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Introduction

The EU’s Strategic Agenda for 2019-2024 sets out that the Union must have the financial capacity to “match its ambitions, 
attain its objectives and carry through its policies”.1 By providing clarity on future financing and expenditure limits, the 
multiannual financial framework (MFF) establishes the blueprint for the EU to pursue its strategic priorities over a 
seven-year period. The next MFF, for the period 2021-2027, must match the EU’s growing economic, geopolitical and 
environmental ambitions, while also accounting for the budgetary adjustments necessitated by Brexit.

Each of the four main EU institutions has an important role to play in the MFF adoption process. Before the existing long-
term budget expires, the European Commission presents a proposal that is used as a basis for negotiations within the 
Council. When determining its position, the Council receives political guidance from EU heads of state/government in 
the European Council. Though the Parliament can approve or reject the Council’s position, it cannot amend it. However, 
the European Parliament must give its consent before the Council can adopt the MFF. The institutions have all been 
deeply involved in the negotiation process on the MFF for 2021-2027.

The European Commission presented its proposal for the post-2020 MFF on 2 May 2018. Taking this date as the starting 
point, MFF negotiations at the political level have now lasted more than 21 months. During the negotiations on the MFF 
for 2014-2020, agreement at the level of the European Council had already been achieved by this point. The unsuccessful 
outcome of a special European Council meeting that took place on 20-21 February 2020 – the details of which are set out 
below – illustrates the challenge of building consensus on this cycle’s MFF.

Since the European Commission’s proposal, disagreements have emerged among Member States and between the 
institutions on issues like the size of the MFF and how to fill the estimated €60-€75 billion funding gap created by Brexit. 
This briefing begins by outlining how negotiations have progressed at the institutional level to date. It then examines Irish 
Government priorities. The paper concludes by considering the next steps in the process and suggesting a constructive 
role that Ireland could play in the decisive next phase of negotiations.

The Story So Far

The European Commission adopted its MFF proposal for the period 2021-2027 on 2 May 2018. This formally launched 
the MFF negotiation process. The overall size of the European Commission’s proposal amounts to approximately €1.135 
trillion in spending commitments, equivalent to 1.11% of the EU27’s Gross National Income (GNI). This is broadly stable in 
comparison to previous long-term budgets, as set out in Figure 1.

The European Commission's package projected an approximately one-third increase in Member State contributions by 
2027.2 This is due to inflation, real growth and the removal of the United Kingdom’s estimated €12 billion annual net 
contribution from the EU’s coffers. It is also partly the result of the European Commission's comprehensive response to 
new priorities such as climate action, migration and external action. Where spending cuts were proposed, they mainly 
fell in traditional policy areas like Cohesion Policy and – unacceptably for Ireland – the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP).

The European Council invited the European Parliament and the Council to examine the European Commission's proposal 
and it quickly became clear that the package fell short of the European Parliament’s ambitions. On 14 November 2018, 
the European Parliament adopted an Interim Report on the new MFF in which it set out its position that the overall size 
of the budget should amount to 1.3% of EU27 GNI, with funding for CAP and Cohesion Policy unchanged in real terms. 
The new European Parliament adopted a resolution on 10 October 2019 in which it reaffirmed it's negotiating mandate 

1 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/39914/a-new-strategic-agenda-2019-2024.pdf
2 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/communication-euco-mff-oct2019_en.pdf

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/39914/a-new-strategic-agenda-2019-2024.pdf
� https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/communication-euco-mff-oct2019_en.pdf
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Figure 1. The size of the EU budget as a percentage of EU GNI. Source: European Commission.

The proposals were considered at a technical level by Member States and at monthly meetings by the General Affairs 
Council. The most significant intervention at the level of the Council was the publication of a negotiating box by the 
Finnish Presidency of the EU on 2 December 2020 in an effort to advance discussions. The Finnish Presidency proposed 
an MFF amounting to 1.07% of EU27 GNI. 

Reaction to the Finnish proposal was mostly negative. European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen said that 
she was concerned by proposed cuts to defence, digital policy and the green economy.3 The European Parliament’s 
negotiating team suggested that the package would “condemn the European Union to failure”.4 However, An Taoiseach 
Leo Varadkar welcomed the Finnish offer to increase funding for the PEACE programme for Northern Ireland and the 
commitment to devote at least 25% of expenditure to climate action, in line with the European Commission’s original 
proposal.5

Despite the Taoiseach’s positive response to some elements of the Finnish negotiating box, agreement could not be 
reached on the proposal at the level of the European Council. On 12 December 2019, EU leaders called on Charles Michel, 
President of the European Council, to take the negotiations forward. 

Priorities for Ireland

As one of the wealthiest countries in the EU, Ireland has been a net contributor to the MFF since 2013. This means that 
it pays more into the EU budget than it receives. In 2018, Ireland paid €2.5 billion gross into the EU budget.6 Department 

3 https://www.euractiv.com/section/future-eu/news/von-der-leyen-criticises-finnish-presidencys-eu-budget-proposal/
4 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20191202IPR67826/mff-commission-s-plan-impossible-to-implement-with-finnish-proposal
5 https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2019-12-11/26/
6 https://www.kildarestreet.com/debates/?id=2019-11-13a.53

https://www.euractiv.com/section/future-eu/news/von-der-leyen-criticises-finnish-presidencys-eu-budg
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20191202IPR67826/mff-commission-s-plan-impossible-
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2019-12-11/26/
https://www.kildarestreet.com/debates/?id=2019-11-13a.53
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of Finance officials estimate that the net contribution was between €200 and €400 million.7 If EU leaders adopt an 
MFF equivalent to 1.11% of EU27 GNI – the level of the European Commission’s initial proposal – then Ireland’s gross 
contribution would rise further, potentially up to €2.9 billion in 2021.8 

The Taoiseach has consistently said that Ireland is open to an increased MFF contribution provided the budget delivers 
added value for EU citizens and ensures sufficient investment in Ireland’s core interests. Priorities for the Irish Government 
include regional development programmes like Cohesion Policy and Interreg and research investment through Horizon 
2020 and Erasmus+. Mr Varadkar has also underlined the importance of “new priorities” like security, migration and 
climate change.9

As in previous years, Ireland’s primary interest in this  round of MFF negotiations is maintaining CAP funding at current 
levels. Ireland is a member of an informal alliance of 19 Member States that shares this objective, sometimes referred to 
as the ‘Friends of CAP’. Notably, the Taoiseach has tied the question of CAP reform to the EU’s broader climate agenda. He 
said that his idea of a “modernised, greener” CAP could help the EU to achieve its sustainability objectives. Mr Varadkar’s 
vision aligns with the European Commission’s ambition to evolve traditional policies like CAP in line with new priorities 
that address the EU’s changing economic and environmental realities.10

Figure 2. Where Ireland stands in relation to the EU institutions.

The Taoiseach said that he would deploy the “political capital” that he has developed among EU leaders during the Brexit 
process to protect Ireland’s interests in the CAP reform debate.11 This claim will be tested over the coming months. Mr 
Varadkar held a video-conference with President Michel on 12 February 2020 in which he once again emphasised the 
importance of protecting CAP spending “in the interest of rural Ireland and family farms”.12 

7 https://www.irishtimes.com/business/economy/ireland-s-contribution-to-eu-budget-expected-to-rise-to-2-7bn-this-year-1.3467403?
8 https://www.rte.ie/news/analysis-and-comment/2020/0220/1116511-eu-budget-analysis/
9 https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2019-10-23/28/
10 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/communication-euco-mff-oct2019_en.pdf
11 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/ireland/irish-news/taoiseach-pledges-to-use-national-funds-to-make-up-any-shortfall-in-eu-cap-supports-1.4147078?
12 https://merrionstreet.ie/en/News-Room/News/Taoiseach_speaks_to_EU_Council_President_Charles_Michel.html
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Breaking the Deadlock?

On 14 February 2020, President Michel presented a revised MFF proposal in a bid to break the deadlock. Though the 
budget size was increased slightly compared to the Finnish Presidency proposal – up to 1.074% of EU27 GNI – the 
initial reaction to President Michel’s proposal was mixed. The European Parliament was concerned by the lack of global 
ambition. President David Sassoli warned that MEPs would vote against the proposal as it “risks leaving Europe lagging 
not only behind its own objectives, but also other actors on the international scene, such as China and the US”.13

EU leaders gathered at a special meeting of the European Council on 20-21 February 2020 to discuss the proposal. The 
meeting was called by President Michel after he held individual talks with all 27 leaders in recent weeks, reflecting the 
critical need to advance negotiations. Following over 24 hours of talks, the European Commission circulated what is 
known as a technical negotiating document to Member States, revising the overall size of the MFF downwards to 1.069% 
of EU27 GNI. 

The European Commission sought to reconcile the many competing visions by offering concessions to all sides. The 
document proposed increasing the share of climate spending to 27%, rising to the European Parliament’s desired level 
of 30% percent by 2027. It also promised additional CAP and Cohesion Policy spending relative to President Michel’s 
proposal. Contrary to President von der Leyen’s commitment to run a “geopolitical Commission”, however, these increases 
were offset by substantial cuts to international cooperation spending, Horizon Europe and the EU’s space programme.

EU leaders were deadlocked for close to thirty hours over the course of the two-day summit and the compromise proposal 
ultimately pleased no one. The Netherlands, Austria, Denmark and Sweden – a group of net contributors known as the 
‘Frugal Four’ who insist that the overall size of the MFF remain at 1% of EU27 GNI – refused to increase their commitments. 
Most of the main beneficiaries of the traditional financial envelopes, CAP and Cohesion Policy, also rejected the proposal, 
bringing the summit to an unsatisfactory conclusion.

The Road Ahead

The current MFF is due to expire on 31 December 2020, during the German Presidency of the EU. If this date passes 
without an agreement, Article 312(4) TFEU stipulates that the provisions of the current MFF will be extended until a new 
framework is adopted. However, the absence of legal bases in specific policy areas would jeopardise the continuation of 
existing programmes and threaten the introduction of new policies. Following the conclusion of the European Council 
meeting on 21 February 2020, President von der Leyen warned that unless the outstanding issues were resolved quickly, 
“there would be no funds for Erasmus, for research, or border protection” from early 2021.14 

It is worth recalling that the European Parliament was critical of the process leading to the adoption of the current MFF. 
Specifically, MEPs were unhappy with the role played by the European Council, which in its view had gone beyond the 
responsibilities assigned to it by the Treaties. Warning against a repeat of this scenario in the current round of negotiations, 
the new European Parliament adopted a resolution on 10 October 2019 reiterating that it “will not rubber-stamp a fait 
accompli from the European Council and is prepared to withhold its consent until a satisfactory agreement is reached”.15  

In order to ensure that the new MFF is adopted in time to facilitate the orderly transition between the two programming 
periods, significant progress must be achieved in the months ahead. The next European Council meeting is scheduled 
for 26-27 March 2020. However, the MFF is not due to be discussed at this summit according to the provisional agenda. 
It is possible that President Michel will convene another extraordinary European Council meeting before those dates, 
13 https://europarl.europa.eu/the-president/en/newsroom/sassoli-on-budget-proposal-unsatisfactory-draft
14 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/europe/eu-budget-varadkar-says-ireland-willing-to-pay-more-but-not-at-farmers-expense-1.4181125
15 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0032_EN.pdf

https://europarl.europa.eu/the-president/en/newsroom/sassoli-on-budget-proposal-unsatisfactory-draft
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/europe/eu-budget-varadkar-says-ireland-willing-to-pay-more-but-not-at-farmers-expense-1.4181125
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0032_EN.pdf
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reflecting the urgency with which progress must be achieved.

Conclusion

The leaders of the European Parliament’s main groups (EPP, S&D, Renew Europe and the Greens) wrote a letter to 
President Michel on 13 February 2020 to convey a number of “key political messages”. The leaders emphasised that the 
MFF must include substantial investment in new EU priorities like the European Green Deal and support the construc-
tion of a geopolitical Union fit for the digital age. February 2020’s special European Council meeting was an opportunity 
to recast the MFF negotiations in the context of these flagship issues. Regrettably, this did not transpire as Member 
States competed to protect their specific priorities.

The consent of the European Parliament is required to conclude the MFF adoption process. The fact that the European 
Council has once again assumed such a prominent role in negotiations this time around has the potential to upset some 
MEPs, who may follow through on their threat to block the adoption of the MFF if inter-institutional discussions are not 
intensified. As such, pressure is growing on President Michel to respond constructively to the European Parliament’s 
demand that the MFF provides adequate financing for the EU’s new strategic ambitions. 

Ireland is quite unique among the wealthier Member States in that its main concern in these negotiations is not the 
overall size of the MFF. As the Taoiseach said after the European Council meeting on 21 February 2020, “we are not really 
hung up on the percentage of GDP”. It would be sensible for the Irish Government to continue to eschew parsimonious 
efforts to shave a few hundredths of a percentage point of GDP off important financial envelopes. Instead, Ireland should 
leverage the new political capital referred to by the Taoiseach to build consensus around an agreement commensurate 
with the EU’s new economic, geopolitical and environmental ambitions. 
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