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Introduction

The establishment of the first MFF (1988) provided 'budgetary peace' between the 
three institutions involved in the budgetary procedure1. With the adoption of the so-
called Delors I package, which established the first financial perspective, a political 
choice had been made in favour of stability and predictability of EU expenditure. 
However, the improvement of stability has gone hand in hand with a decrease in the 
flexibility of the EU budget and with an increase of the complexity of rules governing 
it. There was a clear trade-off between resources stability and financial peace, on the 
one hand, and flexibility, on the other hand.

Except for the first MFF, the multiannual financial frameworks established so far 
were set for 7 years.

1988-1992: 5 years
1993-1999: 7 years
2000-2006: 7 years
2007-2013: 7 years

Article 312 of the TFEU foresees that the MFF should be set for 'at least five years'.

Although the Commission always agreed with the principle that the MFF period 
should be long enough to provide coherent coverage and that its duration should 
become more consistent with the institutions' mandates, the last three financial 
frameworks were concluded for a period of seven years, due to agreements partly pre-
determining the evolution of expenditure. For example, the setting of a seven year 
duration for the MFF 2007-2013 was mainly linked to the European Council 
agreement on market related expenditure and direct payments in agriculture until 
2013 and to the agreement relating to cohesion policies expenditure; other reasons 
related to the lifecycle of the multiannual programmes.

The EP's position on the duration of the MFF

For a long time, the EP has insisted that the financial framework should become more 
consistent with the institutional rhythms. It should, as much as possible, match the 
mandate of Parliament and Commission for reasons of democratic responsibility and 
accountability. The main argument of the EP was that the elected representatives of 
the citizens should be responsible for the main financial decisions taken during their
mandate, in order to be accountable towards their electorate. Therefore, the MFFs 
should be set for five year periods, in order to correspond with the duration of the EP's 
and the Commission's mandates.

In its decision on the conclusion of an interinstitutional agreement on budgetary 
discipline and sound financial management (IIA) of 17 May 20062 the EP confirmed 
this approach and expressed its opinion that “all future financial frameworks should 
be established for a period of five years compatible with the mandates of the 
Parliament and the Commission”3.

                                               
1 In the period preceding the MFF (1975-1988) the adoption of the EU budget was delayed in 6 years 

out of 13 and the EU institutions complained to the Court of Justice on three occasions.
2 P6-TA(2006)0210 of 17 May 2006
3  Idem, point 9
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The duration of 5 years should be phased in starting from the year of the European 
elections according to the formula (n) +1 or +2. In this case, both Commission and 
Parliament would have their say in determining the financial priorities of their 
mandates (or a substantial part thereof), unlike in the current situation, in which 
Parliament and Commission are, in principle, bound by the MFF agreed by their 
predecessors4.

2007-2013 MFF

Although the EP clearly expressed, in its Resolution on Policy Challenges and 
Budgetary Means of the enlarged Union5, its will for a five year MFF and reiterated, 
for reasons of democratic responsibility and accountability, its position in favour of a 
parallelism between the duration of the MFF and the five-year mandate of the 
European Parliament and of the Commission, the seven year duration of the MFF was 
finally accepted, corresponding to the Commission's initial proposal, arguing that: 

“... a shorter framework would be technically and politically impractical, (…) a 
longer financial perspective will contribute to the stability of the system and facilitate 
the programming of the cohesion policy and of the financial instruments of the 
common budget”.

In exchange for this concession, a declaration on a mid-term review was agreed6.

Duration of the MFF post-2013: the right balance between stability and 
flexibility

As already expressed in the reflection paper on flexibility7, the length of the MFF and 
its capacity to adapt to new situations are interlinked. The longer the duration of the 
MFF, the more critical the need to foresee possibilities to adapt to new situations; and
the shorter the period, the higher the flexibility.

In the context of limited resources and an economic and financial situation where 
'austerity' is the keyword, the duration of the MFF should be considered as an 
additional element providing more flexibility. It should ensure the right balance 
between stability and medium-term predictability, and flexibility, in order to better 
respond to developments and new needs.

Although the five year cycle would directly create a full parallelism between the
duration of the MFF and EP and Commission terms, a period of one-and-a-half to two 
years would be necessary for the institutions to set up their political agenda when 
taking over their mandate. Thus, the actual duration of the MFF would run from mid-
point to mid-point of the political cycles. 

                                               
4 A6-0144/2006 of 26 April 2006, “The duration of the Financial Framework” Point 5 of the 

explanatory statement
5 A6-153/2005 of 8 June 2005
6   Declaration 3: "In accordance with the conclusions of the European Council, the Commission has 
been invited to undertake a full, wide-ranging review covering all aspects of EU spending, including, 
the Common Agricultural Policy, and of resources, including the United Kingdom rebate, and to report 
in 2008/2009.  The review should be accompanied by an assessment of the functioning of the IIA"
7   Reflection paper on flexibility in the post-2013 MFF of 17 November 2010
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On the other hand, despite the fact that the five year period would bring some 
advantages in terms of an ability to reflect new needs, it would present some 
disadvantages in terms of planning: longer periods not only allow programmes to 
make deeper changes, they may also fit in better with investment patterns of the 
private sector. 

A longer than 5 year MFF would need to be accompanied by a strong mid-term 
review, covering all aspects of expenditure and revenue. In such a case, the new MFF 
Regulation should, therefore, explicitly foresee a mid-term review clause, as well as a 
clearly defined specific procedure for this review and a resulting revision, fully
involving the EP it its role of legislative and budgetary authority.   

First reflection on the duration of the next-MFF

The following four options are proposed for consideration:

Option 1: 
a 5-year MFF cycle, starting in 2014, immediately after the current MFF expires

Option 2:
a 5-year MFF cycle, starting in 2021, being phased in after one 7-year “transition” 
MFF 2014-2020, to allow for a staggered synchronisation with the EP / COM 
legislature

Option 3: 
a 5-year MFF cycle, starting in 2016, after a prolongation of the current MFF,  to 
allow for a staggered synchronisation with the EP / COM legislature

Option 4:
a 10-year MFF cycle with a strong mid-term review, Commission's 5+5 proposal
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Option 1:  
5 year MFF, starting in 2014 - no phasing in
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Option 1: 5-year MFF cycle, starting in 2014 - no phasing in

This option of a direct transition to a shorter MFF in 2014 would most quickly fulfil 
Parliament’s request for a five year duration and would create a full parallelism 
between the duration of the MFF and the mandates of the EP and the Commission. 

However, this direct transition to five years would mean that Parliament would 
continue to implement an MFF decided in the previous legislature and would, 
respectively, negotiate and decide on the MFF of the following Parliament. This is 
also valid for the Commission. 

In this respect, this option would not increase either the EP's and Commission's 
democratic accountability or the efficiency of the multiannual programmes and, thus, 
could be considered technically and politically impractical.
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Option 2:  
5 year MFF, starting in 2021 - phased in after one more 7 year MFF 



9

Option 2: 5-year MFF cycle, starting in 2021 - phased in after one more 7 year 
MFF

In this option, the problem of the full parallelism between the MFF and the EP 
legislature described in Option 1 would be solved by phasing in the 5-year duration in 
2021 only, after one more MFF adopted for a 7-year period, i.e. from 2014 – 2020.

While this would be a valid option in the medium-term, its most important short-term 
consequence would be that the next EP elected in 2014 would not have the possibility 
to negotiate either for the MFF corresponding to its own mandate nor for the 
following one. Besides, the new MFF would start in 2014 and end in 2020, which 
would leave to the EP newly elected in 2019 only one-and-a-half year to negotiate the 
following 5-year MFF (2021 to 2025) and allow for the transition to 5-year periods. 

Although the advantage of this option would be that it would allow for a smooth 
transition to a five year period, aligning the EP's and Commission's mandates to the 
MFF duration, it would penalise one mandate (the EP elected and the Commission 
established in 2014). Moreover, the following Parliament, elected in 2019, would 
immediately have to negotiate a new MFF post 2020, most probably, on the proposal 
made by the old (2014-2019) Commission.
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Option 3:  
5 year MFF, starting in 2016 - after prolongation of current MFF 
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Option 3: 5 year MFF, starting in 2016 - after prolongation of current MFF 

As seen above, a transitional phasing-in period might be necessary in order to sensibly 
align the next MFF to the EP and Commission mandates. For this purpose, the current 
MFF could be prolonged by two years, until 2016, or even by three years, till 20178. In 
both cases, there are two parallel processes to be considered: first, the prolongation of the 
current MFF (2007-2013) and, second, the establishment of the new MFF.  

The prolongation of the current MFF should be proposed by the Commission currently in 
office in 2011 and negotiated between 2012 and 2013 by the current EP. This means that 
in this option, the current EP will negotiate on the prolongation only and would not have 
any role with regard to the negotiations for the following MFF. It would be up to the EP 
newly elected in 2014 to negotiate its 'own' MFF; although for the MFF starting in 2016 
(2 years prolongation) the EP would have only one-and-a-half years for negotiations.

In this option, a timing problem would occur for the Commission. In the 2016 as well as 
the 2017 version, the proposal for the new MFF would be presented by the 'old' 
Commission. This would have consequences on the accountability of the Commission 
established in 2015. Moreover, this situation would persist for the following cycles.

Therefore, this option seems to be possible only as an emergency option, in case the 
planned negotiation for the post-2013 MFF should fail.

                                               
8 In its resolution of 25 March 2009 on the mid-term review of the 2007-2013 financial framework, the 

EP proposed already to prolong the 2007-2013 MFF till 2016/2017 “in order to allow for a smooth 
transition to a system of an MFF of five years' duration which gives to each Parliament and each 
Commission, during each of their respective terms in office, the political responsibility for each MFF”
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Option 4:  
10 year MFF, with strong mid-term review ("5+5")
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Option 4: 10-year MFF, with strong mid-term review ("5+5")

In its Budget Review document9, the Commission proposes a 10-year period with a 
substantial mid-term review ("5+5 option")10. According to the Commission, this 
option would provide stability and predictability for the financial programming period 
but also the opportunity for a major re-prioritisation: “overall ceilings and the core 
legal instruments would be fixed for ten years. But the distribution of resources within 
headings, and the prioritisation within programmes and instruments, would be left 
open for re-assessment”. 

Although the mid-term review, proposed by the Commission, could provide some 
internal flexibility through re-prioritisation and an ensuing revision, the establishment 
of overall ceilings for such a long period, which are not negotiable, could increase the 
rigidity of the MFF. An eventual adjustment to new needs and challenges could be 
extremely difficult from a procedural and institutional point of view.

The Commission also mentions that one approach could be to facilitate this through 
the retention of substantial reserves and margins in all parts of the budget. However, it 
could be questionable how the appropriate level of reserves and margins could be 
estimated so much in advance.

Financial programming, as well as the life cycles of the multiannual programmes, 
should be long enough to provide a coherent coverage within reasonable budget 
limits, notably in cohesion and agriculture policies. Nevertheless, there should also be 
a possibility to reflect and adapt to new needs. This option could be only envisaged if 
an agreement on a maximum level of flexibility, linked to a longer period, would be 
reached. In addition, the MFF regulation should foresee a special procedure for a 
strong and wide ranging mid-term review, fully involving the EP.  

                                               
9 COM(2010) 700 of 19 October 2010
10 Of course, the phasing in problematic discussed in the options before would also be applicable to 

this option
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Possible questions for discussion

Against the background presented in this reflection paper and the options developed 
above, the following questions could be further developed during the debate: 

 Ensuring the right balance between stability and flexibility: which of the 
proposed options could better respond to stability and flexibility needs?

 Are there other options which the Committee would like to consider (i.e. a 
seven year MFF)?

 Is it at all possible to combine the need for flexibility and the need for longer 
programming cycles, notably in agriculture and cohesion policy areas?

 How should the multiannual programmes' duration be synchronised to the 
MFF duration?

 Should the 5 year MFF apply from 2014 or would a transitional period be 
needed?

 Which phasing-in option would be more appropriate, a new 7 year MFF 
(option 2) or a prolongation of the current MFF (option 3)?

 In the current situation of scarce resources and economic crisis, which would 
be strategically more favourable: to start the negotiations in 2011 (option 2) or 
to negotiate for a prolongation of the current MFF (option3)?

 Judging from the previous experience, in case a review/revision was foreseen 
within the framework of a decision for a 7 or 5+5 year cycle, how could it be 
guaranteed that such a strong review/revision would indeed take place?


