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The Director of the Centro Internacional de
Matemática (CIM) is a member of ERCOM. What does
it mean? How can CIM benefit from this membership?
Shortly, what is ERCOM?

This article has been written, in the fourth year of my
ERCOM chairmanship, with the aim to explain what
ERCOM is, which are its objectives, how it is struc-
tured, which role can play in the European mathemat-
ical community.

ERCOM is a committee of the European Mathematical
Society created in 1996 consisting of Scientific Directors
of European Research Centres in the Mathematical Sci-
ences, or their chosen representatives. Only European
centres, predominantly research oriented, with a large
international visiting programme and covering a broad
area of the Mathematical Sciences are eligible for rep-
resentation in ERCOM. The eligibility of centres is de-
cided by the EMS Executive Committee.

The aims of ERCOM are to contribute to the unity of
Mathematics, from fundamental to applications, with
the purposes of constituting a forum for communication
and exchange of information and to foster collaboration
and co-ordination between the centres themselves and
the EMS, to promote advanced research training on a
European level, to advise the Executive Committee of
the EMS on matters related to activities of the centres,
to contribute to the visibility of the EMS, and to culti-
vate contacts with similar research centres within and
outside Europe.

The 25 centres at present represented in ERCOM have
different working and organisational structures, they
are also different in size and scope, but they can be
grouped in three different classes. Centres mainly for
meetings, centres without permanent researchers, only
visitors and post-docs, and centres with a small per-
manent staff and a large number of visitors. They
broadly cover the European Geographical Area, from
Russia and Sweden to Portugal and Israel. A Chair-
man, at present as Director of the Centre de Recerca
Matemàtica, and a Vice-chairman, Kjell-Ove Widman,
Director of the Institut Mittag-Leffler, co-ordinate the
annual ERCOM meeting and the other initiatives pro-
posed by the ERCOM members. Sir John Kingman,

Director of the Isaac Newton Institute, acts as link be-
tween ERCOM and the EMS Executive Committee.
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In mathematical research, exchange of ideas plays a
central role and needs a deep human contact. A con-
tact which is the true mathematical laboratory, and,
as Friedrich von Siemens said at the end of the nine-
teenth century, “Laboratories are the fundamental ba-
sis of knowledge and power”. The high degree of ab-
straction of mathematics and the compact way it is pre-
sented need direct personal communication, since math-
ematics is an attempt to develop tools that can be used
to achieve a better understanding of the world’s mea-
surable aspects and to identify processes that appear in
very different natural situations but that are essentially
analogous.

In order to foster this deep human contact as well as
collaboration and co-ordination between the European
research institutes and to provide communication and
exchange of information, ERCOM meets yearly, usually
in March, in one of the member institutes. Since the
1999 meeting in Cambridge the Administrators have
been invited to discuss separately and jointly with the
Directors matters of their competence.
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