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INTRODUCTION 
EU Heads of State or Government will meet on 20 February 2020 for a special European Council 
meeting to discuss the 2021-2027 Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF). Both the Sibiu 
Declaration of EU Heads of State or Government and the 2019-24 Strategic Agenda state that 'the 
EU must give itself the means to match its ambitions, attain its objectives and carry through its 
policies'. Following an initial informal discussion in February 2018, the European Council has 
touched regularly upon the MFF negotiations at its meetings over the last two years. Until now, 
however, the EU Heads of State or Government have not really attempted to reach an agreement. 
Most recently, in December 2019, the incoming President of the European Council, Charles Michel, 
was given a mandate 'to take the negotiations forward with the aim of reaching a final agreement'. 
This confirms the European Council's central involvement in the MFF negotiations, as was the case 
for the agreement in 2013 on the 2014-2020 long-term budget (see The European Council and the 
Multiannual Financial Framework, EPRS). This briefing will examine the discussions in and 
conclusions of the European Council over the past two years, outline the main topics debated and 
present the diverging views of the various players involved. 
  

1. Discussions in the European Council since February 2018 
Informal European Council meeting, 23 February 2018 
On 23 February 2018, the EU Heads of State or Government met informally for an initial discussion 
on the 2021-2027 MFF. The aim was, in the words of the then European Council President, Donald 
Tusk, for 'the European Commission [to] receive political guidance from the European Council, 
before coming up with its proposals'. Unlike the negotiations for the 2014-2020 MFF, in which the 
European Council only became fully involved after publication of the Commission's proposal (The 
European Council and the Multiannual Financial Framework, EPRS), this time round the European 
Council began discussing its priorities for the next MFF at an early stage. EU Heads of State or 
Government discussed (i) the political priorities that should be addressed during the upcoming 
financial period; (ii) the overall level of expenditure in the next MFF; and (iii) the timetable envisaged 
for the MFF negotiations. At this meeting, EU leaders did not manage to agree on the overall level 
of expenditure, but a consensus emerged on the need for the EU to 'spend more on stemming illegal 
migration, on defence and security, as well as on the Erasmus+ programme'. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/05/09/the-sibiu-declaration/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/05/09/the-sibiu-declaration/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/39914/a-new-strategic-agenda-2019-2024.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/615644/EPRS_BRI(2018)615644_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/615644/EPRS_BRI(2018)615644_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2018)615655
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2018)615644
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2018)615644
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Timetable 
The European Commission has repeatedly stressed that late adoption of the current (2014-2020) 
financial framework led to significant delays in the launch of the new programmes and that an early 
agreement on the future MFF was not only politically desirable, but also a practical imperative. 
Following the February 2018 informal European Council meeting, Heads of State or Government 
wanted to speed up the negotiations, in comparison with the previous MFF – which took 20 months 
from the moment the Commission submitted its proposal until the political agreement among EU 
Heads of State or Government in the European Council. However, in February 2018, they expressed 
the general view that 'finding an agreement in the European Council already this year seems really 
difficult'. Later that year, the European Council stated that it aimed for an agreement by autumn 
2019, later moving this deadline to the end of 2019 (see Table 1).  

European Council meetings since the publication of the European 
Commission’s proposal  
The European Commission presented its proposal for the 2021-2027 MFF on 2 May 2018. Since then, 
eight formal European Council meetings have taken place, and a special European Council meeting 
is scheduled for 20 February 2020. The MFF was on the agenda of six of these nine meetings (see 
Figure 1).  

Figure 1 – 2021-2027 MFF process in the European Council 
between February 2018 and February 2020 

 
Source: EPRS. 

By way of comparison, during the 2014-2020 MFF negotiations, 11 formal European Council 
meetings were held between the publication of the European Commission's proposal in June 2011 
and the political agreement in the European Council in February 2013. EU leaders addressed the 
MFF at six of these meetings (twice just briefly, once as part of a major debate and twice as the only 
topic). 

  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/DOC/?uri=CELEX:52018DC0321&from=EN


The European Council and the 2021-27 Multiannual Financial Framework 

3 

Figure 2 – 2014-2020 MFF process in the European Council 
between October 2010 and December 2013 

 
Source: EPRS. 

While the European Council will – after the debate on 20 February 2020 – already have addressed 
the new MFF as often as during the 2014-2020 MFF negotiations, these meetings have not advanced 
the discussions substantially as yet. Most of the European Council conclusions dedicated to the MFF 
have commented on the process and the steps taken so far by other EU institutions or actors. While 
indicating that the European Council would return to the MFF at a future meeting, in accordance 
with the Treaty provisions, it has called on the Council and the European Parliament to examine the 
sectoral legislative proposals, and on the successive Council presidencies to work on the issue. 

Table 1 – European Council conclusions on the 2014-2020 MFF process 

Date Conclusion 

17-18 June 2018 

The European Council takes note of the package of proposals on the Multiannual Financial 
Framework for the period 2021-2027 presented by the Commission on 2 May 2018, as well as of 
the sectoral legislative proposals for programmes supporting European policies presented 
since. It invites the European Parliament and the Council to examine these proposals in a 
comprehensive manner and as soon as possible. 

13-14 December 
2018 

The European Council welcomes the intensive preparatory work carried out during this 
semester on the future Multiannual Financial Framework and takes note of the Presidency's 
progress report. It calls on the incoming Presidency to continue that work and develop an 
orientation for the next stage of the negotiations, with a view to achieving an agreement in the 
European Council in autumn 2019. 

20-21 June 2019 The European Council welcomed the work done under the Romanian Presidency and took note 
of the various elements of the MFF package. It called on Finland's Presidency to pursue the work 
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and to develop the Negotiating Box. On that basis the European Council will hold an exchange 
of views in October 2019, aiming for an agreement before the end of the year. 

17-18 October 
2019 

Further to a presentation by the Presidency, the European Council exchanged views on key 
issues of the next Multiannual Financial Framework such as the overall level, the volumes of the 
main policy areas, the financing, including revenues and corrections, as well as the 
conditionalities and incentives. In the light of this discussion, it calls on the Presidency to submit 
a Negotiating Box with figures ahead of the European Council in December 2019. 

12-13 December 
2019 

Following the presentation of the Negotiating Box with figures by Finland’s Presidency, the 
European Council discussed the main features of the new Multiannual Financial Framework. 

The European Council calls on its President to take the negotiations forward with the aim of 
reaching a final agreement. 

Source: EPRS. 

While the MFF was debated at length at the October 2019 European Council meeting, EU leaders 
did not produce guidelines as previously expected; the outgoing President of the Commission, Jean 
Claude Juncker, described it as a 'stock-taking meeting, where everyone was repeating positions 
which were known, no new elements, no guidance, nothing'. 

As requested at the October European Council meeting, at the December European Council the 
Finnish Presidency presented a negotiating box (i.e. a document aimed at facilitating the gradual 
completion of negotiations, used by successive General Affairs Council (GAC) meetings to prepare 
the final deliberation in the European Council) with figures for the 2021-2027 MFF. The proposal was 
criticised by all sides. After a short discussion, the EU Heads of State or Government drew 
conclusions from the lack of progress in finding an agreement, and tasked the new European 
Council President, Charles Michel, with taking 'the negotiations forward with the aim of reaching a 
final agreement'. Following the European Council meeting, Charles Michel, set out the working 
methods for the 'next phase' of agreeing the MFF. He indicated that, in order to reach an agreement 
in the coming weeks or months, he would organise bilateral meetings at technical and political level 
and then judge when the time was right to reach the 'landing zone' of the negotiations. 

2. Extraordinary European Council meeting, 20 February 2020 
On 25 January, the President of the European Council, Charles Michel, invited his colleagues to a 
special (open-ended) meeting of the institution, devoted to the MFF, to be held on 20 February. In 
recent weeks, Charles Michel has held a series of bilateral meetings with most members of the 
European Council with the aim of identifying the room for compromise and the red lines of the 
different Member States. 

He has also held informal exchanges with the European Parliament's negotiating team for the next 
MFF and own resources reform – i.e. Johan Van Overtveldt (ECR, Belgium), Chair of the Committee 
on Budgets; Jan Olbrycht (EPP, Poland) and Margarida Marques (S&D, Portugal), MFF co-rapporteurs; 
José Manuel Fernandes (EPP, Portugal) and Valérie Hayer (Renew, France), Own Resources co-
rapporteurs; and Rasmus Andresen (Greens/EFA, Germany) – on 17 December 2019 and on 
7 February 2020. 

The European Parliament, for its part, was highly critical of the process leading to the deal on the 
2014-2020 MFF and, in particular, of the role played by the European Council, which in its view had 
over-stepped the role assigned to it by the Treaties (see The European Council and the Multiannual 
Financial Framework, EPRS). Wishing to avoid a repeat of such a situation in the current MFF 
negotiations, on 10 October 2019, the new European Parliament adopted a resolution reiterating 
that 'Parliament will not rubber-stamp a fait accompli from the European Council' and calling on the 
European Council 'to refrain from adopting detailed and purportedly binding conclusions based on 
the MFF negotiating box, as this would amount to direct interference in the legislative sphere'. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/media-galleries/european-council/meetings/2019-10-17-18-euco/?slide=0
https://g8fip1kplyr33r3krz5b97d1-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/NegoBox-final.pdf
https://www.euractiv.com/section/future-eu/news/leak-finlands-eu-budget-proposal-limits-expenditure-to-1-06-of-gni/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/media-galleries/european-council/meetings/2019-12-12-euco/?slide=0
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/media-galleries/european-council/meetings/2019-12-12-euco/?slide=0
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/01/25/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-on-20-february-2020/?utm_source=dsms-auto&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Invitation+letter+by+President+Charles+Michel+to+the+members+of+the+European+Council+ahead+of+their+meeting+on+20+February+2020
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/01/31/weekly-schedule-of-president-charles-michel/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/125106/JOHAN_VAN+OVERTVELDT/home
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/28288/JAN_OLBRYCHT/home
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/197638/MARGARIDA_MARQUES/home
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/96899/JOSE+MANUEL_FERNANDES/home
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/135511/VALERIE_HAYER/home
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/197448/RASMUS_ANDRESEN/home
https://twitter.com/JMFernandesEU/status/1207027144561442817
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20200207IPR72102/long-term-eu-budget-ambitions-must-be-matched-with-reliable-funding
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/615644/EPRS_BRI(2018)615644_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/615644/EPRS_BRI(2018)615644_EN.pdf
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Since Charles Michel took over the helm of the European Council, a willingness to increase 
cooperation with the Parliament in general, and on the MFF specifically, has been apparent. At his 
first European Council meeting as President on 12-13 December, he indicated immediately that he 
considered it important to a have a close relationship with the Parliament. When reporting to the 
Parliament on 18 December on the outcome of the European Council meeting the week before, Mr 
Michel stressed the 'institutional role, based on the Treaties, of the European Parliament in the 
context of this decision-making process' and expressed his 'full respect and desire to develop this 
good cooperation with the European Parliament'. This approach has been welcomed by MEPs 
involved in the MFF negotiations. Johan Van Overtveldt reported 'a very constructive dialogue on 
Parliament's priorities' and the negotiating team's appreciation for 'President Michel's openness'. 
However, MEPs regretted the fact that Mr Michel did not attend Parliament's plenary debate on the 
multiannual financial framework ahead of the European Council meeting of 20 February 2020. On 
13 February, the four political groups of the Parliament represented on the negotiating team sent a 
letter to Mr Michel, in which they recalled Parliament's two main objectives in the MFF negotiations: 
'first, to establish the right level of funding for the Union's political ambitions, policies and 
programmes; second, to create new EU own resources'. They indicated that if the European Council 
concluded a political agreement on the MFF / own resources that disregarded the Parliament's 
position, this agreement would be rejected by the Parliament. The President of the European 
Parliament, David Sassoli, will convey the Parliament's views when he addresses the Heads of State 
or Government at the opening of the special European Council meeting on 20 February. 

Main topics still to be discussed 
Following the December 2019 European Council meeting, Charles Michel indicated that some of the 
most sensitive issues that need to be addressed include: the level of ambition (namely, the size of 
the EU budget), the balance between classical European policies (for example agriculture and 
cohesion) and new policies and challenges (e.g. migration, climate change and innovation), the 
question of rebates, own resources, and conditionality. Another important element in this context 
is the flexibility of the EU budget. 

On 14 February, Charles Michel circulated his negotiating box text, which in many ways resembles 
the previous Finnish Presidency proposal (in terms of total size, distribution between policy areas, 
and maintenance of the rebates). The initial reactions have been critical, with all sides arguing the 
proposal could 'make an agreement even more difficult'. 

Size of the EU budget 
The European Commission indicates that the EU budget had increased steadily until the early 1990s, 
and then stagnated at around 1 % of gross national income (GNI). The current 2014-2020 MFF 
actually represented a reduction in real terms compared with the previous one, as it remained at 
1 % GNI. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/media-galleries/european-council/meetings/2019-12-12-euco/?slide=0
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/ep-live/en/plenary/video?debate=1576659672531
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2019)642811
https://www.euractiv.com/section/economy-jobs/news/eu-council-chief-takes-over-budget-negotiations/1410971/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/125106/JOHAN_VAN+OVERTVELDT/home
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20200207IPR72102/long-term-eu-budget-ambitions-must-be-matched-with-reliable-funding
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/plenary/en/vod.html?mode=chapter&vodLanguage=EN&vodId=1581494853431&date=20200212
https://www.politico.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/MFF-letter-4-groups-13-02-20-final.pdf
https://audiovisual.ec.europa.eu/en/video/I-184304
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/media-galleries/european-council/meetings/2019-12-12-euco/?slide=0
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1UJUfO4kbV9-olQqsMPSls89lG2jnXV4t/view
https://www.politico.eu/article/8-takeaways-from-the-new-eu-budget-proposal/?utm_source=POLITICO.EU&utm_campaign=76903d3794-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_02_17_06_07&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_10959edeb5-76903d3794-189688461
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1527242888403&uri=CELEX%3A52018SC0172
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Figure 3 – EU budget as a proportion of GNI and of total public expenditure 

 

Source: European Commission services' calculation based on Eurostat. 
Note: Executed budget of the EU, with varying numbers of Member States over time (from EU-6 to EU-28). 

The Finnish Presidency proposal envisaged a budget of 1.07 % of the EU's GNI for 2021-2027, which 
is significantly lower than the proposal of the European Commission (1.114 %) and Parliament’s 
position (1.3 %). While the European Commission proposed a commitments ceiling for the 2021-
2027 MFF at 1.11 % GNI, the European Parliament reiterated in its resolutions of 14 November 2018 
and 10 October 2019 that 'the level [of commitments...] should be set at €1 324.1 billion in 2018 
prices, representing 1.3 % of the EU-27 GNI'. Most Member States which have disclosed information, 
indicate preferences between 1.0 % and 1.11 % of GNI. Charles Michel's revised negotiating box, 
proposes a budget equivalent to 1.074 % of the EU-27 GNI, a figure that is very close to the Finnish 
proposal. 

Balance between European policies  
Traditionally, the biggest share of MFF expenditure is earmarked for the Common Agriculture Policy 
(CAP) and cohesion policies, representing 39 % and 34 % of the 2014-2020 budget respectively. In 
its proposal for the 2021-2027 MFF, the European Commission suggested that, in future, agriculture 
and cohesion should represent 30 % and 35 % of the MFF respectively. The Finnish proposal further 
reduced the allocations envisaged for these policy areas, which would lead to a 12 % reduction for 
cohesion policy and 13 % reduction for CAP in comparison to the 2014-2020 MFF. These proposals 
were criticised by numerous Member States. Opposing views persist among the Member States as 
to the funding of the CAP and cohesion policy. Some Member States, such as Poland and Portugal, 
strongly reject any cuts, while others, such as France and the Netherlands, call for their consolidation 
and modernisation, focusing more on new policies and challenges, such as migration, defence, 
climate and the digital agenda (see below). 

Rebates 
A number of Member States (i.e. Austria, Germany, Denmark, the Netherlands and Sweden) benefit 
from rebates or 'budget correction mechanisms', to compensate for 'a budgetary burden which is 
excessive in relation to its relative prosperity'. The biggest and most famous has been the UK rebate, 
obtained by the then UK Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, at the Fontainebleau summit in 1984. 
Since then, other Member States have argued that their EU budgetary burden is excessive, 
requesting different forms of reduction in their contribution. (See Table 2 and The UK 'rebate' on the 
EU budget, EPRS). The UK rebate amounted to 66 % of its net contribution to the EU budget of the 
previous year and in the 2014-2018 period averaged €5.6 billion a year. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1527242888403&uri=CELEX%3A52018SC0172
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2018-0449_EN.html?redirect
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0032_EN.pdf
https://www.politico.eu/article/the-eus-budget-tribes-explained/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52016SC0299
https://euobserver.com/agenda/147396
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/revenue/own-resources/correction-mechanisms_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/20673/1984_june_-_fontainebleau__eng_.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/20673/1984_june_-_fontainebleau__eng_.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/577973/EPRS_BRI(2016)577973_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/20673/1984_june_-_fontainebleau__eng_.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2016)577973
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2016)577973
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Table 2 – Different types of rebate in the 2014-2020 MFF and their beneficiaries 

Type of rebate Nature of rebate Beneficiaries 

Lowering the 
UK's contribution 
to the EU budget 

De facto permanent1 United Kingdom 

Rebate on the UK 
rebate 

De facto permanent Austria, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden 

Reduced VAT call 
rate 

Temporary 2014-2020 Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden 

Annual lump-
sum reductions 

to GNI-based 
contributions 

Temporary 2014-2020 Austria,2 the Netherlands, Sweden and Denmark 

Source: EPRS. 

As underlined by the European Court of Auditors, the correction mechanisms 'do not just 
compromise the simplicity and transparency of the EU budgetary system', there are 'no defined 
criteria to objectively assess if a state qualifies for corrections' and 'no monitoring mechanisms'. 
Moreover, as pointed out by the 2016 Report of the High-Level Group on Own Resources (the 'Monti 
report', see below), the indirect effect of the corrections is to make national contributions regressive, 
that is, richer Member States benefiting from rebates contribute less to the EU budget as a share of 
GNI than poorer Member States. One Bruegel working paper calculates that in the 2014-2018 period, 
most EU Member States' contributions to the EU budget were clustered around 0.85 % of GNI, 
whereas the respective contributions of the UK, the Netherlands, and Sweden stood at 
approximately 0.58 %, 0.64 % and 0.69 %. 

In the context of the withdrawal of the United Kingdom, the European Commission argued in its 
MFF proposal that the elimination of all rebates would increase the fairness of the Multiannual 
Financial Framework, while at the same time leading to significant increases in contributions for 
certain Member States. Therefore, the European Commission proposed to phase out the current 
rebates over time. The Finnish negotiating box stated on this issue that 'the current corrections 
system expires by the end of 2020' but that 'possible lump sum reductions 2021-27' are up for 
discussion. Charles Michel's proposal retains a lump-sum correction mechanism for Denmark, 
Germany, the Netherlands, Austria and Sweden. 

Own resources  

The proposed MFF regulation, setting the ceilings for each category of EU expenditure for a period 
of seven years, was presented by the Commission alongside a proposal for a Council decision on 
own resources for the financing of the EU budget. The two proposals are closely linked in terms of 
establishing the long-term budget for the 2021-2027 period. The European Parliament has indicated 
that 'if there is no progress in own resources, the Parliament will not be ready to accept the MFF'. 

The EU budget is currently mainly financed by three main categories of revenue: i) 'traditional' own 
resources (mainly customs duties); ii) a value added tax-based own resource; and iii) the gross 
national income-based own resource. The latter represents about 67 % of expenditure. 

In December 2016, the Monti High-Level Group on Own Resources made recommendations 
suggesting the introduction of new categories of own resources with a closer link to EU policies, 

https://www.eca.europa.eu/en/Pages/DocItem.aspx?did=47409
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/future-financing-hlgor-final-report_2016_en.pdf
https://bruegel.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/WP-ZSOLT-FINAL.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:c2bc7dbd-4fc3-11e8-be1d-01aa75ed71a1.0023.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://g8fip1kplyr33r3krz5b97d1-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/NegoBox-final.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/630265/EPRS_BRI(2018)630265_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/system-own-resources-may2018_en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/630265/EPRS_BRI(2018)630265_EN.pdf
https://www.euractiv.com/section/economy-jobs/news/meps-ready-to-fight-against-member-states-on-eu-budget/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/620240/EPRS_BRI(2018)620240_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/future-financing-hlgor-final-report_2016_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/future-financing-hlgor-final-report_2016_en.pdf
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while discontinuing correction mechanisms. Following these recommendations, in 2018 the 
European Commission proposed to: i) modernise existing own resources; ii) introduce a basket of 
new own resources; iii) establish the principle that future revenues arising directly from EU policies 
should flow to the EU budget; iv) phase out corrections; and v) increase the own resources ceiling. 

Concerning the introduction of new own resources, the Finnish Presidency proposal considered the 
possible introduction of national contributions for non-recycled plastic packaging, as well as a share 
of the revenues of the emissions trading system. Here again, the Commission's proposals (e.g. call 
rate applied to the new common consolidated corporate tax base) and Parliament's requests (e.g. 
digital services taxation, a financial transaction tax, income from the emissions trading scheme, and 
a carbon border adjustment mechanism) go beyond what the Council currently seems willing to 
agree on. The proposal of the European Council's President retains the idea of a new own resource 
based on a 'national contribution calculated on the weight of non-recycled plastic packaging waste' 
and 'any revenue generated by the European Union Emissions Trading System exceeding the 
average annual revenue per Member State generated by allowances auctioned over the period 
2016-18'. Mr Michel also left open the possibility of introducing 'possible proposals for additional 
new own resources' in the course of the 2021-2027 period, such as a digital or aviation levy, a carbon 
border adjustment mechanism or a financial transaction tax'. 

 

Conditionality 
Conditionality can be defined as the requirement that all EU spending comply with a set of Union 
policy standards subject to withdrawal of funds in the event of failure to do so. The European 
Commission has been using conditionality requirements for many years in the EU's long-term 
budget, in particular in the field of cohesion policy. In its 2021-2027 legislative proposals, the 
European Commission reinforces existing requirements such as 'macroeconomic conditionality' and 
'infringement conditionality' and introduces new ones such as 'rule of law conditionality'. The latter 
would seek to protect the Union's budget in cases of generalised deficiencies as regards the respect 
for the rule of law in a Member State; the measures to be applied to the country in question would 
have to be approved by the Council by reverse qualified majority (i.e. qualified majority would be 
needed to block the proposal, rather than to approve it). This proposal is supported by some 
Member States (for example Belgium, Germany, France, Sweden), while others (e.g. Bulgaria and 
Romania) are more critical. In the European Parliament plenary debate on the conclusions of the 
December 2019 European Council, Charles Michel noted that for different countries, conditionality 
means different things: for some countries it is about the rule of law; for other countries it is about 
migration or about social or fiscal dumping. 

In his proposal of 14 February 2020, Mr Michel takes on board the idea of a general regime of 
conditionality 'to tackle manifest generalised deficiencies in the good governance of Member State 
authorities as regards respect for the rule of law when necessary to protect the sound 
implementation of the EU budget and the financial interests of the Union'. This would, however, 
need to be approved by qualified majority in the Council following a proposal from the Commission.  

 

  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/617498/IPOL_STU(2018)617498_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-new-boost-for-jobs-growth-and-investment/file-mff-2021-2027-mff
https://euobserver.com/institutional/141808
https://www.euractiv.com/section/justice-home-affairs/news/finnish-presidency-commits-to-linking-rule-of-law-with-eu-funding/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2019-12-18-ITM-009_EN.html
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Flexibility in the next MFF 
EU budget flexibility can be understood as 'the capacity to accommodate EU spending to finance 
actions when unexpected challenges and crises arise and when there is a need to change spending 
priorities'. The current MFF has various flexibility tools and mechanisms, such as the use of margins 
(between headings and years) to carry-over amounts within the overall MFF ceilings across the 
seven years. (For further analysis see How flexible is the EU budget, EPRS). 

Positions of Member States or groups of Member States 
While some Member States have publicly declared their preferences for the next MFF, in particular 
regarding the overall size, others have been less direct about their views. 

The Future of Europe debates in the European Parliament, 2018-2019 
Between January 2018 and April 2019, the European Parliament hosted a series of 'Future of Europe 
debates' during plenary sessions, which offered EU Heads of State or Government the opportunity 
to clearly state their views on the future of the EU, outlining past and future challenges and 
identifying policy priorities. The 2021-2027 MFF was one of the issues raised most often in the 
context of these debates. 

As identified in the EPRS study The Future of Europe debates in the European Parliament, all but 
three of the 20 Heads of State or Government who took part in these debates outlined the policy 
priorities that, in their view, were most deserving of funding under the next MFF (see Figure 4). 

Figure 4 – EU leaders' mentions of aspects of the MFF during the Future of Europe debates 

 
Source: EPRS 

Fourteen Heads of State or Government made a point of stressing the need to develop new policies 
(such as security, innovation and the digital economy); 11 also highlighted the contribution of the 
'traditional' areas (the CAP and cohesion policy), or stressed the need for a balance between the two. 
Half the speakers addressed the size of the EU budget. 
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https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2020/646138/EPRS_IDA(2020)646138_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2020/646138/EPRS_IDA(2020)646138_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2019/637948/EPRS_IDA(2019)637948_EN.pdf
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Figure 5 – References to different aspects of the MFF 
by EU Heads of State or Government during their  
Future of Europe debates in the EP 2018-19  

 
Source: EPRS. 
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Four of the speakers (Leo Varadkar, António Costa, Emmanuel Macron and Pedro Sanchez) 
specifically expressed their readiness to contribute more to the EU budget. Three explicitly called 
for the EU budget to shrink after Brexit and/or remain proportional in relative terms (Mark Rutte, 
Charles Michel and Juha Sipilä). One quarter of Heads of State or Government addressed the 
creation of new own resources for the EU. Only one, Emmanuel Macron, called for all rebates to end 
after Brexit.  

The Friends of cohesion 
The friends of cohesion is a group currently numbering 17 Member States (Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czechia, 
Croatia, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, 
Slovenia and Spain) that advocate for cohesion funding and oppose cuts in this area in the EU's 
2021-2027 MFF, stressing the importance of cohesion policy to achieve economic and social 
convergence among EU Member States. The group first signed a joint declaration in 2012.3 As part 
of the negotiations for the 2021-2027 MFF, the group has already issued three joint declarations, on 
29 November 2018, 5 November 2019 and most recently on 1 February 2020, calling for: 

• the level of funding for cohesion policy and CAP to be maintained at the same level in real 
terms as under the 2014-2020 MFF in the 2021-2027 period;  

• new instruments such as the Budgetary Instrument for Convergence and Competitiveness, 
the Convergence and Reform Instrument and the Just Transition Fund to be financed in 
addition to EU regional funding, and not to come at the expense of cohesion and 
agricultural policies; 

• all rebates to be abolished from the beginning of the next MFF; 
• a simpler and fairer system of own resources. 

'Frugal' Member States 
Opposing views come from a group of net contributors to the EU budget (namely Member States 
that contribute more to the EU budget than the amount of EU funding they receive). Whereas during 
the last MFF negotiations these countries were referred to as 'friends of better spending', today they 
are more often referred to as the 'frugal' Member States (including to different degrees Austria, 
Finland, Germany, Denmark, Sweden and the Netherlands). Their main objectives are to: 

• keep the EU's next seven-year budget capped at 1 % of the continent's gross national 
income (GNI), which, following the withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the EU, would 
mean that the budget will shrink in real terms; 

• focus on more 'modern' policy priorities, e.g. digital technology, research and innovation, 
and competitiveness. 

When looking at the two groups of Member States, it is apparent that in most cases those Member 
States that stress the importance of cohesion and agricultural policy also plead for an ambitious 
long-term 2021-2027 budget, providing 'the European Union with sufficient resources'. By contrast, 
many of the Member States wanting to concentrate on more 'modern' policy areas also favour a 
reduction in, or at least no expansion of, the total EU budget. A prime example is the view taken by 
the Dutch prime minister, Mark Rutte, that 'a smaller EU as a result of Brexit should also mean a 
smaller budget'. 

Outlook 
The special European Council meeting scheduled for 20 February 2020 could last for several days. 
While the invitation letter indicated that the special European Council would begin on 20 February, 
it did not set any end date for the meeting, leaving open the possibility that it might have to 
continue beyond 21 February. 

https://www.vlada.gov.sk/friends-of-cohesion-joint-declaration-on-the-multiannual-financial-framework-2014-2020/
https://www.politico.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Friends-of-Cohesion-Joint-Declaration-on-the-MFF-2021-2027.pdf?utm_source=POLITICO.EU&utm_campaign=3632132704-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2018_11_29_05_20&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_10959edeb5-3632132704-189693517
https://www.vlada.cz/en/media-centrum/aktualne/friends-of-cohesion-joint-declaration-on-the-multiannual-financial-framework-2021-2027-177497/
https://www.portugal.gov.pt/download-ficheiros/ficheiro.aspx?v=c6825828-42dc-4090-8378-929c760c58a3
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/emu-deepening/bicc-faq/
https://www.euractiv.com/topics/just-transition-fund/
https://cor.europa.eu/en/engage/studies/Documents/state-of-play-on-the-eu-mff-2014-2020-interinstitutional-negotiations.pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/3a351276-1761-11e8-9e9c-25c814761640
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/01/25/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-on-20-february-2020/?utm_source=dsms-auto&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Invitation+letter+by+President+Charles+Michel+to+the+members+of+the+European+Council+ahead+of+their+meeting+on+20+February+2020
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If the European Council achieves a political agreement at this meeting, which not many expect, or 
else at its March meeting, and assuming the negotiations run according to a similar timetable as for 
the 2014-2020 MFF, Parliament and Council would not be expected to reach an agreement before 
September or October 2020 at the earliest. 

Whether an agreement is reached at this meeting or later, negotiations in the European Council 
(with the Commission proposal as the starting point for the political agreement) will already have 
taken over 21 months. This is already longer than during the negotiations on the 2014-2020 MFF, 
despite the European Council's original aim to speed up these MFF negotiations. Although 
negotiations between the Member States have entered their final phase, previous experience 
suggests that it could take at least one more special meeting to reach a political agreement. 
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ENDNOTES
1  With the withdrawal of the UK from the EU this rebate will run out in 2020. 
2  Austria benefited for the first three years of the 2014-2020 MFF only. 
3  While Italy is part of this group and attends its meetings, it does not sign the joint declarations. 

 

 

DISCLAIMER AND COPYRIGHT 
This document is prepared for, and addressed to, the Members and staff of the European Parliament as 
background material to assist them in their parliamentary work. The content of the document is the sole 
responsibility of its author(s) and any opinions expressed herein should not be taken to represent an official 
position of the Parliament. 

Reproduction and translation for non-commercial purposes are authorised, provided the source is 
acknowledged and the European Parliament is given prior notice and sent a copy. 

© European Union, 2020. 

 

eprs@ep.europa.eu (contact) 

www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu (intranet) 

www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank (internet) 

http://epthinktank.eu (blog)  

http://www.eprs.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/eprs/auth/en/product_2.html?id=111636&ref_id=70983&src=2&q=id%3A111636%2BAND%2Bsrc%3A2
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2018)630265
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/615644/EPRS_BRI(2018)615644_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_IDA(2018)625148
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_IDA(2018)625148
http://www.eprs.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/eprs/auth/en/product_2.html?id=352951&ref_id=undefined&src=2&q=id%3A352951%2BAND%2Bsrc%3A2
http://www.eprs.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/eprs/auth/en/product_2.html?id=352951&ref_id=undefined&src=2&q=id%3A352951%2BAND%2Bsrc%3A2
mailto:eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank
http://epthinktank.eu/

	Introduction
	1. Discussions in the European Council since February 2018
	Informal European Council meeting, 23 February 2018
	Timetable
	European Council meetings since the publication of the European Commission’s proposal
	Figure 1 – 2021-2027 MFF process in the European Council between February 2018 and February 2020
	Table 1 – European Council conclusions on the 2014-2020 MFF process


	2. Extraordinary European Council meeting, 20 February 2020
	Main topics still to be discussed
	Size of the EU budget
	Figure 3 – EU budget as a proportion of GNI and of total public expenditure

	Balance between European policies
	Rebates
	Table 2 – Different types of rebate in the 2014-2020 MFF and their beneficiaries

	Own resources
	Conditionality
	Flexibility in the next MFF

	Positions of Member States or groups of Member States
	The Future of Europe debates in the European Parliament, 2018-2019
	Figure 4 – EU leaders' mentions of aspects of the MFF during the Future of Europe debates
	Figure 5 – References to different aspects of the MFF by EU Heads of State or Government during their  Future of Europe debates in the EP 2018-19

	The Friends of cohesion

	Outlook


