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On the 20th and 21th of June 2013 the EURECNET members 
met in Lisbon for a conference on “Research in Neurosciences. 
Scientific, ethical and legal challenges for review by Research 
Ethics Committees”. The meeting has been hosted by Profes-
sor Maria Alexandra Ribeiro from the National Ethics Commit-
tee for Clinical Research. 
The conference identified Research in Neurosciences as 
a new challenging issue for the review by REC. Advances in 
neurosciences bring new options that go behind medical 
use for diagnosis and treatment. Deep brain stimulation is  

associated with side effects or complications such as changes 
in the psychological, social or affective behaviour and neu-
roimaging  brings ethical dilemmas regarding for instance 
incidental findings, namely  if, how and when to disclose in-
formation to the patients. Some other major concerns were 
discussed such as the possibility of intervening in mind with 
the new psychopharmacs and nanodrugs and also how to deal 
with patients unable to give consent, particularly in neurode-
generative disorders such as Alzheimer, Parkinson or Hunting-
ton diseases.

For the conference there were invited scientific experts to 
present their own work and to discuss strategies and difficul-
ties in performing research studies with humans. The confer-
ence begun with an open lecture, The Neuroscience of Ethics 
and Ethics of Neuroscience, as a starting point for discussion.  
Research in different areas of the neurosciences was discussed 
by experts within law and ethics, and also by the participants 
of the meeting. 

The conference was attended by EURECNET members and in-
vited experts as well as by some members of the Research Eth-
ics Committees in Portugal. 
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Introduction
Eurecnet is a network that brings national Research Ethics Com-
mittees (REC) and its associations together at European level. 
The author is a member of this network. The Dutch association 
of REC’s, the “NVMETC” organized a meeting for it’s members 
in the end of 2012. One of the topics was the role and tasks of 
an REC now and in the future. The author was invited to give a 
presentation about this topic from a European perspective and 
to represent this perspective in a panel discussion. Therefore a 
questionnaire was sent out to the other participating Eurecnet 
countries. Answers were received from nearly all participants. 
An analysis of the answers is given below.
 
Different types of REC’s
Most countries have different types of REC’s to judge different 
types of research. Most of the countries have one national and 
several regional REC’s. The national committee does not have 
a supervisory role over the regional REC’s, exceptions are the 
Netherlands and Denmark. In Germany three state bound REC’s 
are only legally competent for research on drugs and on me-
dicinal products, whereas the other REC’s are competent for all 
biomedical research.

Composition of REC’s
The composition of REC’s differs per country, but the principle 
of multidisciplinary committees applies to most countries. Fin-
land, for instance, has requirements as to the composition of an 
ethics committee. A REC should consist of a chair and at least six 
other members, of whom at least two lay members and a repre-
sentative of the following disciplines: research ethics, medicine, 
health science or nursing, and law. 
However, not all countries have compulsory requirements as to 
the number and or specific disciplines in a REC. For instance on 
basis on practicality, countries such as France, Austria and Nor-
way have a nurse in their committee. Most European countries 
do not seem to have specific requirements for lay members. 
Striking on this accord is Ireland. Irish REC’s that approve clini-
cal trials, require a minimum of one third lay members and two 
third experts. 
In France each REC consists of two colleges: the first college 
consist of 7 members from the medical field. The second college 
consists of 7 qualified members of the non-medical field, includ-
ing 2 representatives of “an approved sickness association or a 
medical user association”, 1 social worker and 2 qualified peo-
ple regarding legal issues. In Sweden the REC consists of experts 
and 5 lay members (not specified as to competence). In the 
Netherlands only one patient representative (as lay member) is 
required. The definition for lay member differs per country.
In Norway REC’s are required to have a health authority repre-
sentative as member.
In Austria there a no special requirements regarding the dif-
ferent disciplines, but the composition of the REC should be  
balanced regarding gender. Denmark also mentions require-
ments as to gender. The Danish national REC also strives for 
gender balance in its committee. France, Finland and the Neth-
erlands have strict rules with regard to the minimum amount of 
different disciplines and seem to have the most explicit require-
ments with regard to the composition of a REC. 

Requirements for REC members
Within Eurecnet also the requirements for REC members differs. 
Most countries stipulate broad requirements as to novice REC 
members (for example descriptions like “qualified, duly qualified 
in their discipline, qualified researchers with an interest in ethi-
cal issues, experienced, experts, specialist”). In some countries 
there are no requirements, for instance in Finland members are 
mostly nominated for their general interest in the topic. The 
Netherlands seems to have the most detailed requirements for 
REC members.
 
Term maximum for REC members
There is a great variety in terms, both in years as in reappoint-
ment possibilities. Even within a country requirements can dif-
fer. In most countries members can be reappointed for a second 
term.

Supervision
Most REC’s only have an administrative supervision system 
without inspections, exceptions hereto being the Netherlands 
and Austria. In most countries the administrative supervision of 
REC’s is limited to their obligation to send in an annual report. 
This applies to Germany as well (annual report to their found-
ing institutions), however there is no hierarchy within REC’s, nor 
a system of appeal. In Sweden there is no supervision, behold 
the attorney general who oversees al governmental authorities. 
And though there is no standardized system of inspections, any 
individual can appeal to the attorney general.
 
REC an advisory role?
Many REC’s give advice to the researchers before and/or after 
the meeting, except for Sweden and the Netherlands. The meth-
od and depth of the advice/consultation differs per country. The 
secretary or the chair often gives this advice. 
Furthermore in Germany REC’s are recommended to give re-
searchers advice before they submit their request. The re-
searcher may contact the office of the REC to learn the condi-
tions for a favorable opinion on the request and is allowed to 
discuss specific questions with the concerning members. Actu-
ally, it’s the opinion that this counseling does not taint the inde-
pendence of a REC or its members. As a result of this advice the 
assessment period is shortened. 
In Switzerland consulting before and hearings after the meeting 
are possible and often used by researchers. In Norway the REC’s 
give advice before submission of applications, also in terms of 
counseling on specific aspects of protocol (like in Germany).  
After the REC meetings, the REC gives advice in order to facili-
tate and counsel to further the process. Researchers can also 
ask to meet the committee. These meetings usually take place 
as an equivalent dialogue, sometimes with clear advice as how 
to proceed. 

Primary task of REC’s
Most REC’s consider protection of participants as the most im-
portant task of REC’s, but they mention that the scientific value 
of the trial is important too: “high science should be ethical”. 
Four REC’s mention both and one gave the scientific value as 
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the most important task. It seems that scientific values tend to 
be gaining a more important role. “Good scientific quality of re-
search is the main condition for the protection of participants”. 
In Germany REC’s also feel an obligation to protect research-
ers by advising them not to undertake projects that might be 
questionable with regard to scientific, legal and ethical issues. 
German REC’s are only entitled to give a binding decision for 
research on medicinal products. In all other cases REC’s give a 
noncommittal advice. This competence issue is an interesting 
topic for further research, as this seems to vary between the 
Eurecnet members.

Financial compensation of REC members
There is a big variety in compensations, but in general the mem-
bers only receive a small sum. In some countries members are 
not compensated at all.

Non-therapeutic research with minors/incapacitated people
Research in this field is highly diversified with regard to regula-
tions between the Eurecnet member countries. In most coun-
tries it’s not forbidden with the exception of the Netherlands, 
Austria, Estonia, Latvia and Portugal. However, if research is not 
forbidden, there are national laws which regulate this kind of re-
search. These laws mostly stipulate the regulations for research 
on drug and medical devices well, but leave other research more 
or less unregulated. In Norway there is no distinction between 
drug research and other research.
In Germany the legal representative (parents, guardian) may 
only authorize acts for the presumed benefit of the person con-
cerned. This is not the case in research without a potential di-
rect benefit for that person, so formally this kind of research is 
not forbidden, but in practice it is non-existent.
 
Training
In most cases, meetings are organized once or twice yearly by 
a national or regional REC or association of REC’s. These meet-
ings are mostly organized on a specific topic that is discussed in 
dept. Exceptions hereto are Austria, Portugal and the Nether-
lands who have systems of continues training for REC members. 
Most Eurecnet countries expressed that they wish to implement 
a systematical training scheme for REC members. 
Particularly interesting is that next year Norway will start con-
tinuous education with special training for chairs and their dep-
uties (special thanks to the UK National Research Ethics Service, 
which offers members training, who were so kind to share their 
knowledge in this matter). Members are expected to attend at 
least once a year. 

Future
As result of the new EU-regulation most countries expect cen-
tralization of REC’s in the field of medicinal product research. It 
is expected that the existing REC system will be maintained for 
the other types of research.

France expects changes with regard to number, tasks and re-
quirements for REC’s, because of a new law (since 2012). All 
research including observational research will have to be evalu-
ated by a REC. Furthermore this law seeks to establish a Na-
tional Commission for research (“Commission National de Re-
cherches”). The role of this National Commission is not clear yet.
Norway does not foresee a change of tasks, though there is a 
motion towards REC’s being given new tasks that have resem-
blances to ethics.
Switzerland expects a limitation of the number of REC’s from 
thirteen now to seven within two years.
In Finland the number of REC’s evaluating medical research has 
recently decreased from 25 to 9. The number of clinical trials 
has decreased; it certainly has impact in the evolution process.
 
Notable remarks
In Sweden a high court judge chairs the REC discussion. Some 
countries apply different ages for consent. Swedish, Finland and 
Norwegian children can give their consent already at the age of 
fifteen (when they are considered mature enough) in contrast 
to other countries where eighteen is customary. In Norway all 
decisions are publically available on the website of the REC.
Finland allows minors of fifteen years and older to consent if 
the minor understands the implications of the research and the 
research has to be to the direct benefit of the minor. In this case 
guardians are only informed about the study. In all other cases 
the consent of the parents is also required.
 
General conclusion
There is a clear similarity between REC’s in Europe, but there 
are also some differences. These differences deserve further 
analysis, so that we can profit from each other’s specialties to 
optimize national REC’s and harmonize REC systems in Europe. 
Eurecnet offers the ideal platform to strive hereto. This article 
offers an opening to start this discussion.

Saskia de Weerd, LL M 
Secretary of the Dutch Association of REC’s (NVMETC)

The Netherlands
 

Election of a new Board Member  

Due to her retirement from the position as Secretary General of 
CPME (Sweden) Professor Gisela Dahlquist dropped out as Board 
Member of EUREC. The attendees unanimously recommended 
Professor André Herchuelz as her successor.  At a EUREC meeting 
in Brussels on 19th of September 2013, Professor André Herchu-
elz (Faculty of Medicine, Université Libre de Bruxelles) has been 
elected as a new EUREC Board Member.

Left to right: Dirk Lanzerath, Knut W. Ruyter, André Herchuelz,  
Elmar Doppelfeld, Maria A. Ribeiro, Eugenijus Gefenas
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Today, the ethical review of research projects which involve human 
participants has become a mandatory standard that is reflected in 
national laws as well as in supranational and international docu-
ments. Not only those people who are willing to participate as 
subjects in research projects, but also both, researchers undertak-
ing projects and the general public, have come to expect that an 
independent review process is in place which ensures the highest 
degree of protection possible and, more generally, that research is 
carried out in an ethically acceptable manner. In the early second 
half of the 20th century review bodies started to emerge, mainly 
as a form of self-regulation of the medical profession and often in 
an ad-hoc form responding to concrete problems. However, in the 
past decades Research Ethics Committees (RECs) have, in most Eu-
ropean countries and worldwide, been established as permanent 
and independent bodies. As such they build, at least in Europe and 
other western countries, the core of a robust infrastructure which 
monitors and reviews research projects. 

EURECNET is a network that brings together national Research 
Ethics Committees (REC) associations, networks or comparable 
initiatives on the European level. The network interlinks Euro-
pean RECs with other bodies relevant in the field of research in-
volving human participants like National Ethics Councils and the 
European Commission’s ethical review system. Such a network 
forms the infrastructural basis to promote awareness of specific 
working practices of RECs across Europe, to enhance the shared 
knowledge base of European RECs, to support coherent reviews 
and opinions and to meet new challenges and emerging ethical 
issues. The central objective of EUREC as a Coordinating Action is 
to foster the already existing network of European REC networks. 

In particular, the contribution of EURECNET aims at five different 
levels:

• fostering a sustainable infrastructure for European RECs to 
promote exchange and cooperation and to allow for interna-
tional cooperation

• gathering information on RECs in Europe to build a basis for 
mutual exchange

• collecting and evaluating training materials for REC members 
to enhance the quality of review

• conducting capacity building to facilitate the development of 
national REC networks

• identifying emerging ethical issues to develop common solu-
tions for challenges posed by new technologies and scientific 
methodologies.

Since September 2012 EUREC is listed as association in the reg-
ister of associations. The EUREC Secretariat is located in Bonn. 
Full Membership is open to one national network per member 
country or the national research ethics committee where only 
one exists. Nominated networks must be independent having no 
commercial or other conflicts of interest. The Board of EUREC is 

responsible for the daily work of the Association, prepares and 
chairs the General Assemblies, takes care of the information, and 
informs the Members about its work. 

EUREC is connected with the EURECNET Project. The project is 
a consortium of twenty European research facilities, which has 
been established in March 2011 and is being funded by the Eu-
ropean Commission under Framework Program 7 (FP7). It is co-
ordinated by the German Reference Centre for Ethics in the Life 
Sciences (DRZE). Following already existing efforts, especially ef-
forts within a previous project, one of its primary objectives is 
to foster a sustainable infrastructure for European RECs. In order 
to achieve this aim in 2011 a EURECNET secretariat has been set 
up which, aside from managing and coordinating the project as 
a whole, is responsible for managing the communication of the 
project partners with the European Commission and for making 
available the project’s interim and final results to the public. 
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