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Balkans plan particle project
Balkan countries are banding together on a major 
research facility to promote diplomatic relations in the 
region through science.

Two concepts have been proposed: a synchrotron par-
ticle accelerator and a heavy-particle cancer research 
facility. Both would boost jobs and help prevent 
researchers leaving for better-equipped nations.

The project is the latest brainchild of Herwig 
Schopper, a former director-general of the European 
particle physics centre Cern. It will be modelled on his 
previous project Sesame, the synchrotron light source 
in Jordan that brought together countries in the Middle 
East and Mediterranean with the intention of promoting 
regional peace. 

A declaration of intent for the Balkan project was 
signed in October by representatives of Albania, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Kosovo, the Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and Slovenia. 
Croatia is also on board, but hasn’t signed up officially, 
while Greece will have observer status.

Ideally, both proposals will go ahead, Bulgaria’s sci-
ence minister Kostadin Kostadinov told Research Europe. 
“The two concept ideas are being assessed by internation-

al experts who will consider the region’s capabilities...and 
make a suggestion on which project and [host] country it 
should be,” he said. “Two projects would obviously give 
young scientists more research opportunities.”

EU funding will be vital to turning the plans into 
reality. The European Commission will study the find-
ings of two expert groups before taking any formal 
position, including on the allocation of EU funds, said 
Robert-Jan Smits, the director-general of research at the 
Commission. “I am interested in issues such as the sci-
ence case, the business case and the size and quality of 
the user community,” he said.

The two proposals will be presented to a meeting 
at the International Centre for Theoretical Physics in 
Trieste, Italy, on 26 January 2018, after which a decision 
will be made. Smits will attend, alongside the science 
ministers of partner countries.

Montenegro’s science minister Sanja Damjanovic has 
helped the project gather momentum. She said it would 
promote collaboration between researchers and regional 
industries and help educate young scientists.
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Patent proposal could ‘devastate’ R&D investment
European Commission plans for high-tech patents could 
have “calamitous implications for innovation”, R&D-
intensive organisations and companies have warned.

The European Association of Research and Technology 
Organisations (Earto) and the IP Europe coalition 
of high-tech companies and institutions issued the 
warning after seeing a draft version of the plans. The 
document relates to the agreement of standards in digi-
tal technologies such as 5G mobile connectivity and the 
Internet of Things.

“There would be no way to generate a fair return on 
the R&D investment, and the incentive for open, col-
laborative technology would disappear,” said Francisco 
Mingorance, executive secretary of IP Europe.

At present, patent holders who wish to participate in 
European open technology standards—which set rules 
for hardware and software—can choose to license their 
patents to just one organisation involved in making a 
product such as a phone. This means they can set fees 
according to what the final product is.

But according to the associations, the Commission 
draft pushes an interpretation of existing EU legislation 
that would mean patent holders have to grant licences 
on their patents to any organisation.

Mingorance said the change would result in large 

companies dictating which organisations in their supply 
chain should seek such a licence. This could lead to pat-
ent holders not being able to tell what the final product 
would be, and what fees they should charge. The lack 
of clarity could drive down revenue from patents, with 
knock-on effects on investment in research.

Michel Neu, chairman of Earto’s working group of 
legal experts, said arguments in favour of the change 
were based mainly on outdated complaints about a lack 
of licensing transparency in the patent system in the 
United States. “In Europe the quality of patents has been 
good for 20 or 30 years; there were problems in the US, 
but they have now been solved,” he said. “There’s abso-
lutely no need for recommendations in this field.” 

There is intense disagreement over the draft within 
the Commission, according to media reports. So the final 
recommendations due on 29 November may differ sub-
stantially from the draft.

“If the communication gets published in the form 
we’ve seen, take cover, because there’s going to be a 
lot more litigation,” said Mingorance. “The lawyers are 
going to be very happy.”

The Commission declined to comment on this story.
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