Speech by minister for research and higher education, Mrs Tora Aasland. “Baltcicness”, Oslo 7th of February 2008

I am pleased to be invited to this important event. Norway is an active and committed member of the Council of the Baltic Sea States, and I am glad that Oslo is the arena for the “Balticness” event today, including the photo exhibition and jazz-concert tomorrow.

Today’s topics are important ones. Energy and social welfare are on top of the political agenda, both in Norway and in Europe, and are common priorities for 

· the Latvian presidency of the Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS), 

· in Norwegian research policy and also for 

· the Swedish presidency of the Nordic Council of Ministers. 

Both energy and social welfare are major political and societal challenges, and that research is needed to provide politicians with knowledge to enable us to make the right choices. Norwegian research policy points out energy and environment, marine research, food and health as thematic priorities. Today however, I will thus focus on research and international research cooperation in the fields of energy and social welfare.

International Research Cooperation
Research is both a pre-requisite and a tool for solving these common challenges, that are related to the quality of our life and our environment. 

Furthermore, the solution to these challenges can not be sought primarily in a national context. Research activities in these fields must be carried out within international networks. International research cooperation, both on an institutional and governmental level, is thus essential.

International cooperation is a main, cross-cutting, priority in Norwegian research policy. In addition to underline the common challenges and sharing costs, international research cooperation should lead to new innovative solutions, processes or products.

International research cooperation is of major importance, both to ensure that our national research system has such a high quality that we are attractive partners for the best of international research groups, and to be able to absorb the results of research produced abroad. 

The Government particularly emphasise an active participation in European research cooperation. Norway’s participation in the Seventh Framework Programme of the European Community for research, technological development and demonstration activities (2007-2013) is a significant public investment. 

The framework programme is the most important arena for research cooperation between researchers from Norway and the Baltic countries. Altogether, Norwegian researchers cooperated with researchers from the Baltic countries in approximately 100 projects in the 6th Framework Programme. Energy and welfare were among the areas where we cooperate the most.

Other important priorities of the Government in international research cooperation, are bilateral cooperation with strategic countries, as well as Nordic research cooperation.

As you know, the Baltic sea countries are actively involved in the work of the Nordic council of ministers, also within the fields of education and research. I had the pleasure of taking part in a meeting between the Nordic-Baltic education and research ministers in October 2007, an important and inspiring meeting.

One of the conclusions from his meeting was to establish a working group that shall look into ways of cooperating even closer between the Nordic and the Baltic countries.

Within the Nordic Council of Ministers, research cooperation with the Baltic region is now largely administered through NordForsk, that was established in 2005, and covers both research and researcher training. The NordForsk Board includes representatives from the national research councils from the Nordic countries, and has one observer from the Baltic countries.

NordForsk projects and activities are open for applications from Baltic researchers. Research grants are allocated based on competition. So far few research grants have been given to Baltic researchers, but Baltic participants in researcher networks, research schools and courses represented around 15% of the total number of participants in 2007. This was an increase from 9% in 2002-2004.  In the NordForsk researcher schools more than 20 % of the participants are from the Baltic region and they represent 14% of the users of joint Nordic research infrastructure. 

Furthermore, the Nordic Council of Ministers has recently launched a Nordic Frontier Research programme. This is part of the Nordic Prime Ministers’ Globalisation initiative of June 2007, to prepare the Nordic countries for global competition and sustainable knowledge-based industry. Energy, Climate and Environment will be the first area of priority with a coordinated research effort of around 12,5 mill €  per year. The next area of priority is proposed to be Health and Welfare.


Another arena for research cooperation within the Baltic sea region, is the EEA Financial Mechanisms. Through this instrument, Norway contributes to the reduction of social and economic disparities in Europe, and provides support for new EU member states in their efforts to participate fully in the enlarged internal market. A large proportion of the funds allocated through the Financial Mechanisms are earmarked for states in the Baltic Sea region, particularly Poland.  
In total, the financial mechanisms will make € 1.17 billion available over the 2004-2009 period to support projects in a wide range of priority sectors:

· Protection of the environment 

· Sustainable development 

· Conservation of European cultural heritage 

· Development of human resources 

· Health and childcare


 And notably, research within these sectors. 

Today, research projects for € 35 mill. has been funded through the EEA-grants.

In addition, four bilateral research funds have been established in Poland, Estonia, the Slovak and the Czech republic respectively. The Polish fund is by far the largest, on almost 15 mill €. This will fund common Polish and Norwegian research projects within the fields of environment and health. I think it is very positive that the fund has generated a great interest among researchers. This is proved by a great oversubscription to the call for proposals that is now in the process of being evaluated.
I will come back to international research cooperation on energy and welfare within these frameworks later, but I will first make some overall remarks regarding Norway’s place in the Baltic Sea Region.
International Relations 

There are several initiatives in Northern-Europe, that all underline the importance of common challenges such as energy and welfare, and the importance of finding common approaches to them. 

Norway is a member of the four regional councils dealing with the Barents Euro-Arctic, the Arctic, the Baltic and the Nordic regions, and will continue its close cooperation with partner countries in this vast region. The Norwegian Government attaches great importance to these initiatives, and underscores the importance of taking a coordinated perspective. We should see the links between these initiatives, in order to avoid duplication.

Norway has been a member of the Council of the Baltic Sea States since its establishment in 1992, and is an active participant in the Council’s regional cooperation efforts. Norway may not be a part of the Baltic Sea region in strictly geographical terms, but both trade and shipping links and people-to-people contacts can be traced back to Viking and Hanseatic times. In addition, so many Nordic and Baltic cooperation activities are interlinked, making it all the more natural for Norway be part of the Baltic family, despite of our lack of a Baltic coastline.

The Council of the Baltic Sea States has the 11 Baltic states (i.e. including Norway and Iceland) and the European Commission as members. It was established by the region’s Foreign Ministers in Copenhagen in 1992, as a response to the geopolitical changes that took place in the region at the time, with the end of the Cold War. 

The region has moved from being an area deeply divided by the iron curtain, to the dynamic region we see today, characterized by trade, cooperation and exchange on all possible levels.

As mentioned, several institutions in the region provide the basis for both formal and informal cooperation. I see two challenges still remaining where we could cooperate even further, and those are what we will discuss today; energy and welfare. 

I have noted the priorities of the Latvian presidency of the CBSS, and I am pleased that education is on top of their list, together with energy, environment and competitiveness. I certainly share the view of the Presidency, that the most important value of our region is in our human resources.

My ministry has been, and is, particularly involved in the CBSS cooperation in higher education, all of it under the headline of the ’EuroFaculty’. The first of these project started already in 1993, and thus makes higher education one of the oldest areas of cooperation for the CBSS. The aim of all the EuroFaculty projects has been to strengthen, modernise and upgrade higher education provision at the institutions and faculties involved. The first project took place in the Baltic States, at the universities in Vilnius, Riga, and Tartu, the second in Kaliningrad, in the period 2000-2007, and the third is starting up these days in Pskov, also in Russia. In fact, the deadline for submission of letters of interest is in exactly one month from today, on 7 March.

Indeed, competiveness is also a task for my ministry, and I strongly support the statement of the Latvian presidency that countries in the region should continue to invest in education, research and creative industries. Only this will ensure a stable and sustainable economic growth in the long-term.

We appreciate the initiative of the EU to revitalize the work on the Northern Dimension. The Northern Dimension cooperation took a significant step forward in 2007, when it became a common endeavour, involving the EU, Iceland, Norway and the Russian Federation as equal partners. 

Norway gave high priority to the inclusion of the environment, nuclear safety, natural resources, social welfare and health care among the priority sectors, and is therefore pleased that these form part of the policy framework document.  

Furthermore, I noted with satisfaction that the European Commission will present a common EU strategy for the Baltic sea region, at the latest by 2009. Even if Norway is not an EU member, I think such a strategy will be an opportunity to take stock of the existing cooperation, and take a now look at the challenges for the region. Norway will consider to give input to the strategy.

To conclude this small chapter on international relations; Norway is an active player in the various regional institutions and initiatives around the Baltic and the Barents sea, and energy and welfare are amongst the top priorities in our work.

Energy:

The International panel on climate change (IPCC) has convinced us that the causes of climate change come from human activity. The award of the Nobel Peace Price to IPCC and Al Gore last year, underscored that we all have to make an effort to change our way of life in order to combat climate change.

Research and technology are decisive in order to face the challenge, and cut CO2 emissions at a local, regional and global level. We need more knowledge on:

· how and why the climate is changing 

· the consequences for nature and society

· how to adapt to changes

· how to change the course, not least through new and better technology

One important element is knowledge and technology in relation to renewable energy sources, environmental technology, energy supply and energy efficiency.

Research and development within the energy sector is a main priority for the Norwegian government. Our vision is that Norway shall be world leading in the field of environmental-friendly technology. Even if we are lucky to have both rich oil resources and hydro-power. 

We would like to contribute to the development of new technology, both on a regional and global level. In areas where we have natural resources, we have developed advanced, and internationally attractive, research groups, also involving the industry actively.

The government finances research in the field of energy for approximately € 80 mill. Half of this is connected to oil and gas. Another main priority is CO2  capture and storage. 

Two weeks ago, the Government reached a compromise with three of the opposition parties regarding climate policy. One result of the agreement is a strong commitment to energy research. The Government will already this year use an additional € 9 million for research on renewable energy and carbon capture and storage. In 2009 this additional allocation will increase to € 38 million. By 2010 public support for research on renewable energy and carbon capture and storage will amount to at least € 75 million.
Possible sources for renewable energy might include offshore wind-mills, solar-energy, bioenergy and hydrogen.

In order to strengthen and supplement national research, it is important to take part in international research cooperation in the field if energy research. 

Norwegian researchers within these fields are participating together with international partners within the Framework Programme of the EU, the Nordic Council of Minsters, the International Energy Agency, the EEA-financial mechanism and through various bilateral arrangements.

Nordic Energy Research provides an important platform for cooperation between Norway and the Baltic sea countries. The programme has been established by the Nordic Council of Ministers, and finances projects on energy and renewable energy research. 

Since 2005, the Nordic Council of Ministers also has established Nordic Centres of Excellence, that are administered by NordForsk. These are virtual network centres consisting of a collaborating network of excellent nationally financed researcher groups, selected after competition by non-Nordic expert panels. These are given Nordic top-financing for 5-6 years for scientific collaboration, researcher education and exchange of researchers and PhD students. At present there are 16 networks, of which 4 are in Global Change and related to energy and climate.
In November last year, I presented a report on climate change, its possible consequences, and how to better coordinate our research efforts, to the Nordic Council and the Nordic Council of Ministers. I have noted that a similar report focusing on the effects of climate change on the Baltic Sea Basin, was presented by a group of researchers from the region only few weeks ago. These reports present us politicians with important input and inspiration for taking action.

The Baltic Sea Region is indeed a vast and wide part of northern Europe with different kinds of energy resources and systems. In the field of energy the region has several actors and parties with quite diverging points of departure concerning size, ownership, geography, structure and resources.

The Baltic Sea Region Energy Cooperation (BASREC) is therefore an important intergovernmental cooperation platform between 11 countries and the European Commission with a common goal: a sustainable development and an effective and secure energy system to the benefit of all participants and actors, the region and the world. It is mainly the Ministry of Petroleum and Energy that represents Norway in this work.

BASREC represents a important tool in furthering the EU-Russia energy dialogue. In this respect BASREC is a natural facilitator for strengthening partnerships. Concrete issues of substance may include exchange of knowledge, comparison of policies and framework conditions, and also promotion of energy efficiency, renewables, new energy technology, best practice dissemination and energy investments. 

Concerning the new Northern Dimension policy that I mentioned earlier, BASREC represents a central tool in developing policies and initiating concrete means and achieving results that give the Northern Dimension a mutually rewarding content both for the region and for the EU and its member countries. 

It is of course essential to the government to see international, regional and national initiatives together, and to coordinate our views and initiatives. To get back to the national arena, the Ministry of Petroleum and Energy has recently presented a strategy for a more coordinated and stronger effort on research and technological development in the energy sector, called “Energy 21”. I think it is particularly positive that industry has given important input to this strategy, and that the international perspective has been influential. The importance of coordinating national initiatives with those in the EU framework programme is mentioned in particular.

As Minister for research and higher education, it is my responsibility to contribute to:

· a good coordination of research on environmental-friendly energy

· basic research and international research cooperation, which are crucial in order to ensure the quality of research

· enough and relevant human resources and advanced research infrastructure

Velferd: prioriteringer i norsk forskning og deltakelse i internasjonalt samarbeid

(slide 4- illustrasjon)

Naturally for a welfare state, research in the field of social welfare is another main priority in Norwegian research policy.

Research in general terms, is an important basis for a better life for citizens and the society. Our ability as a society to develop and make use of new knowledge and technologies is decisive in order to ensure the welfare of future generations. Welfare research shall help us reach political goals related to poverty reduction, the social security system, social inclusion, the labour market and so on. It shall also enable us to organise our society and welfare institutions, ensuring social inclusion and just distribution of resources. 

However, most of the welfare research is focused on the national welfare system and institutions, as both social benefits and institutions are operating on a national basis. As many of the challenges I mentioned are common to most countries, I think there is room for more cooperation in this field, even if there are already important cooperation instruments both at the Nordic and the European level.

In my country, welfare research initiatives have represented the largest social science research initiative for the last decade. It has covered most fields, including social security, pension rights, ageing, disabilities, the poor and welfare policy. Within the research Council of Norway, an extensive programme on Welfare research covering all these areas, was established in 2004. The annual budget is about 7,5 mill € (60 mill NOK). Lately welfare policy and research have become more closely related to labour market and immigration issues. A continuation of Norwegian Welfare research initiatives is currently under discussion. 

Recently, several countries including the EU, USA and China have shown a growing interest in the “Nordic Model” characterised by economic growth, large governmental sector, competitiveness and high quality of life, or “flexicurity”, as it was called by the EU. Central issues now include how the Nordic countries will respond to an increasing globalisation and –competition, and how the Nordic  countries will relate to the EU. 
These questions will be address both by the recently started Nordic Centres of Excellence in Welfare, and by the Nordic Council of Ministers new Nordic Frontier Research programme (“Toppforskningsprogrammet”, cf. above), where Health and Welfare is proposed to be the next priority area. 

Welfare research, organized under the thematic heading “social sciences and humanities”, has the smallest budget in the EU seventh framework programme. 

In general Norwegian research institutions within the welfare research area have been active in applying for support from the relevant programmes of EU’s framework programmes. The success rate has in general been higher for Norwegian applicants compared to the average success rate for all applicants.    

In the 6th framework programme Norwegian research institutions participated in a total of 158 project applications, which implies that it was Norwegian participants in 20,4 % of the applications to this sub-programme. The success rate for the Norwegian applicants was 25,9 % compared to an overall success rate of 16,8 % Among the Baltic Sea countries Sweden, Denmark, Poland and Finland are the most important cooperating countries for Norwegian researchers within the field of social sciences in the 6th framework programme.

Health is often the basis for a person’s well being, and is strongly linked to the social welfare system. The health system is crucial for the individual’s capability to be socially and economically active. The rise of the average duration of life, and of the population’s health conditions in general, also represents a challenge for the welfare system, in terms of social security and pensions.

Health is therefore an area that is prioritised in Norway, as it is in the EU and in the Nordic Council of Ministers, where three Nordic centres of Excellence has been established within the field of medicine and health. These are platforms also for stronger cooperation within the Baltic Sea Region.

Health is also a featured are for cooperation within the EUs Northern Dimension, that includes the themes public health and quality of life.

Ladies and gentlemen, to sum up, I will compliment the Latvian Presidency of the Council of Baltic Sea States for arranging today’s event, with such important issues. International research cooperation in the fields of energy and research is important to all of us. 

I welcome the increasing joint Baltic-Norwegian research and research education initiatives and I am confident that we will benefit from this collaboration by improved scientific quality and the creation of important new knowledge, as basis for sustainable development of our societies.
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