have influenced my institution. For instance, CSIC 

has been implementing different initiatives in order to adapt 

to the new Research and Innovation (R&I) ecosystem that is 

quickly developing at national and international level, as a 

reaction to the scientific and technological challenges in an 

increasingly competitive and globalised world. 

One of these initiatives has been the recent reorganisation 

of CSIC’s scientific areas into three big domains and the 

creation of a new instrument – the Interdisciplinary 

Thematic Platforms (ITPs) – designed to solve distinct 

challenges, within specific timeframes and with clear 

milestones to achieve. We want to be able to connect the 

CSIC’s research and innovation activity with other initiatives 

such as the missions that will be implemented by the 



5 

European Commission in the next Research and Innovation 

Framework Programme, Horizon Europe, as well as the 

global challenges foreseen in this 21st century. In my final 

remarks I will underline the strategic role that CSIC and the 

RPOs should play in the near future. 

 

The CSIC’s institutional context: 

The CSIC is a Research Performing Organisation, dependent 

on the Government and the Spanish General Administration 

law. Our objective is to carry out scientific and technical 

research of a multidisciplinary nature. The CSIC is present 

throughout the national territory with 120 Institutes of 

which 51 are joint centres with other institutions. Our staff 

is of about 12,000 people, of which 5,000 are scientists. This 

represents 6% of the public research staff in Spain. 

To carry out our mission, CSIC receives direct funding from 

the State to cover the salaries of the staff and the 
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maintenance of its infrastructure. As for the research 

activity, CSIC gets funds through competitive calls (national, 

regional, European) that follow different priorities and 

strategies, or through contracts with companies. 

 

Clusters of Excellence - The situation in Spain and the 

participation of the CSIC 

We can say that, in Spain, the Centres of Excellence as such 

started back in 2005 with the INGENIO2010 programme – 

drawn up by the Spanish Government in line with the Lisbon 

Strategy, it was an ambitious programme in which the State, 

companies, public research organisations and universities 

were involved – its main objectives were: 

-  The enhancement of public-private collaboration 

around strategic consortia  

- fostering excellence and increasing the critical mass of 

research groups 
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- achieving the full integration of the Spanish R&I System 

into the European Research Area.  

As you can see, it was a very ambitious programme... and 

highly topical. 

As a result of the INGENIO2010 programme, the resources 

allocated to R&I in Spain were substantially increased, 

regulatory reforms were introduced and a system for 

monitoring and evaluation of policies was established. Two 

of the initiatives included in the INGENIO2010 Programme 

are of special relevance for the issue we are discussing 

today: the CONSOLIDER and the CIBER programmes. 

The CONSOLIDER Programme, with almost 400 Million euros 

dedicated to the creation of Centres of Excellence, has been 

of special interest to CSIC due to the high involvement of our 

researchers. Its objective was the creation of excellent 

interdisciplinary and/or inter-institutional research groups 

and networks. One of the more direct results of this 
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programme was the achievement of critical masses in these 

networks and groups. 

The CIBER is a public research consortium designed to 

promote excellence research in Biomedicine and Health 

Sciences done in the National Health System and in the 

Science and Technology System. The CIBER focus the 

allocation of its financial resources to the networks formed 

by interdisciplinary research centres and groups of different 

public and private administrations and institutions. The CSIC 

is part of this consortium. 

The CSIC participates in other multidisciplinary, multi-

sectorial and multi-agent collaboration environments, such 

as the “Science and Technology Parks”, usually in 

cooperation with universities. Examples of these 

environments are the “Cantoblanco” campus with the 

Autonomous University of Madrid and the “Bellaterra” 

campus with the Autonomous University of Barcelona. 
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Other examples of Centres of Excellence in Spain worth 

mentioning here are the “Campuses of International 

Excellence” or our participation in the “Spanish Singular 

Scientific-Technical Infrastructures”, the Spanish equivalent 

of the ESFRI (European Strategic Forum of Research 

Infrastructures). 

The most important innovation of the recent years, 

introduced in 2011 by the Spanish Government, were the 

“Severo Ochoa Centre of Excellence” and the “María de 

Maeztu Units of Excellence” Awards. These awards provide 

funding to public research centres and units of any scientific 

area that demonstrate scientific leadership and impact at 

global level, as well as active collaboration in their social 

and business environment. The selection and evaluation 

process is carried out by an independent international 

scientific committee formed by renowned scientists. CSIC 

has 10 out of the 25 “Severo Ochoa” centres awarded so far 

and 6 “María de Maeztu” units. 



10 

At European Level CSIC is currently involved in two of the 

European Institute for Innovation and Technology (EIT) 

Knowledge and Innovation Communities (KICs) – EIT Raw 

Materials and EIT Food, and also participates as core partner 

in the Graphene FET Flagship, and is involved in the Human 

Brain Project FET flagship.  

 

Impact of the participation of the CSIC in the Clusters of 

Excellence 

The first lesson that we can draw from the CSIC’s 

participation in these clusters is that they comprise different 

structures and actions. 

This participation affects, for instance, the offer for new 

permanent research positions in the institution. This is a 

strategic impact because it connects with the relevance of 

the scientific areas or research lines in the institution, in 

opposition to the traditional mechanism for identifying new 
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academic research positions. Clusters of Excellence attract 

excellent researchers that, in turn, increase the excellence, 

attractiveness and relevance of the centre and its scientific 

area. In this sense, the Excellent Science programme of the 

“Severo Ochoa” Centres fits well with the current culture of 

the CSIC, with its evaluation system based on publications on 

high impact journals and as a sum of the contribution of 

small groups of researchers.  

The Clusters of Excellence also have an important impact on 

the CSIC’s institutional relations. Given the multi-

institutional nature of some of these clusters, another 

consequence of the participation of several institutions is 

that none of them have a direct influence over these centres, 

since their executive government is carried out through 

collegiate governing bodies such as Governing Councils. 

The initiative to involve CSIC in these centres is usually 

"bottom-up", based on the expression of interests from our 

researchers. The institutional role is both operational and 



12 

strategic, establishing the necessary agreements, 

compromising resources and meeting the requirements of 

the calls, but also pondering the benefits of the participation 

in complex and multi-actor programmes such as the KICs or 

the FET Flagships. 

CSIC has a long tradition in direct contract research with the 

private sector – we currently sign more than 4,000 annual 

contracts with companies. In respect of Clusters of 

Excellence, the common strategic relationship with 

companies is developed in the context of the Science and 

Technology Parks and in collaboration with universities and 

local governments. The CSIC’s participation in the KICs has 

also provided a common ground for cooperation with 

companies and for the establishment of new collaborative 

relations. 
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CSIC societal challenges and missions: Interdisciplinary 

Thematic Platforms (ITPs). 

As I have already mentioned, CSIC has an extensive 

experience in establishing strategic relationships with 

universities, public and private research performing 

organisations, and other regional, national or international 

organisations.  

In order to achieve well-defined challenges, in specific 

terms, with clear milestones that will allow us to connect the 

institution's activity with the upcoming Horizon Europe 

missions or the Global Challenges, we recently launched a 

new initiative, the Interdisciplinary Thematic Platforms 

(ITPs). Their goal is to establish a structure within CSIC that 

allows to align the scientific and technical capacities of the 

institution with the R&I needs of a sectorial value chain or 

with the achievement of a social and economic objective. 

The scientific excellence of our thematic platforms is 

fostered within the three global scientific-technical areas – 
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Life, Society and Materia - and our institutes, and measured 

using the traditional Key Performance Indicators of R&I. 

The scientific, social and economic impact within these 

platforms is pursued by sorting researchers or groups from 

the three areas along different sector value chains and 

measured by the outputs of those value chains. This implies 

longer periods of time and the involvement of agents other 

than those of the R&I landscape. 

While scientific excellence can be achieved in small groups 

that collaborate with each other of the same or different 

discipline the economic and social impact requires the 

establishment of relationships with other agents and the 

management of larger teams. 

This structure, involving the three areas along a value chain, 

has a double objective. An internal one, to promote the 

interdisciplinary character within CSIC, enabling the 

relationship between researchers and groups of different 

areas and institutes gathered around a specific and shared 
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societal challenge. And an external objective, to 

communicate to the public authorities and the third sector 

the capacities of the institution to address these particular 

challenges in a more comprehensive way. 

So far, we have received from our researchers more than 30 

proposals for these platforms, with about 400 groups 

involved and more than 50 companies and social 

stakeholders with topics as diverse as Quantum 

technologies, large-scale energy storage, synthetic cell 

construction, sustainable fishing or interdisciplinary 

scientific alternatives against rural depopulation. 

The platforms face us with the challenge of their 

consolidation, to fully exploit the potential of our groups 

and Centres and, as a consequence, contribute to the 

achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals and to 

provide solutions to global societal challenges through 

these public-private partnerships. 
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Another relevant matter is that the R&I landscape is 

constantly changing. In order to adapt to this situation, the 

platforms should be constantly evolving and redefining 

themselves, nourishing from the feedback of the 

stakeholders including companies, civil society and public 

authorities, and becoming a new source of information 

when defining future needs and strategies. 

 

Conclusions 

Let me point out three aspects in which CSIC should 

concentrate its future strategy in order to reach the level of 

excellence we want: 

- Develop new skills that allow us to "co-create", 

"cooperate to compete" and establish stable 

relationships with agents that are no longer the 

traditional R&I institutions. 
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- Strengthen our capacities to establish strategic 

relationships with other public and private, national and 

international agents. 

- Achieve a better balance between “top-down” and 

“bottom-up” actions, develop new professional profiles, 

with novel hiring and compensation mechanisms. 

To be able to reach these goals, it is a necessary pre-requisite 

for the legal system of the State administration to be more 

flexible and adapted to the new circumstances of R&I. This 

will allow CSIC a greater room for manoeuvre, in particular 

through financial resources that allow us to develop our own 

strategies. 

I would like to finish with a general reflexion. The RPOs play 

a role in the R&I European system that goes beyond the 

passive receptor of funds. Political objectives are complex, 

difficult to define and implement. Research and innovation 

policies tend to be defined as they are implemented, and 

are implemented as they are defined. That said, RPOs have 
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a strategic role to play in the establishment and definition of 

R&I policies. CSIC takes this role very seriously, and one 

example of our commitment is the creation of our 

Interdisciplinary Thematic Platforms. 

Thank you very much for your attention. 


