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1. Conclusions and recommendations

1.1 In line with a great many previous opinions, the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) supports the 
proposal to participate in the PRIMA programme for the purpose of developing common innovative solutions for making 
water supplies and food production in the Mediterranean safer and more effective, efficient and sustainable in terms of the 
environment and costs.

1.2 The EESC believes that taking part in PRIMA would be of added value for the whole of the EU, as it would make for a 
comprehensive approach to tackling some of the root causes of the instability in the Mediterranean area that is prompting 
mass migration. Moreover, the contractual partnership, replacing the bilateral format with a multilateral, shared one, means 
that PRIMA could prove to be an important model in the coming years.

1.3 In the Committee’s view, a genuinely holistic, multilevel and cross-sectoral approach, combined with tangible and 
measurable goals in the areas of sustainability, resilience, quality of life and work, human rights and democracy, are 
prerequisites for the success of PRIMA.

1.4 The EESC agrees with the proposal to base PRIMA participation on Article 185 TFEU in order to secure the fullest 
possible integration at scientific, management and financial level and, for the first time, to involve Member States and third 
countries on an equal footing. Incorporating all these aspects into an overarching Macro-regional strategy in the Mediterranean, 
one that embraces all the other policies (European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP)), initiatives and partnerships (Union for the 
Mediterranean (UfM)) that are already operational in the region, will serve to develop a more efficient approach to common 
problems with third countries based on co-development and co-decision-making.

1.5 The EESC concurs with the principle that EU funding for the PRIMA programme should match that of the countries 
involved and that, in the event of non-payment or late payment by any of the participating states, the Commission should 
be entitled to reduce the EU’s share of the funding proportionally.

1.6 The Committee supports setting up PRIMA-IS as the executive body responsible for managing and monitoring the 
PRIMA programme. The EESC hopes that open governance will be a feature of this body and that it will introduce inclusive 
entry arrangements, particularly in respect of new third countries or Member States wishing to join. It also hopes that all 
potentially interested stakeholders (regions, local authorities, universities and organised civil society) will be involved in 
PRIMA-IS, in order to strengthen governance and help to jointly ascertain and monitor the programme’s economic, 
employment and social impact.
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1.7 In keeping with the principle of mainstreaming with other EU policies, the EESC would recommend combining 
PRIMA with the circular economy package and all its related initiatives (e.g. land use and fertilisers).

1.8 The Committee reiterates the urgent need for a Soil Framework Directive that takes into consideration the differences 
between the various EU Member States in order to ensure that innovation and research work carried out under PRIMA is as 
well-targeted as possible.

1.9 The EESC highlights the need for the programme to address the issue of water in a comprehensive manner, taking 
account of the environmental, economic and social perspective and covering the entire water cycle, including artificial 
stages, in the interests of sustainable development. In this respect, the EU needs to develop a fairer approach to water 
abstraction, balancing the requirements of competing economic and energy sectors with the need to conserve fresh-water 
ecosystems and the obligation to uphold a fundamental citizens’ right.

1.10 The EESC considers the Horizon 2020 programme to be the most appropriate instrument for distributing funds, 
and also agrees with the decision to classify most of the PRIMA activities as ‘challenges to society’. In the agricultural and 
food production sector in particular, the Committee would recommend supporting research and innovation projects that 
have a major social impact and are economically affordable and easily transferable, as well as optimising traditional 
knowledge as a way of stemming the brain drain and promoting economic growth and employability in line with the 
Sustainable Development Goals.

1.11 In the event of it being impossible to finance one or more projects out of national funds because the national 
allocation has been used up, the EESC is in favour of funding them with the support of PRIMA-IS. Funding of this kind, 
which may not exceed 20 % of the EU’s overall contribution to the PRIMA programme, will ensure that completed projects 
are of high quality.

1.12 The EESC welcomes participation by bodies from EU Member States that have not joined PRIMA where they have 
competences that the countries that have joined do not. In these circumstances, their financial contribution should not be 
more than 50 % for ‘research and innovation activities’ and should be between 35 % and 50 % for ‘innovation activities’. 
This will make it possible to carry out ambitious projects with an EU perspective and support countries intending to join 
and invest in the PRIMA programme.

1.13 In view of the considerable difficulties experienced by many of the present third country Horizon 2020 partners in 
complying promptly and efficiently with the programme’s formal requirements, the Committee would call for these to be 
simplified wherever possible and for the capacity-building process to be actively supported.

2. Introduction

2.1 According to the United Nations, the Mediterranean region is home to 180 million people who are ‘water poor’ — 
half of the world’s total (1). This has extremely damaging consequences for nutrition, health, livelihoods and standards of 
living and wellbeing.

2.2 The FAO’s Mediterra 2016 report shows the phenomenon has been further exacerbated in recent years by political 
instability, climate change and rapid population growth. These factors are compounded by a ‘triple waste’ comprising 
misuse of natural resources, food waste and the gradual disappearance of traditional knowledge (2).

2.3 Water scarcity and lack of affordable and sustainable food production are some of the main causes of the wave of 
migration that Europe is currently facing. If these are not eradicated at source, the consequences will be impossible to deal 
with in either the short or long term.
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(1) UNEP/MAP-Plan Bleu, State of the Environment and Development in the Mediterranean, Athens, 2009. The Mediterranean basin has just 
3 % of the planet’s water. According to the United Nations, each individual needs at least 1 700 m3 of water a year to live with 
dignity. As many as 180 million of the 460 million people inhabiting the Mediterranean basin are considered to be ‘water poor’, 
since they have less than 1 000 m3 of water per capita per year, while 80 million of these people have no more than 500 m3, which 
puts them in a situation of extreme water poverty.

(2) CIHEAM/FAO. Mediterra 2016. Zero Waste in the Mediterranean. Natural Resources, Food and Knowledge, Paris, Presses de Sciences Po, 
2016.



2.4 The investments that Member States in the Mediterranean area have made in research and innovation (R&I) in water 
supply and sustainable food production have never lived up to the challenge and have often been limited to cooperation 
arrangements governed by bilateral agreements and therefore patchy.

2.5 The idea of a Partnership for Research and Innovation in the Mediterranean Area (PRIMA) started with the Euro- 
Mediterranean Conference on Research and Innovation in Barcelona in 2012. The aim is to strengthen Euro-Mediterranean 
cooperation in research and innovation as part of the broader objectives of the Union’s external policy with regard to the 
Southern Neighbourhood (3).

2.6 The European Commission has drafted a detailed impact assessment (4) and a proposal for participating in the 
programme (5) (the subject of the present opinion) following the conclusions of the Competitiveness Council of 
5 December 2014 and a formal proposal submitted the same month by the Member States and non-member countries in 
the Mediterranean basin (6).

3. Summary of the Commission proposal

3.1 Participation in the PRIMA programme has its legal basis in Article 185 TFEU. This enables the EU, in implementing 
the multiannual framework programme, to make provision for participation in research and development programmes 
undertaken by a number of Member States, in agreement with those Member States, including participation in the 
structures created for the execution of those programmes.

3.2 The programme is to last ten years and will be launched jointly by fourteen countries:

— nine EU Member States: Cyprus, France, Greece, Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, Portugal, the Czech Republic and Spain;

— two third countries associated to Horizon 2020: Israel and Tunisia;

— three third countries not associated to Horizon 2020: Egypt, Lebanon and Morocco.

3.2.1 The participation of non-associated third countries will depend on an international agreement with the EU that 
extends PRIMA’s legal regime.

3.3 The programme’s strategic objective is to develop the common innovative solutions for water provision and food 
systems that the Mediterranean region urgently needs. These solutions will make access to water and food safer and more 
effective, efficient and sustainable in terms of the environment and costs.

3.4 PRIMA will be incorporated into a broader framework of high-level measures and will complement other non-R&I 
European initiatives, including:

— scientific diplomacy

— review of the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP)

— Sustainable Development Goals

— migration

— European climate diplomacy after COP21.
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(3) COM(2016) 385. Communication from the Commission on establishing a new Partnership Framework with third countries under 
the European Agenda on Migration.

(4) SWD(2016) 332 final.
(5) COM(2016) 662 final.
(6) Nineteen countries submitted the proposal.



3.5 The PRIMA programme, in line with the Commission Communication on establishing a new Partnership Framework with 
third countries under the European Agenda on Migration (7), aims to address the root causes of migration by using all available 
EU policies (8), under the format of contractual partnerships.

3.6 As far as subsidiarity is concerned, PRIMA is a joint programme based on and composed of national programmes run 
and activities carried out by the participating Member States and associated countries, with the support and participation of 
the EU. The multilateral and multisectoral approach, together with a sizeable investment in terms of resources, should make 
it possible to attain both the technical and the political medium- and long-term goals that the individual Member States 
have so far not managed to achieve alone.

3.7 In terms of proportionality, the Union will participate in PRIMA within the limits of the competence provided under 
the TFEU and will only facilitate and support, including financially, the fulfilment of PRIMA’s objectives by the participating 
countries. These will have to work together to better coordinate, align and integrate the relevant national programmes or 
activities and ultimately develop a common long-term strategic research agenda.

3.8 The Union will provide financial support by matching national investments, with a maximum commitment of up to 
EUR 200 million, including the EFTA contribution. This will be secured through the Horizon 2020 framework programme 
for research and innovation and will cover seven annual work plans over the period 2018-2024.

3.9 The ceiling for the EU contribution cannot exceed what the countries promoting the programme themselves 
allocate. In addition, should the countries participating in PRIMA only pay a partial contribution or none at all, the 
Commission will be able to proportionally reduce that of the EU.

3.10 The Commission stipulates that implementation of a programme lasting ten years requires the drafting of a 
comprehensive strategic research agenda and its full implementation through multiple transnational calls for proposals, 
undertaken by several participating states and carried out through a dedicated executive body. The EU contribution will in 
the main be managed by the PRIMA Implementation Structure, referred to as PRIMA-IS.

3.11 The Commission stipulates that the annual work plans (AWP) must ensure consistency and coordination for all 
PRIMA operations and their focus on the achievement of the programme’s general and specific objectives. Each AWP, which 
is subject to approval by the Commission, will include:

— transnational calls for proposals to be funded by the PRIMA-IS with an EU contribution, in accordance with the 
Horizon 2020 rules;

— activities only funded by the participating states and counting for the matching with the EU contribution.

These activities will be evaluated by a panel of external experts before being included in the AWP.

3.12 The annual PRIMA-IS report will cover both types of operation and will be instrumental in making adjustments 
and changes, including — where necessary — to the financial commitment following a Commission decision. PRIMA will 
also be subject to a mid-term evaluation in 2022 and a final evaluation in 2028.
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(7) See footnote 3.
(8) Education, research, climate change, energy, environment and agriculture.



4. General comments

4.1 It should be borne in mind that:

— The EESC has repeatedly pointed out that water (9) and sustainability in the agricultural and food production chain (10) 
must be major European policy concerns, both now and in the future.

— The Committee has also warned that the ongoing water and food crisis in the Mediterranean region (11), together with 
war and lack of respect for fundamental human rights, is one of the main causes of the waves of immigration that 
Europe is currently facing.

— The EESC has frequently stressed the need for closer cooperation with third countries, particularly those involved in the 
European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) and the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM), in order to deal with common 
challenges (12) more efficiently on the basis of co-development (13).

— The Committee has repeatedly called for decisive and resolute action to tackle and resolve the root causes of the current 
political, economic, social and humanitarian crisis in the Mediterranean (14).

The EESC welcomes the PRIMA programme provided it is developed on the basis of a genuinely holistic (15), multilevel (16) 
and cross-sectoral (17) approach, with prerequisites for success also including achieving tangible, measurable standards of 
sustainability (18), resilience, quality of life and work, human rights and democracy.

4.2 The Committee agrees with the Commission’s proposal — which has the backing of national governments, regions, 
local authorities, universities, organised civil society and all relevant stakeholders (19) — to base the PRIMA programme on 
Article 185 TFEU so as to secure the fullest possible integration at scientific, management and financial level, with the 
involvement of Member States and third countries.

4.3 In the Committee’s view, the PRIMA programme could prove to be an important initiative and excellent model 
because, by operating as a broader Macro-regional strategy in the Mediterranean (20), it would supersede the format of bilateral 
partnership agreements which, combined with lack of funding, have to date prevented a consistent approach to tackling 
some of the main problems afflicting the Mediterranean region.
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(9) EESC opinion (OJ C 44, 15.2.2013, p. 147; OJ C 12, 15.1.2015, p. 33).
(10) EESC opinion (OJ C 303, 19.8.2016, p. 64).
(11) EESC opinion (OJ C 347, 18.12.2010, p. 41).
(12) EESC opinion (OJ C 383, 17.11.2015, p. 91).
(13) Resolution on the EESC contribution to the European Commission’s 2017 work programme, 2016. point 9.4: ‘Evaluation of the 

ENP should be a priority. Relations with countries south and east of the Mediterranean should not focus on a defensive approach 
based on security aspects or the refugee crisis, but rather become a real co-development policy between equal partners.’

(14) EESC opinion on ‘The EESC welcomes the Commission’s latest proposal to “address the external dimension of the refugee crisis” (…). 
This latest proposal appears to recognise that addressing the root causes of migration is broader than home affairs and security but is 
linked to other policy fields such as trade, development, foreign policy, integration. This is in line with the principle of policy 
coherence of the EU international development cooperation.’ (OJ C 71, 24.2.2016, p. 75, point 1.7).

(15) EESC opinion on ‘A macro-regional strategy in the Mediterranean’ (OJ C 44, 15.2.2013, p. 1, point 1.4).
(16) EESC opinion on ‘The EESC believes that despite the very fragile (…) situation prevailing in the Mediterranean, the conditions are in 

place for multilevel dialogue to begin between the Commission, the Member States, the countries involved in Euro-Mediterranean 
cooperation, local and regional authorities and civil society to establish a Mediterranean macro-regional strategy (divided into two 
parts) that will meet the needs of the region by strengthening its international competitiveness.’ (OJ C 44, 15.2.2013, p. 1, point 
1.1).

(17) EESC opinion on The promotion of renewable energies and the European Neighbourhood Policy: the case of the Euro-Mediterranean region 
(OJ C 376, 22.12.2011, p. 1, points 1.3, 1.10 and 1.11). EESC opinion on External dimension of the EU’s energy policy (OJ C 264, 
20.7.2016, p. 28, points 1.1, 1.2.3 and 1.3). EESC opinion on Sustainable exploitation of fishery resources in the Mediterranean Sea (OJ 
C 43, 15.2.2012, p. 56).

(18) EESC opinion on The post-2015 objectives in the Euro-Mediterranean region (OJ C 383, 17.11.2015, p. 44).
(19) PRIMA Impact Assessment — Stakeholder Event. Malta, 17 April 2016.
(20) EESC Opinion on Towards a Strategy to develop cohesion in the Mediterranean (OJ C 170, 5.6.2014, p. 1).

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52012AE1850
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2015.012.01.0033.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2015:012:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2016.303.01.0064.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2016:303:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2010.347.01.0041.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2010:347:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2015.383.01.0091.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2015:383:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2016.071.01.0075.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2016:071:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2013.044.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2013:044:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2013.044.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2013:044:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2011.376.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2011:376:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2016.264.01.0028.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2016:264:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2016.264.01.0028.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2016:264:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2012.043.01.0056.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2012:043:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2012.043.01.0056.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2012:043:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2015.383.01.0044.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2015:383:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2014.170.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2014:170:TOC


4.4 The EESC concurs with the principle that EU funding for the PRIMA programme should match that of the countries 
involved and that, in the event of non-payment or late payment by any of the participating states, the Commission should 
be entitled to reduce the EU’s share of the funding proportionally.

4.5 The Committee considers PRIMA-IS to be an indispensable executive body for managing and monitoring PRIMA 
and the EU funds allocated to it, and therefore expects governance to be open.

4.6 The EESC considers the Horizon 2020 programme to be the most appropriate instrument for distributing funds, 
and also agrees with the decision to classify most of the PRIMA activities as ‘challenges to society’, given their global and 
transnational nature (21).

4.6.1 The Committee would point out that to date many Member States already participating in Horizon 2020 report 
that they are finding it extremely difficult to comply promptly and efficiently with the programme’s formal requirements. It 
therefore requests that the requirements be simplified wherever possible to make it easier to participate and to maximise 
results.

5. Specific comments

5.1 The Committee notes that not all Mediterranean countries are on board the initiative. In principle, any other 
Member State or third country should be entitled to participate in PRIMA provided they contribute to the funding. It notes, 
however, that the General Assembly of PRIMA-IS, comprising representatives of national governments, will be required to 
approve the entry of new third countries unanimously (22). Depending on the political and social conditions prevailing in 
the applicant third country, the Committee would advise the EU to take a more inclusive stance by avoiding unanimous 
voting, as this could be tantamount to some states exercising a veto over others. It should be replaced by a qualified 
majority vote. It also advocates including in the programme’s implementing activities a broad range of technology readiness 
levels (TRL) covering all stages of scientific production.

5.2 The EESC calls for PRIMA to be genuinely cross-cutting in relation to all other EU policies and initiatives, whether up 
and running or still in the pipeline, so as to maximise its own impact. It draws particular attention to the need to proceed in 
tandem with the package on the circular economy (23). This will play a crucial role in the sustainable use of water and in 
sustainable agricultural and food production (e.g. land use and fertilisers (24)).

5.2.1 The Committee believes that the PRIMA initiative is a reminder of the urgent need for a Soil Framework Directive (25) 
that takes account of the differences between the various EU Member States, something that is imperative to ensure that 
innovation and research work is as well-defined and targeted as possible.

5.3 The EESC advocates a multilevel approach with the active involvement of organised civil society. This could play a 
key role not just for achieving and disseminating specific objectives, but also more generally for democratisation and 
bolstering human rights protection in a number of third countries (26). It therefore hopes that civil society will be able to 
participate directly, in the form of a consultative committee, including in PRIMA-IS, in order to strengthen governance and 
help to jointly ascertain and monitor the programme’s economic and social impact (27).

5.4 In the event of it being impossible to finance one or more projects out of national funds through the national 
funding bodies because the national allocation has been used up, the Committee proposes that these projects be funded 
with the support of PRIMA-IS. EU funding for this purpose may not exceed 20 % of the EU’s overall contribution and, 
should the additional funding be insufficient, the next project on the list will be selected. This will be essential for 
maintaining the high quality of projects completed.
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(21) EESC opinion on JTIs and PPPs/Horizon 2020 (OJ C 34, 2.2.2017, p. 24).
(22) COM(2016) 662 final. Article 12.2.
(23) EESC opinion on Circular Economy Package (OJ C 264, 20.7.2016, p. 98).
(24) EESC opinion on, Circular Economy — fertilisers (OJ C 389, 21.10.2016, p. 80).
(25) EESC opinion on Thematic strategy for soil protection (OJ C 168, 20.7.2007, p. 29). EESC opinion on Circular Economy — fertilisers 

(OJ C 389, 21.10.2016, p. 80, points 1.4 and 3.6).
(26) EESC opinion on Civil societies in the Euromed region (OJ C 376, 22.12.2011, p. 32).
(27) EESC opinion on Governance of macro-regional strategies (OJ C 12, 15.1.2015, p. 64).

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2017.034.01.0024.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2017:034:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2016.264.01.0098.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2016:264:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2016.389.01.0080.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2016:389:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2007.168.01.0029.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2007:168:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2016.389.01.0080.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2016:389:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2011.376.01.0032.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2011:376:TOC
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2015.012.01.0064.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2015:012:TOC


5.5 The EESC welcomes the possibility of bodies from EU Member States that have not joined PRIMA being eligible for 
funding where they have competences that the countries that have joined do not. In such circumstances, their financial 
contribution should not be more than 50 % of eligible costs for ‘research and innovation activities’ and should be between 
35 % and 50 % for eligible costs for ‘innovation activities’. This will help to maintain a high level among projects carried out 
with an EU perspective and at the same time support countries intending to join and finance the PRIMA programme.

5.6 The EESC reiterates the need to address the issue of water in a comprehensive manner, taking account of the 
environmental, economic and social perspective and covering the entire water cycle, including artificial stages made 
possible by new technologies, in the interests of sustainable development. The EU needs to develop a fairer approach to 
water abstraction, one that meets the requirements of competing economic and energy sectors, the need to conserve fresh- 
water ecosystems and the obligation to uphold a fundamental citizens’ right (28).

5.7 The EESC notes that one of the main problems in the Mediterranean, particularly on the African side, is the loss of 
traditional, sustainable agricultural techniques arising from the brain drain (mostly involving young people). It would 
recommend that studies and research with high added value under Horizon 2020 explore financially accessible and easily 
transferable processes with a significant social impact, so as to preserve this knowledge and promote economic growth and 
employment.

Brussels, 26 January 2017.

The President  
of the European Economic and Social Committee

Georges DASSIS 
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(28) EESC opinion on Integration of water policy into other EU policies (OJ C 248, 25.8.2011, p. 43, point 1.13).

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2011.248.01.0043.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2011:248:TOC

