
The Alarm Bells Are Ringing for EU Basic Research 

Funding 

When Mario Draghi stated on 16 September 2025: 

“The planned increase of Horizon Europe to €175 billion is welcome. But for breakthrough 

research, this will fall short unless the additional resources are concentrated into sizeable 

priority programmes.”  

Mario Draghi, One Year After Report 

I agreed — and suggested that these additional resources could be provided through the budgets 

proposed for the policy windows of the European Competitiveness Fund (ECF): 

• Clean transition and industrial decarbonisation: €26.210 billion 

• Digital leadership: €20.393 billion 

• Health, biotech, agriculture and bioeconomy: €51.493 billion 

• Resilience and security, defence industry and space: €125.204 billion 

The European Commission’s MFF Communication (16 July 2025) namely stated: 

“The new European Competitiveness Fund, working in synergy with Horizon Europe, will 

provide seamless support to European innovators from research to deployment, from ideas to 

start-up to scale-up. It will power the implementation of the Competitiveness Compass and 

help the Union build a competitive edge in strategic sectors… It will drive prosperity and the 

creation of high-quality jobs.” 

And this echoed the Competitiveness Compass Communication (29 January 2025): 

“The Fund’s comprehensive architecture will allow it to accompany European projects along 

the entire investment journey, from research, through scale-up, industrial deployment, to 

manufacturing.” 

However, last Tuesday we learned that this is wishful thinking. 

During an NTNU webinar, it became clear that: 

 

1. Article 182 TFEU: A Legal Constraint 

The ECF cannot and will not fund research and innovation activities. Article 182 TFEU 

stipulates that all R&I activities — and their funding — must be embedded in and financed 

through the Framework Programme for Research and Innovation (FP10) and its budget. 

Since the EC’s decision earlier this year not to integrate FP10 into the ECF, this legal obstacle 

had faded into the background — but it is now returning forcefully. 

 

https://commission.europa.eu/topics/eu-competitiveness/draghi-report/one-year-after_en


2. Redrafting the ECF and FP10 Regulations 

This legal reality clearly will require changes to the draft ECF regulation, which e.g. still refers 

to basic research funding in Article 46.  

Questions also arise about the specific defence research programme mentioned in the draft 

FP10 regulation — which will not fall under FP10 rules. 

In short: both ECF and FP10 regulations will need legal redrafting. 

 

3. R&I Funding Reality 

The previously anticipated €220 billion in ECF funding for the 4 policy windows will not be 

available for R&I. 

All R&I funding required for these windows will instead have to come from 

the “Competitiveness” cluster of FP10 Pillar 2, with a total budget of just €68.270 billion: 

• Clean transition and industrial decarbonisation: €25.331 billion 

• Digital leadership: €16.854 billion 

• Health, biotech, agriculture and bioeconomy: €19.650 billion 

• Resilience and security, defence industry and space: €6.435 billion 

This raises a fundamental question: what will the large ECF budgets, in particular for the 

third and fourth policy window, actually fund? 

 

4. Basic Research at Risk 

EU funding for basic research is now in jeopardy. 

If the ECF budget does not contribute to R&I — and particularly to basic research — only the 

European Research Council (ERC) will explicitly fund fundamental research at EU level. 

The MFF and FP10 draft regulations do not specify the ERC’s budget for 2028–2034, 

but unofficial sources indicate €31.5 billion — roughly double its FP9 budget. However, its 

share of the overall FP10 budget would remain around 17%. 

Are there other sources of basic research funding in FP10? 

• MSCA: possible, but its budget is (too) limited. 

• Pillar 2: possible, but basic research is already scarce under FP9 — and will likely be 

even scarcer under FP10 due to ECF alignment. 

This means that, if figures hold, Europe will have a guaranteed basic research budget of just 

€31.5 billion through the ERC — plus minor contributions from MSCA and Pillar 2. 



On a €175 billion FP10 budget … and on a €400+ billion MFF competitiveness budget, 

what is less than 10% going to basic research. Try to make sense of that. 

 

5. All Alarm Bells Should Be Ringing 

If this MFF/FP10/ECF scenario is confirmed, basic research is heading for disaster. 

€31.5 billion over seven years — roughly €4.5 billion per year — is a fraction of what 

the USA and China invest (annually) in fundamental research. 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/06e2860c-44ea-11f0-b9f2-

01aa75ed71a1/language-en  

Even more alarming than the figure itself is that EU leaders consider it acceptable : the ECF’s 

structure and budget might help the EU catch up slightly with the USA and China on societal 

challenges, key sectors, and key technologies — but only in the short term. 

It will not enable Europe to explore the unknown, prepare for long-term challenges, or 

anticipate future disruptions — all of which require sustained investment in fundamental 

research. With €31.5 billion, we should not even pretend otherwise. 

Yes, there is also national R&I funding. But most current national investments are hardly 

impressive — and much more could be done in coordination with the EU level. The fact that 

the EU’s 3% R&I investment target has once again been postponed — now to 2030 (after 

originally being set for 2010) — says it all. 

 

6. Time to Revisit Draghi’s Warnings 

The EU institutions should re-read Draghi’s reports and take his latest wake-up calls 

seriously. 

A €175 billion EU R&I budget sounded ambitious over the summer — assuming 

that additional ECF funding would follow. 

If that was an illusion — and total R&I funding for 2028–2034 is indeed limited to this figure 

— and if basic research spending remains stagnant in percentage terms, it is time to rethink 

everything: 

• Reconsider the FP10 budget 

• Reconsider the distribution within FP10 

• Reconsider the ECF budget itself 

If the ECF cannot legally fund R&I — and especially basic research — transferring part of 

its budget to FP10 should be a no-brainer. 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/06e2860c-44ea-11f0-b9f2-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/06e2860c-44ea-11f0-b9f2-01aa75ed71a1/language-en


It is becoming increasingly clear that the more we learn about the proposed FP10 and ECF 

regulations, the more elements emerge that are, at the very least, surprising — if not outright 

disappointing. 

The forthcoming Commission communication on the “tight connection” between FP10 and 

the ECF will be a crucial document for the negotiations on both regulations. It is therefore 

regrettable that it has not yet been published, as its absence leaves far too much room for 

speculation. 

 

Prof. Dr. Kurt Deketelaere 

Secretary-General, LERU 

28 September 2025 
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