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Section for Economic and Monetary Union and Economic and Social Cohesion


ECO priorities for 2026 and beyond

Europe’s economic policy challenges have intensified and evolved significantly since this Committee adopted priorities for the previous ECO term of office. Russia’s war against Ukraine continues with no resolution in sight, driving sustained defence spending increases and energy market restructuring. Inflation, while moderating from its 2022-2023 peaks, continues to put pressure on household budgets across the Member States. Public finances, strained by pandemic recovery spending and crisis responses, now face simultaneous demands for fiscal consolidation and major investment in defence, competitiveness, and the green transition. Meanwhile, political fragmentation and populist movements have gained strength in a number of Member States, often exploiting economic anxiety and directing frustration towards the European institutions.

These overlapping pressures create both risks and opportunities for the European Economic and Social Committee. The risk is marginalisation – if EU economic policy-making proceeds without meaningful civil society engagement, the EESC becomes increasingly peripheral to European governance. The opportunity is to demonstrate the Committee’s indispensable value as the institutional bridge between Brussels policy-making and the organised civil society that experiences the consequences of those policies in their daily economic reality.

Collective and consistent efforts in the policy areas within the remit of the ECO section – economic and monetary union, the European Semester, financial markets, the EU budget, taxation, and cohesion policy – are therefore essential to enable the EU to achieve its shared goals, strengthen its resilience and strategic autonomy, and ensure the prosperity of all its citizens. The ECO section’s priorities for 2026 and beyond are designed to seize that opportunity during a period when Europe will make decisive choices about its economic future through Multiannual Financial Framework negotiations, economic governance implementation, cohesion policy restructuring, and taxation reform. These choices will substantially determine whether European economic policies deliver prosperity that validates democratic institutions or generates frustration that fuels their delegitimisation.

In his work programme, EESC President Séamus Boland emphasised the need to work hand in hand with the European institutions, other EU bodies, and the Member States. He also underlined the importance of European civil society and the need for the EESC to engage more closely with the broader civil society beyond its institutional borders. In this spirit, throughout this term of office, the ECO section will strive to further strengthen its existing ties with international institutions – such as the ECB, the IMF, the World Bank, and the OECD – in order to work together on shaping Europe’s economic policies in the years ahead.

EU budget and own resources

The years 2026 and 2027 will be marked by ongoing negotiations on the next Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF), with the need to reach an agreement before 1 January 2028 at the latest, when the current framework expires. The MFF 2028-2034 negotiations amount to more than budget allocation – they will determine the architecture of EU policy priorities for the next seven years and beyond.

The ECO section will contribute to the MFF negotiations through multiple complementary approaches:

The formal EESC opinion process: By January 2026, the EESC will have adopted its MFF policy proposals and will be actively contributing to the negotiations and discussions, ensuring that the voice of European organised civil society is heard and taken account of. The EESC will also notably address the revenue side of the budget (EU own resources). 

Decisive follow-up on the adopted EESC opinions on the MFF will be of utmost importance. In addition to EESC rapporteurs promoting the Committee’s policy positions in political debates on the MFF – both in and beyond Brussels – the ECO section will organise regular ‘MFF talks’ with external stakeholders, focusing on the various aspects of the EU’s multiannual budget and the state of the negotiation process.

Coalition coordination: The EESC cannot influence MFF negotiations alone. ECO will therefore work systematically with key institutional and civil society partners:
· the European Parliament (especially its Committee on Budgets-BUDG), supporting the negotiations with analysis and civil society mobilisation; 
· the Committee of the Regions, coordinating on multi-level governance preservation and the design of the National and Regional Partnership Plans (NRPPs);
· European civil society networks, facilitating collective advocacy on shared priorities; and
· National Economic and Social Councils through CESLink, ensuring that Member State civil society voices can inform the EESC’s positioning.
· Social partners and civil society in order to enforce the Partnership Principle and empower a multilevel governance framework

The EESC will stand as a key ally of the European Parliament in advocating a strong EU budget that provides the EU with the financial means necessary to fulfil its political ambitions. It will also defend the vital roles of the social partners, as well as regional and local authorities, in the planning and implementation of EU spending programmes, because inclusiveness, partnership and democratic participation lie at the heart of the European project and have to be defended.

To this end, throughout the process leading up to an agreement on the next MFF, ECO will engage with Commission services, Member States, and stakeholders on NRPP design and implementation to ensure that when the new framework launches in January 2028, partnership mechanisms and civil society participation infrastructure are operational rather than aspirational. Multilevel governance is also key to ensuring that the EU economy is placed on a pathway to innovation and environmental sustainability with public and private investment, employment creation and good quality jobs. 

The MFF proposal that the Commission has tabled is likely to evolve substantially during the negotiations in response to Parliament’s demands, positions within the Council, and stakeholder input. The ECO section will maintain sustained analytical engagement throughout the negotiation period. This will enable the Committee to provide timely input when positions are being formed on particular elements. The ECO bureau will determine whether specific negotiation developments require supplementary formal opinions or whether they can be addressed through analytical briefings, parliamentary evidence, and stakeholder engagement that would complement the foundational EESC positions adopted in 2026. 

Economic and Monetary Union

The challenges that the EU has faced in the last few years, from recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic, the socio-economic fallout from the war in Ukraine to increasing geopolitical tensions, has reinforced the understanding that a resilient and sustainable EU economy is a fundamental precondition and a key basis for achieving many of the EU’s ambitions: ensuring a just green and digital transition, reducing inequalities in opportunities and outcomes, and ensuring shared prosperity for all people across the EU, to name but a few. The experience of recent years has also shown that new and unexpected challenges can arise quickly, requiring a prompt re-evaluation of macroeconomic policies. Given the many recent challenges, the EU was forced to base its response on emergency frameworks and temporary powers, leading to suboptimal decisions. In order for the EU's economic governance to function well, new space must be found to enable the EU institutions to react flexibly and credibly to new challenges and ongoing developments. The ECO section will remain vigilant and ready to update and redirect its policy recommendations should the macroeconomic conditions change, thus helping the EU to respond flexibly to new challenges and stay competitive in the new reality emerging from the current multi-faceted crises. 

During the last term of office, the ECO section spearheaded an EESC-wide discussion on the cost-of-living crisis, resulting in the adoption of seven sectoral opinions dedicated to examining the different facets of this policy challenge and an umbrella opinion building on the conclusions of these to present a comprehensive and wide-ranging list of EESC recommendations to European and national policy-makers, civil society organisations and other stakeholders. Building on the fundamental recommendations put forward in this package and considering the continuously fragile state of the global economy, it is crucial that the ECO section continue to push for the vital policies needed to protect vulnerable groups, promote fairness and build long-term economic and social resilience. 

The ECO section will continue working towards building a sound economic base for Europe – founded on sustainability, productivity, fairness and macroeconomic stability – allowing the EU to underpin its far-reaching ambitions in mastering the green and digital transitions, ensuring Europe’s competitiveness and strategic autonomy, and supporting its security. To help shape Europe’s economic policies, the ECO section will continue issuing two opinions each year on the Recommendation on the euro area economic policy, to provide timely and up-to-date policy input into the process of (macro-) economic policy coordination within the annual European Semester cycle. 

To ensure the resilience and sustainability of Europe’s economies, macroeconomic stability and sound public finances cannot be overlooked as they ensure that the Member States and the EU are able to make available and allocate efficiently the financial resources needed at EU and at national level to achieve our shared objectives. The revision of the European economic governance framework was a key step in reshaping the rules and procedures for coordinating Member States’ economic and fiscal policies to ensure stability and growth, but the implementation of these rules is the key to ensuring that they can achieve their stated purpose. The EESC called for the social partners and civil society organisations to be involved at all stages of the new economic governance framework from conception to implementation, and the ECO section stands ready to play its role in monitoring the implementation of the new framework.

In recent years, a discussion was started on the introduction of a digital euro. The ECO section has been active on this topic since its inception and contributed to the EU-wide debate with two opinions during the previous term. As the preparation phase, which started in November 2023 and was dedicated to laying the foundations for the potential issuance of a digital euro is coming to an end, the ECO section is eager to continue its work and its close cooperation with the European Central Bank and the European Commission should the decision be made to launch the digital euro. The ECO section will continue to advocate financial and digital inclusiveness, financial stability and making the payment system more efficient and competitive. The involvement of organised civil society is crucial to ensure that due consideration is given to these concerns and to contribute to the public’s understanding of the reason for the introduction of the digital euro and its different features.

The European Semester 

The European Semester is part of the EU’s economic governance framework. It enables integrated oversight and coordination of the Member States’ economic, fiscal, employment and social policies across the EU. Increased coordination among the Member States has become essential in the light of growing economic and social challenges. In response to this, the European Semester has adapted to reflect changes in the policy environment by incorporating the European Pillar of Social Rights and the European Green Deal. Moreover, since the COVID-19 pandemic, the European Semester has been adapted to take account of the creation of the Recovery and Resilience Facility. More recently, the European Semester has evolved further in response to the European Commission’s legislative package reforming the EU’s economic governance framework in order to strengthen the EU’s competitiveness and better prepare it for future challenges by supporting progress towards a green, digital, inclusive and resilient economy. Consequently, the European Semester has become a robust and well-established instrument for the EU’s economic governance and coordination with the Member States. It is currently undergoing development and therefore requires significant engagement from the ECO section and its dedicated European Semester Group. 

During this term of office, the outcomes of the Group’s discussions will be reflected in the opinions and reports prepared to feed into the European Semester cycle: in particular in opinions related to the European Semester Autumn Package, as well as in the information report and own-initiative opinion, based on a consultation of organised civil society in the Member States. To this end, the ECO section’s European Semester Group intends to continue its important work of collecting, channelling and promoting the policy views of organised civil society, by organising country visits and circulating a questionnaire. 

Moreover, the Group’s systematic engagement with organised civil society in all Member States ensures that the ECO’s position on the MFF reflects the genuine concerns of pan-European civil society rather than solely Brussels-centric perspectives. In addition, after the RRF’s end in 2026, an evaluation of this instrument is expected, which could further feed into the final negotiations on the design of the new National and Regional Partnership Plans and provide valuable lessons for civil society engagement in the new financial cycle.

We will also continue to hold regular Group meetings and one conference per year to discuss key documents and developments within the European Semester cycle.

European financial markets

The funding gap is the greatest barrier for the ambitious goals of the EU concerning the fair transition, digitalisation, resilience, strategic autonomy, sustainable competitiveness and security and defence. For that reason, it is imperative to mobilise domestic savings towards investment and, particularly, long-term investments. In this context, the ECO section stresses the urgent need for further regulatory and supervisory harmonisation, and the removal of the numerous obstacles to cross-border activity, while safeguarding sound regulation and oversight, with a view to preserving financial stability and protecting consumers and investors. This will deliver a sound single market for the benefit of businesses and households, giving them more possibilities to save, invest, grow and innovate. 

The CMU Action Plans in 2015 and 2020 failed to deliver satisfactory progress. Now, the ECO section will focus its work on its contribution to shaping a successful Savings and Investments Union (SIU). For the SIU to succeed, it should be designed with the clear objectives of offering genuine, tangible benefits for EU citizens and businesses in Europe, and funding the real economy, promoting a fair transition, delivering a fair distribution of costs, returns and risks, and safeguarding financial markets stability. As part of this effort, the ECO section will also follow up the implementation of the financial literacy strategy, and be open to collaborating with the European Commission and other stakeholders. The ECO section will liaise with the INT section in order to work together on retail investment and financial services.

In more detail, the work of the ECO section towards a SIU will include the following actions:

On capital markets, we will work on the upcoming supplementary pensions package, that is expected to cover the review of the Pan-European Pension Product (PEPP) and the Institutions for Occupational Retirement Provisions (IOPR) Directive, the review of the Sustainable Finance Disclosure Regulation (SFDR), and further initiatives on capital markets infrastructure, supervisory harmonisation, the review of the European Venture Capital Funds Regulation (EuVECA) and the review of the Shareholders Directive. The ECO section will also pay attention to any development related to a future creation of a 28th regime affecting the financial sector.

In this context, sustainable finance will continue to be an important topic for the EESC, and, particularly the review of the SFDR will be an occasion to follow up on the policy proposals on the future of the sustainable finance framework that the EESC agreed on at the request of the Danish presidency of the Council.

Concerning the Banking Union, the ECO section will continue to monitor the activity of the co-legislators on the creation of a European Deposit and Insurance Scheme (EDIS), as well as the final agreement on the bank crisis management and deposit insurance framework. The ECO section will also be attentive to the report on the banking system and the evaluation of its competitiveness, including its conclusions, possible policy recommendations, and follow-up actions.

Throughout this work, the ECO section will look at financial market reforms not only through efficiency and stability lenses but also through democratic legitimacy considerations. For Savings and Investments Union initiatives to strengthen rather than undermine public confidence in the Single Market and the idea of truly integrated European financial markets, they must demonstrably benefit ordinary citizens and SMEs alongside institutional investors and large corporations. This means prioritising retail investor protection, financial literacy, pension adequacy, and SME access to capital – ensuring that the Capital Markets Union contributes to broadly shared prosperity rather than reinforcing perception that EU financial policy serves narrow elites. Civil society’s role in monitoring and scrutinising SIU implementation is therefore essential for both technical effectiveness and democratic legitimacy. In this context, the ECO section will be attentive to the allocation of financial and non-financial assets in the EU. If considered necessary, the Section could explore discussing this topic and the access of different groups of citizens to capital.

Cohesion and urban policy 

Cohesion policy remains one of the fundamental pillars for bringing the EU closer to its citizens and for reducing disparities among EU regions and inequalities among people. Cohesion policy must continue to play a key role in ensuring a balanced recovery from the continuous and unprecedented shocks, fostering convergence and making sure no person or region is left behind. The EESC will continue to explore ways for cohesion policy to deliver on emerging topics of interest for citizens, such as affordable housing.

The ECO section will look closely at how cohesion policy in the context of the National and Regional Partnership Plans addresses the widening of regional disparities and helps to tackle social and economic issues. Cohesion policy has shown, and will continue to demonstrate, its added value by bringing together EU Member States, regions and cities to protect the people, reduce social – including income and demographic – disparities, save jobs and preserve local economies. The ECO section will try to ensure that the NRPPs respect the overarching principles of partnership, shared management and a people- and place-based approach. Furthermore, it will ensure that civil society continues to be a key player in the design and implementation of the cohesion funds under the NRPPs. In this context, in opinions prepared by the ECO section, the EESC will propose specific governance structures for NRPPs that preserve meaningful involvement of civil society while reducing bureaucratic burden for beneficiaries.

In terms of the territorial dimension of cohesion policy, special attention will be given to regions with specific territorial characteristics, such as the outermost regions, mountain areas and EU islands. The ECO section will work closely with the European Commission and the other EU institutions and contribute with its opinions on the new EU islands strategy and the new Communication on the outermost regions.

Urban issues also matter and our cities are highly interdependent on external factors and turbulences like the war in Ukraine and high inflation. The urban agenda will continue to play an important role in the recovery process. The planned new EU Agenda for cities, will be essential to increase the resilience of municipalities, functional and local areas, and strengthen their recovery processes. In this context, the ECO section will follow up on proposals made on the Urban and Territorial Agenda 2030. 

The macro-regional strategies (MRS) have been directly and indirectly affected by the COVID-19 crisis and the war in Ukraine. The structural changes coming from the NRPPs and the possible centralisation of the funds will influence all four MRS, highlighting once again that the significance of cross-regional/cross-border cohesion and collaboration in Europe itself should be respected and implemented. The role of organised civil society will be crucial to fulfil the core objectives of MRS and boost territorial and cross-border cooperation.

Taxation

The ECO section continues to work on simplification in the area of taxation. The ECO section strongly supports the Commission objective to decrease the administrative burden by 25%, and by 35% for SMEs by the end of its mandate in 2029. The ongoing work on the simplification should allow to improve the coherence of tax systems by removing outdated rules and, at the same time, streamlining the applicable ones. Furthermore, the ECO section supports the Commission’s plans to achieve simplification, reduce the administrative burden in the area of administrative cooperation. In this area the focus will be on the review of the Directive of Administrative Cooperation (DAC10) or if included in an Omnibus.

Another work stream focuses on structural aspects in general, and on the taxation of cross-border workers. The Commission will revert to these issues during the upcoming year and the ECO section is well placed to interact on this issue. There is also ongoing work at the OECD and the UN on so called taxation of nomad workers.

The ECO section will continue its successful cooperation with the UN Committee of Experts on International Cooperation in Tax Matters. Several new workstreams launched by the Tax Committee are of interests for the ECO section, especially on Tax Administration and AI, as well as the use of AI in actual tax legislative work. It is of the utmost importance for advancing the global dialogue that civil society plays an active role in this crucial international debate. The ECO section will also continue to work in support of a European tax system that is fair and conducive to competitiveness. In particular, the ECO section will follow the OECD pillar I and II taxation reform process, keeping a focus on reforms of the corporate tax framework in order to combat abuses and tax fraud, ensure sustainable revenues and help boost businesses in the internal market, promoting European competitiveness. The ECO section continues to work on the revision of the Tobacco Taxation Directive. Energy taxation and environmental taxation are areas which are likely to be triggered by discussions in the Council.
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