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Amid the very profound changes now sweeping through the sciences, tech-
nology and the structures of work and production, information technology
is playing an increasingly decisive role. Its economic impact is a revelation:

Ll During the past decade, information technology has occupied a more and
more prominent place on the international industrial stage. Its annual rate of
growth is between 15 and 20% and all observers believe that this performance
will be sustained in the 1990s.

[0 World expenditure on research and development in this field rose to US$ 35
billion in 1986 and could exceed US$ 90 billion in 1990.

At this rate, the time is not far off when electronics will replace the car industry as -
the leading industrial sector in world trade. This means more than a change at the
top of the production statistics: it indicates a major qualitative change. From now
on the level of development of our society depends less on the making of physical
goods than on the mastery, as a priority, of an intangible product—information in
all its forms. Whether it is a matter of collecting, processing, storing or
transmitting data, or more particularly of inventing and developing applications
for it, information technology has become a prime factor in economic and social
life. Its primacy derives from the fact that it nourishes and stimulates the full
range of human activities.

L Information technology is therefore an extraordinarily powerful and versatile
instrument, the use of which intersects with other disciplines. It is associated
with an unprecedented acceleration in discoveries and applications in all fields
of science and technology.

O In industry itself, computer-assisted design and production, the increasingly
spectacular progress achieved by robots, and automated management and
control are shaking up production methods and radically transforming the
conditions for competitiveness.

£l Information technology is also revolutionizing the enormous services sector,
which is enjoying unprecedented growth thanks to informatics and telecom-
munications.

At the same time, information technology is a powerful agent for change in
society. It is revolutionizing living and working conditions. The applications of
information technology are spreading out into more and more different areas:
education, health, communications, etc.

Europe takes up the chalienge

In seizing the opportunities offered by information technology, Europe was
initially handicapped by its own inherited structures. The problem was not any
lack of scientific and technological skills, but the partitioning of the market into
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distinct national entities, so that potential was also fragmented. European
industry could not achieve a ‘critical mass’ and benefit from the same economies
of scale as its direct competitors — American, Japanese and, more recently,
South-East Asian industry.

Although its own internal market represents a substantial segment of world

demand, the European electronics industry has lost considerable ground over the
past decade. In 1975 the Community still had a positive balance of trade in
information technology, amounting’ to some ECU 1.7 billion.! Since then,
however, it has been in the red, with a deficit of almost ECU 22 billion in 1988.

Only a far-reaching, Community-level initiative could halt this deterioration. It
was a question of accepting an economic challenge of vital importance for Europe
— and of ensuring the continent’s independence in making the technological
choices for its future, in an area which influences the entire development of
society.

From the start of the 1980s, the Commission of the European Communities
therefore undertook, in close consultation with industries in this sector, and with
scientific circles and the national authorities of the Member States, an assessment
of the particular handicaps to be overcome and the action to be taken. The
following points emerged: ' ’

[0 The necessity to combat the scattering of research and development efforts,
by strengthening in particular cooperation between industry and the uni-
versities,

[0 The need for a new European dimension, to be achieved by widening the
market (notably by ending the old reflex of ‘national preferences’), but also by
seeking a larger optimal size for competitive companies and therefore a
rationalization of the sector.

This is the context in which Esprit?> was born. Following a short pilot phase, the
programme was effectively launched in February 1984 for a 10-year period.
Designed to mobilize both Community and private resources on a large scale, it
has three basic objectives:

00 To-promote cooperation in the information technology field between indus-
tries, universities and European research bodies, on research and develop-
ment projects up to pre-competitive level (prior to the development of

. commercial products). '

1 ECU 1 (European Currency Unit) = about £ 0.70, Ir.£ 0.77 or US$ 1.11 (at exchange rates current
on 16 October 1989). '

2 European strategic progranz: ~ *vch and development in information technology.
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[ To provide European industry with the basic technologies necessary to meet
the competitive requirements of the international market in the 1990s.

DO To contribute to the development and international recognition of technical
standards essential for the development of information technology.

The core of the Esprit programme is a work programme which establishes an
overall framework as well as various objectives in the main basic areas of
information technology. The programme enables research and development
projects to be carried out, involving at least two industrial concerns from two
different Member States, with or without the participation of one or more
universities or research institutes,

[ The Esprit work programme, which is revised and adjusted annually, is drawn
up following consultation and dialogue with several hundred experts of
different backgrounds. This approach enables the European Commission to
identify the lines of action corresponding to the needs actually expressed by
industrialists and scientists.

U The Commission then proceeds each year with a public ‘call for proposals’,
The would-be participants define, in complete independence, the aims, scope
and methods of their research. The projects, which are selected on the basis of
an assessment by a group of independent experts, are supported financially by
the Community. The Community is responsible for half of the agreed costs,
the other half is supplied by the participants themselves.

The successes of Esprit A

The Esprit programme was divided into two five-year phases and the first phase
came to an end in 1988. The overall budget of Esprit I had been set by the Council
of Ministers of the Community at ECU 1.5 billion, half of which came from the
Community budget. The response from industry to the first two calls for
proposals, in 1984 and 1985, was so positive that within the imposed budgetary
limits, only one proposal in five could be selected.

A total of 227 projects were implemented during the Esprit I phase. They
involved 536 participating entities and some 3 000 full-time researchers.

[ Of the 327 participating companies, almost 45% were firms employing fewer
than 500 people (and two in five of those employed fewer than 50). Small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) were extremely active, being involved in
more than half the projects and responsible for more than a quarter of the
research work in 60% of the cases.

[ Nearly 200 universities and research institutes participated in approximately

70% of the projects. In more than half the cases, these scientific institutions
were responsible for at least 25% of the work.
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