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Agenda item 11

Debate on the next multiannual financial framework, with Piotr Serafin, European Commissioner for Budget, Anti-Fraud and Public Administration; Carla Tavares, Member of the European Parliament; and Professor Enrico Giovannini, former Italian minister and current Scientific Director of ASviS (remotely).
 



EESC President Séamus Boland opened the debate on the next multiannual financial framework (MFF), welcoming Commissioner Piotr Serafin, MEP Carla Tavares and Professor Enrico Giovannini. He stressed that the negotiations on the next MFF were taking place at a decisive moment in the EU political cycle, given that the long-term budget was not only a regulatory exercise but also defined the Union’s strategic priorities for the coming decade. The EESC had been formally requested to deliver its opinion on the Commission’s MFF proposals and was preparing a general opinion accompanied by around 20 sector-specific opinions, most of which were due to be adopted at the EESC plenary in January 2026. This would ensure the availability of the Committee’s political proposals for the next MFF early on in the legislative process. President Boland reiterated the EESC’s long-standing conviction that Europe needed a strong, ambitious and forward-looking MFF capable of delivering on the EU’s political priorities while guaranteeing participation, partnership, democratic engagement and cohesion. While he welcomed the Commission’s efforts to streamline the multitude of associated programmes and improve flexibility, he warned that flexibility must be balanced with robust guarantees for transparency, accountability and participation. He expressed concern about the proposed centralisation of EU fund management at national level, particularly in cohesion, agriculture and fisheries, warning that subsidiarity, trust and long-term convergence could be weakened. The proposed national and regional partnership plans must reflect regional realities and ensure the genuine involvement of local and regional authorities, social partners and civil society.
Commissioner Serafin underlined that the global environment had changed dramatically since the adoption of the 2021-2027 MFF. Europe was facing a growing competitiveness gap with the United States and China, which had prompted the proposal for a European Competitiveness Fund. Security and defence had also become major priorities in all their dimensions, requiring a significant increase in EU-level resources that wouldn’t replace national efforts or duplicate NATO responsibilities. He stressed that cohesion policy and the common agricultural policy (CAP) remained essential pillars of the European project, and that the Commission’s proposals preserved their objectives while introducing new cooperation frameworks. He underlined that flexibility, one of the key lessons learned from recent crises, was necessary, but that it must coexist with legal certainty and predictability for final beneficiaries. He highlighted major figures of the MFF proposal, including substantial support for farmers and cohesion funding for less-developed regions. From 2028 onwards, the MFF would need to include the full cost of repaying NextGenerationEU debt, estimated at around EUR 24 billion per year. New own resources would therefore be indispensable for safeguarding the EU’s financial autonomy. Possible own resources included customs-related revenues, adjustments linked to parcel inflows into the EU, and a levy on large corporates. He also stressed long-term stability for rural areas and reassured regions that safeguards existed to protect financial allocations. On governance, he referred to ‘smart conditionality’ as a modernised approach that linked funding to democratic values and civil-society participation.
MEP Carla Tavares emphasised that the MFF was a central dossier for the European Parliament, reflecting rapidly changing global conditions and increased expectations from citizens. She argued that the historical ceiling of only 1% of GNI was no longer sufficient to meet the Union’s responsibilities. The Commission’s proposal, combined with instruments inspired by the Recovery and Resilience Facility, represented a shift towards a more ambitious and resilient long-term fiscal capacity. She stressed the importance of transparency, accountability and public trust, noting that citizens must be able to understand how EU spending aligned with political priorities. The Parliament had concluded its internal work on the MFF report in late November 2025, and aimed to finalise its negotiating position by April 2026, with a plenary vote expected in May. She stressed that no matter the complexity of the policy matter at hand, cooperation among political groups was essential. She finished by stating that the Parliament would closely scrutinise national and regional partnership plans to ensure transparency and European added value.

In an ensuing debate with EESC members, Elena-Alexandra Calistru (RO-III) welcomed the ambition to structurally transform the MFF and argued that the EU could not continue with the same approach that it had in the past, given the radically changed policy and geopolitical context. She stressed that meaningful civil-society involvement must be ensured at both EU and national levels, and called for a ‘civil-society check’.
Katrīna Zariņa (LV-I) underlined that an ambitious MFF was indispensable for growth and competitiveness, but warned that the own-resources debate remained technically complex and politically sensitive.
Javier Doz Orrit (ES-II) criticised the proposal for failing to address the EU’s investment deficit and warned against the ‘renationalisation’ of core EU policies. While he supported increased defence spending, he stressed that it must be embedded in a common strategy, and criticised the retreat from pursuing a digital services tax.
Ionuț Sibian (RO-III) stressed that democracy, rights and the rule of law must be placed at the heart of the next MFF, and welcomed the AGORA EU programme.
Arnold Puech d’Alissac (FR-I) warned that agricultural spending would be effectively reduced and that the CAP risked fragmentation.
Miriam-Lena Horn (DE-II) supported strengthening Global Europe, but warned that insufficient social and environmental safeguards could be a problem.
Luca Jahier (IT-III) highlighted that once NGEU repayments were taken into account, the effective size of the MFF remained almost unchanged, despite significantly expanded priorities.
Florian Dalstein (DE-I) emphasised the stabilising role of the CAP and called for increased agricultural funding.
Andrea Mone (IT-II) stressed that competitiveness must go hand in hand with social cohesion and adequate ESF+ funding.
Justyna Kalina Ochędzan (PL-III) called for increased social spending and strengthened regional democracy.
Milena Angelova (BG-I) stressed the need for clear procedures and EESC involvement in strategic governance.
Magdalena Anna Rzeczkowska (PL-I) argued that water should be treated as a strategic priority.
Gonçalo Lobo Xavier (PT-I) focused on structural reforms and productivity.
Sebastian Rehse (AT-I) underlined that cohesion policy remained the Union’s most successful transformation instrument.
Professor Giovannini concluded that the current budgetary package was inadequate, given Europe’s challenges, and warned that the EU was falling behind on the Sustainable Development Goals. He called for efforts to integrate well-being indicators, expand citizen participation and ensure that regional and local realities were fully reflected in decision-making.
In closing remarks, MEP Tavares reiterated that civil society and local actors were indispensable, and described cohesion as ‘the soul of Europe’. Commissioner Serafin provided further clarifications on the budgetary context, CAP elements and own resources. President Boland thanked all participants and formally closed the session.
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