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Executive Summary

What is changing?

The Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) is the EU’s seven-year budget that sets the Union’s
overall spending priorities. On 16 July and 3 September 2025, the European Commission
proposed a significantly restructured budget for 2028—2034, worth around €2 trillion. Through
its current proposal, the Commission aims to make the funding system simpler; however, the
changes proposed could seriously impact how funding for social services and disability rights
works. These changes include:

e The European Union (EU) is cutting down its number of separate funding programs from
52 to 16. Most of the previously shared management funds will now be combined into
massive National and Regional Partnership Plans (NRPPs).

e The European Social Fund+ (ESF+) will no longer exist on its own. It will be merged into
big NRPPs, alongside other funds relevant for cohesion, agriculture, migration and
others.

e In previous years, the ESF+ had guaranteed money (what we call earmarking) for social
inclusion, poverty, child and youth guarantees as well as civil society support. This is
removed and replaced by much broader categories.

e The EU is introducing a target of 14% social spending in the NRPPs. But, the definition of
“social expenditure” is broadened, including a wide range of interventions, such as
social infrastructure (e.g. social and student housing) and reforms (e.g. in healthcare,
long-term care or food security).

e Previously, Member States had to abide by specific conditions regarding disability rights
to access the funds (what we called enabling conditions). These conditions are now
replaced by horizontal principles, reducing prior requirements linked to access to
funding. References to the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(UNCRPD) are weakened, and deinstitutionalisation is no longer explicitly embedded as
a condition.

¢ Decision-making is further centralised at national level, with programming based on
multi-annual national plans aligned with the European Semester (including country-
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specific recommendations for each Member States), leaving less room for local
organisations to influence how funds are spent.

At the same time, the programme includes a restriction of EU-level programmes:

o The EU is taking several different funding programs that focus on competition and
innovation, and rolling them all into one single, giant fund (The European
Competitiveness Fund).

e Erasmus+ will remain a stand-alone programme but will be reorganised and will absorb
the European Solidarity Corps (the EU's volunteering programme for young people).

e The brand-new AgoraEU will combine Creative Europe, which funds culture and media,
and Citizens, Equality, Rights and Values (CERV), which funds citizens' rights, equality,
into one single programme.

Why does it matter?
These changes reshape the balance between EU-level guarantees and national flexibility:

¢ Social investment becomes less protected and less clearly identifiable. A government
could choose to spend the entire budget on “social infrastructure”, and in practice this
could mean renovating a hospital.

e Funding for inclusion and disability-related priorities risks being diluted within broader
national budgets. Funding for local disability services will now have to compete directly
against other massive, high-priority national projects.

o The shift towards performance-based governance weakens the link between funding
and rights-based safeguards. A Member State may use EU funds for buildings
renovations, even if those buildings are large segregating institutions.

¢ Regional and local actors may have a more limited role in programming and
implementation. Currently, regional and local municipalities are part of the decision on
how EU funds are spent in their specific towns because they know their communities
best. With the new system, all decision-making power moves to national governments.
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o Civil society and smaller service providers may face greater barriers to access EU
funding. A local service provider running a job-training café won't have the capacity to
apply for massive, multi-million-euro national contracts.

What does EASPD call for?

The European Association of Service providers for Persons with Disabilities (EASPD) is the
leading voice of disability services across Europe. Representing over 20,000 services in over 50
different countries, we promote human rights and equal opportunities for people with
disabilities through effective and high-quality support.

Our work focuses on key areas essential to quality support provision. This includes
Employment, Education and notably Vocational Education & Training, Adult Learning and skills
development, Early Childhood Intervention, Inclusive Living, Person-Centred Technology,
Workforce Development and Human Resources, Arts, Culture & Sport, and Policy Impact.

In the context of the MFF negotiations, EASPD, together with its alliances, calls for a stronger
social dimension in the next EU budget. The key priorities are:

¢ Increase and clarify social investment: raise the NRPP social spending target from 14%
to 25% and ensure a clear link to the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR), with social
expenditure clearly identifiable and not diluted across broad categories.

e Preserve European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) and European Regional Development Fund
(ERDF) as separate funds: maintain distinct legal bases and dedicated budgets at least
at current real levels, with ESF+ focused on employment, skills, social inclusion and
poverty reduction, and ERDF on territorial cohesion and social infrastructure.

o Protect existing ESF+ priorities and earmarking: safeguard targeted investment in social
inclusion, child poverty, homelessness, youth employment, and civil society support.

e Secure EU-level funding for social innovation and civil society: increase visibility of the
social economy, civil society and social services across funding. Ensure that a separate
budget line is created within the EU Facility for activities previously covered by
Employment and Social Innovation (EaSl) strand of the ESF+, including transnational
cooperation, social innovation, capacity building, and support to networks and social
economy actors.
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¢ Strengthen rights-based safeguards: maintain or reinstate enabling conditions linked to
the EPSR and the UNCRPD, ensuring accessibility, independent living, and
deinstitutionalisation are operational requirements rather than general principles.

¢ Reinforce the partnership principle and accessibility of funds: ensure meaningful
involvement of regional and local authorities, social service providers, and civil society,
alongside simplified procedures and improved access for smaller beneficiaries.

The Commission’s proposal aims to simplify and modernise EU funding. However, simplification
must not lead to weaker social guarantees. Without clearer earmarking and stronger
safeguards, there is a risk that social investment will become less visible and less enforceable.
The next EU budget should remain a stable instrument for social investment, ensuring that

inclusion, rights, and services supporting people in vulnerable situations remain a central and
measurable part of EU spending.
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Introduction

On 16 July and 3 September 2025, the European Commission presented its proposal for the
next budget, the so-called Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF).

For the period 2028-2034, it amounts to almost €2 trillion, equivalent to approximately 1.26%
of the EU’s gross national income. In nominal terms, this is a significant increase compared to
the current budget of €1.211 trillion (2021-2027). However, much of this rise can be linked to
inflation and debt repayment.

This proposal marks the starting point of complex negotiations between EU institutions that will
determine the EU’s spending priorities for the next decade. While the Commission frames the
MFF proposal as a response to Europe's current strategic priorities of competitiveness,
prosperity, and security, it also introduces important structural changes to increase the
flexibility and efficiency of the funds. It does so by reducing the number of funds from 52 to 16
and by merging all the funds that were managed with Member States, including cohesion
funds such as the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) and the European Regional Development
Fund (ERDF), into national plans, similar to those created as a response to the Covid crisis.
These changes have raised serious concerns across a wide range of sectors, including
agriculture, culture, and, crucially, the social sector.

This briefing aims to help understand the European Commission’s proposal by looking at the
most relevant aspects for EASPD, and the respective regulations. This includes:

e The new performance and tracking system

e The National and Regional Partnership Plans (NRPPs)

e The European Competitiveness Fund (ECF) and Horizon Europe
e Erasmus+

e AgoraEU

It will also provide a general explanation of the foreseen negotiation timeline, as well as
information about EASPD's alliances and key advocacy work. Finally, the last section will give
guidance on how EASPD members can be involved at national level.
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1. Big picture: the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) 2028-2034

The Commission proposal for a "'larger, smarter and sharper" EU budget reflects the change in
EU priorities, influenced by the digital and green transitions, changes in political leadership, and
the increasingly unstable geopolitical environment. It puts a strong emphasis on flexibility, rapid
response to crises, simplified procedures, and closer monitoring of performance.

1.1. Budget and headings

The MFF overarching regulation outlines the overall amount and functioning of the new

budget. The headings of the proposed MFF correspond to the major areas of activity financed
by the EU budget.

THE EU MULTIANNUAL FINANCIAL FRAMEWORK St Ny
2028-2034 (in current prices) €1.82::,‘I :al:-nl;: ngup

due to rounding.

ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND
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55% : 32.7% ; 11.9% : 6%

e Economic, social and territorial cohesion, agriculture, rural and maritime prosperity
and security amounts to EUR 1 trillion. It encompasses the National and Regional
Partnership Plans (NRPP), including cohesion, social, environmental, security,
agriculture, rural and maritime policies. Frontex, Europol and other decentralised
agencies are also included. In addition to the national envelopes, a fixed annual amount
for the repayment of NextGenerationEU, an EU Facility and Interreg funds are included.
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e Competitiveness, prosperity and security amounts to EUR 589.6 billion. It includes the
European Competitiveness Fund and Horizon Europe, cross-border connectivity
(Connecting Europe Facility), preparedness and response to crises, including health
(Union Civil Protection Mechanism+), Erasmus+, and a new fund, ‘Agora EU', that will
support culture, media and civil society organisations.

e Global Europe amounts to EUR 215.2 billion. It includes Global Europe and the Common
Foreign and Security Policy and Overseas Countries and Territories.

¢ Administration will amount to a stable share of 6% of the MFF. This will cover
expenditures for the European Public Administration.

Beyond these four headings, a special reserve will be available to support Ukraine.

1.2. The new performance and tracking system

Besides the merging of funds, another key change is the creation of a unified performance and
tracking system for all the EU funds, through a Common Performance and Tracking Framework
established by a general regulation. Under the current 2021-2027 framework, each funding
programme has its own monitoring system and programme-specific indicators, allowing
performance to be assessed against the objectives of each fund. In contrast, the new proposal
introduces a harmonised framework with common categories and indicators across all EU
programmes and activities.

The objective is to provide a comparable overview of how the EU budget contributes to
common priorities and to ensure harmonised and comparable tracking of EU expenditure
across programmes. By standardising intervention categories and performance indicators, the
framework establishes a common methodology for measuring “EU budget performance” across
all funding programmes.

A key element of the proposal is Annex |, which defines 543 predefined intervention fields
grouped under 18 policy areas. Every intervention field is linked to one or more performance
indicators and assigned coefficient of 0%, 40% or 100%, representing its estimated contribution
to four horizontal objectives: climate mitigation, climate adaptation and resilience,
environmental protection, and social objectives. These coefficients will be used to calculate
progress toward political spending targets, including the requirement that at least 14% of
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expenditure under National and Regional Partnership Plans (NRPPs) contributes to social
objectives (see Section 2.3).

Compared with the current programming period, the proposed methodology broadens what
can be counted as social spending. While interventions traditionally financed through ESF+,
such as support for employment, education, volunteering, disability inclusion and social
inclusion, receive a 100% social coefficient, a range of investments currently financed under
other funds are also considered to contribute to social objectives. These include social and
affordable housing, social infrastructure, energy efficiency measures, research and innovation,
support for civil society organisations, culture, tourism and media, which are generally assigned
a 40% social coefficient. As a result, the 14% social spending target will not rely solely on
measures comparable to today's ESF+, but on a much broader range of investments across
different policy areas.

Also, another change is towards an output-based system. Monitoring will focus on standardised
outputs: the immediate deliverables of a project, such as the number of people trained, homes
renovated, or support services established, and results, defined as the direct effects of these
activities. This is intended to simplify reporting, improve comparability across programmes, and
strengthen accountability for EU spending. However, it also risks privileging interventions that
produce easily quantifiable outputs over initiatives whose value lies in long-term systemic
change. Social innovation, in particular, often generates outcomes such as stronger community
capacity, institutional learning, behavioural change, or improved collaboration, which emerge
gradually and cannot be adequately captured through harmonised output indicators. As a
result, an overly output-driven monitoring framework risks discouraging experimentation,
reducing incentives for innovative approaches, and favouring conventional projects with
predictable, measurable deliverables over transformative social interventions.

Taken together, these changes point to a more centralised way of measuring EU spending,
where results are tracked in a more uniform way across programmes. This may make
reporting simpler and easier to compare, but it also risks pushing funding towards activities
that are easier to count and away from those with longer-term or less visible results, which
are often central to social work and social innovation. At the same time, the wider range of
activities counted under social spending, combined with tighter targets, raises concerns that
more will be expected with less resources.
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1.3. Mention of the UNCRPD in the recitals

The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) is explicitly mentioned
in the recitals of the proposed regulation. Recitals are explanatory statements that set out the
context and objectives of a law, but they are not legally binding. The recital 10 states that the
EU budget should promote the effective enjoyment of the rights of people with disabilities,

ensure equal opportunities, and aim to remove inequalities where feasible and appropriate. In

particular, programmes and activities are encouraged to ensure accessibility of infrastructures,
products and services and to support independent living and the transition from institutional to

family- and community-based care.

Although this explicit reference to the UNCRPD and the objective of advancing

deinstitutionalisation is positive, as these commitments are confined to the recitals, they do not

create binding obligations for Member States.
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the European Union

11



W www.easpd.eu W info@easpd.eu ™ +3222383920 Avenue des Nerviens - 85 — Nerviérslaan 1040 Brussels

European Association of Service providers
for Persons with Disabilities

2. National and Regional Partnership Plans (NRPPs)

2.1. Proposed regulation

A central innovation of the proposal is the introduction of the National and Regional

Partnership Plans (NRPPs), conceived as a single, multi-annual strategic framework bringing

together several funds with shared management, together with Member States. These include
14 funds, including cohesion policy funds, such as the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+), the
European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), and the Cohesion Fund, elements of the
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), fisheries, climate, and migration and asylum instruments.

The Plans would last for seven years, negotiated mainly between the Commission and national
governments, based on national priorities and the EU recommendations made every year in
the framework of the European Semester, the EU’s annual policy and economic coordination

process between the Commission and Member States. This is a fundamental change compared
to the current system, under which each fund is governed by its own rules, respective national
managing authorities and Commission desk officers. Under the proposed NRPP architecture,
the planning would be centralised across sectors into a single plan, with the different areas
becoming chapters of it.

Aside from the national plans, the NRPP regulation also includes an EU Facility and Interreg
funds for transnational cooperation and crisis response. The EU Facility would allow resources
to be mobilised quickly in response to crises. In addition, an unallocated cushion will provide
more possibilities to respond to unexpected events and disasters in Member States.

This overarching national plan is explicitly inspired by the Next Generation EU Programme and

more precisely the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF). This model was created to foster

economic recovery after the COVID-19 pandemic. The Commission took inspiration from this
model, which allows strong cross-sectoral opportunities and offers higher adaptability to
respond to crises. In principle, this simplified architecture could reduce administrative
paperwork and give greater flexibility to plan actions across policy areas, rather than being
confined to narrow, fund-specific priorities.

Under the Commission proposal, the NRPPs would be governed by a new horizontal

regulation establishing the overall framework for planning, implementation and monitoring,
complemented by a limited set of sectoral regulations (notably for the ESF, ERDF, the Cohesion
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Fund, the CAP and other instruments). This would facilitate reprogramming, which currently
requires long negotiations with the Commission. However, it also centralises decision-making
and channels funding for regional and local authorities primarily through national governments.

Although the current proposal keeps a separate Regulation for the European Social Fund,
alongside the NRPP Regulation, its importance and influence are being weakened under the
new architecture centred on the NRPPs. The ESF+ proposed regulation has only 9 Articles and
largely relies on the NRPP regulation, with additional rules on on social innovation, measures to
address material deprivation, and partnership. In conclusion, while legally separate and still
branded as the EU's main instrument for investing in people, its integration within the broader
NRPP framework risks changing its strategic orientation, how its budget is distributed and how
it is tracked and reviewed. Being embedded within a wider governance structure risk making it
less transparent and limiting involvement of stakeholders.

2.2. Strengthened role of the European Semester

The European Semester is the annual process for coordinating economic and social policies
between the European Union and the Member States. The proposed National and Regional
Partnership Plans significantly increase the influence of the European Semester on the design
of EU spending priorities, making it a more direct reference point for funding decisions.
National plans will need to address challenges identified in the Semester, in particular the
relevant Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs), including those linked to the European
Pillar of Social Rights.

This closer link may improve coherence between EU economic governance and financial
programming. However, it also raises concerns about the scope and balance of the priorities
reflected in spending decisions. CSRs tend to focus primarily on fiscal stability, defence,
competitiveness and labour market performance, often addressing social issues in a narrower,
employment-oriented way. Broader social and territorial challenges, which are more
comprehensively reflected in Country Reports, are not systematically translated into CSR
priorities.

In comparison, the current ESF+ Regulation already mention to the European Semester, but
mainly as a coordination and programming reference rather than directly determining how
funding is allocated. The NRPP proposal therefore represents a shift towards linking spending
decisions more directly within the EU’s economic governance framework.
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2.3. Budget allocation

The total money allocated within the NRPP Regulation amounts to €865 billion. This includes
€783 billion pre-allocated national envelopes, distributed among Member States; a €72 billion
EU-level facility intended to finance Union actions and respond to emerging challenges and
priorities; and €10 billion for Interreg, supporting cross-border, transnational and interregional
cooperation.

How much of the total amount would be distributed among Member States from €783 billion
for pre-allocated national envelopes will be calculated in accordance with Annex I. The annex
provides a methodology taking into account different factors such as the population, the
population at risk of poverty or social exclusion living in rural areas, gross national income (GNI)
and the regional gross domestic product (GDP), the number of asylum applicants, etc.

2.4. 14% for social objectives and lost earmarking

A key change in the proposed NRPP framework is the shift away from clearly defined and
protected budget allocations under ESF+ and ERDF towards a system based on a single
percentage target, without specifying how this spending must be distributed across different
social priorities. Unlike the current ESF+ Regulation, which includes binding minimum
allocations for key social areas, the NRPP regulation relies on an overall 14% target without
dedicated spending requirements within it.

Under the NRPP Regulation, a minimum of 14% of the total EU contribution under the
NRPPs be directed towards the Union’s “social objectives”, corresponding to about €89
billion over the MFF period. This is lower than the current European Social Fund Plus (ESF+),
which amounts to around €120 billion in inflation-adjusted terms, a decrease of
approximately €31 billion. Of this amount, €68 billion would be provided as grants, while €21
billion would depend on repayable loans, reducing the share of stable, non-repayable

funding.

Crucially, as we saw in paragraphs 1.1. and 1.2., Annex | of the performance framework
indicates what can be counted as “social objectives”, and the list is broader than under the ESF+
framework. It includes a wide set of interventions previously financed under other policy areas.
These range from infrastructure investments such as renovations of hospital, education and
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care facilities, and student or social housing. Labour market, healthcare, long-term care and
food security reforms are also included, alongside certain investments such as tourism, which
may be counted at a 40% coefficient.

As a result, two shifts occur at the same time: the framework becomes more flexible in
what can be counted, but less prescriptive in how resources are distributed. This
combination weakens the direct link between funding and targeted social inclusion
objectives. It increases the risk that the 14% target is met through broad infrastructure
investments and general reforms, without a corresponding strengthening of dedicated
measures for vulnerable groups. While Member States with strong social priorities may use
this flexibility to go beyond the minimum requirement, others may remain close to the
threshold, with limited incentives to prioritise social inclusion.

The main guidance on social spending is set out in Annex VI of the NRPP Regulation. It
requires Member States to concentrate resources on four priority areas: active social inclusion
and socio-economic integration; addressing material deprivation; implementing the Child
Guarantee; and implementing the Youth Guarantee. These priorities must be designed in line
with national needs and challenges identified, inter alia, through the European Semester and
the European Pillar of Social Rights. Member States must indicate indicative financial allocations
for these categories in their Plans, using a common template submitted to and agreed with the
Commission. However, the framework does not establish binding minimum shares for each
priority area, leaving significant discretion in how resources are distributed within the overall
social target.

Overall, this marks a clear departure from the ESF+ approach, which is based on a dedicated
fund with legally defined policy objectives and requirements to concentrate resources on social
inclusion, poverty reduction, child poverty, youth employment and capacity building for civil
society.

2.5. From enabling conditions to horizontal principles

Under the current 2021-2027 framework, shared-management funds are governed by the
Common Provisions Regulation (CPR), which establishes common rules to access to shared
management funds, representing today a third of the EU budget. The CPR apply to the
European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+), the
Cohesion Fund, the Just Transition Fund (JTF), the European Maritime, Fisheries and
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Aguaculture Fund (EMFAF), the Asylum and Migration Fund (AMIF), the Internal Security Fund
(ISF), and the Border Management and Visa Instrument (BMVI).

A key feature of the CPR is the system of so-called “enabling conditions”, a set of conditions
that must be fulfilled before funds can be accessed. These include horizontal conditions, which

apply across all funds, and thematic conditions linked to specific policy areas.

Horizontal conditions cover, among others, compliance with the EU Charter of Fundamental
Rights, public procurement and State aid rules, and respect for the UNCRPD. Thematic
conditions require Member States to have in place appropriate policies in areas such as
education, health, and early childhood education and care. In practice, this includes
requirements such as having national or regional strategies for health and long-term care that
promote the shift towards community and family-based services and de-institutionalisation.

In the new proposal, the NRPP framework brings together shared management funds under a
single structure and relies on horizontal principles. These include respect for the rule of law and
for the rights, freedoms and principles set out in the Charter of Fundamental Rights, as well as
obligations to prevent discrimination based on gender, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief,
disability, age or sexual orientation. Accessibility for people with disabilities must also be
considered throughout the preparation and implementation of the Plans. Additional cross-
cutting principles, including gender equality and the “Do No Significant Harm'” principle, are set
out in the performance framework regulation.

If funding is stopped because of continuous failures to respect the rule of law or the Charter, it
may be redirected to programmes under direct or indirect management, including those
supporting democracy, civil society, Union values, or the fight against corruption.

However, unlike the CPR system, these safeguards operate primarily as horizontal obligations
rather than conditions that must be met to access specific funds.

1The “Do No Significant Harm” (DNSH) principle requires that EU-funded measures must not cause significant
harm to environmental objectives, such as climate change mitigation and adaptation, water and marine resources,
the circular economy, pollution prevention, and biodiversity.
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Overall, this marks a shift from a system based on enabling conditions that must be met in
advance for each fund towards a more generalised set of horizontal principles applied
across the NRPP framework. While these principles remain important safeguards, their
preventive function is weaker, as compliance is no longer systematically determined to prior
demonstration of national or regional policies. In addition, the UNCRPD is no longer explicitly
included among the horizontal principles, despite its importance for social inclusion and
disability rights.

2.6. Nationalisation of planning and implementation

A key novelty of the proposed framework is the further centralisation of EU funds
management at the national level. Compared with the current system, the NRPP structure
gives Member States greater flexibility to design interventions across policy areas, rather than
within fund-specific programmes. This could support more integrated and cross-sectoral
investments. At the same time, it shifts decision-making away from regional and local levels,
with potential implications for the involvement of regional authorities and civil society
organisations, depending on how each Member State organises the process.

Each Member State shall establish one or more monitoring committees for the relevant
chapters of the NRPP, with the possibility for a single committee to cover multiple chapters.
While the Regulation formally includes the partnership principle in line with multi-level
governance and a bottom-up approach, how this works in practice depends largely on how
each Member States organises it. Compared to the current MFF, where regional programming
under instruments such as ESF+ ensures a structured involvement of regional and local actors,
the more nationalised planning model may make stakeholder involvement less consistent.

Although partners and local authorities must be involved in the preparation of the Plans, the
timeframe for consultation appears limited, and the regulation leaves significant discretion to
Member States in organising participatory processes. It also foresees an annual consultation of
European-level organisations representing partners on the implementation of the NRPPs.
However, the broad flexibility granted to Member States, including the possibility to derogate
from certain partnership requirements in specific areas such as border management and
internal security where justified, may weaken the practical effectiveness of the shared
management approach.
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2.7. Direct investment for social innovation as a part of the EU Facility

The funds directly managed by the Commission under the ESF+ EaSI (Employment and Social
Innovation) strand will fall under the EU Facility?, without a clear budget allocation. Today,
EaSl finances social innovation, transnational cooperation, social experimentation and support
to civil society organisations, social economy entities and social partners’ capacity at local,
national and Union levels. This includes transnational cooperation, microfinance, social
enterprise finance, social economy, including health and educational infrastructure, health and
long-term care, inclusion and accessibility, with a focus on integrating people in vulnerable
situations, including people experiencing or at risk of poverty, social exclusion or discrimination.
It also finances many European network like EASPD, which was funded through EaSI until 2024.

2 According to Annex XV to the NRP regulations
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3. And the other funds?

3.1. European Competitiveness Fund and Horizon Europe

For our meeting tomorrow on Equal Care I'd like to plan around 2 things: one email to the
advisory board. Ideally it would be good to inform them on the general state of play of the
project and suggest their involvement on final key actions: the policy recommendations and the
final event. We may suggest an online meeting to coordinate in September on this.

As part of the post-2027 MFF package, the Commission proposes a Regulation establishing a

European Competitiveness Fund (ECF) aiming at consolidating a range of existing

competitiveness-related instruments under a single horizontal framework. It is designed to
steer investments towards the EU’s industrial and technological priorities, strengthening
Europe’s strategic autonomy and global competitiveness. Its budget lines include EU4Health,
Innovation Fund, and Digital Europe Programme, which may be relevant for the disability
support sector.

Under the Commission proposal, the European Competitiveness Fund would represent a
significant increase in EU-level investment in competitiveness and research compared to the
2021-2027 MFF, with a total financial envelope of approximately €451. This would include 11
billion for the clean transition and decarbonisation, 51 billion for the digital transition, 20 billion
for health, biotechnology, agriculture and bioeconomy and 125 billion for defence and space.

“Social enterprises” are mentioned in ECF proposal, in the general objectives. However, there’s
no broader reference to the Social Economy Action Plan, nor clear guidance on ensuring the
participation of civil society organisations, including umbrella organisations representing social
economy actors, social service providers, and other relevant non-profit stakeholders in the
monitoring of the fund.

Horizon Europe will continue funding research around the four pillars of Excellent Science,
Competitiveness and Society, Innovation, and the European Research Area, seeking alighnment
with the policy priorities of the ECF. While it would formally remain a stand-alone programme
with its own regulation, it would be “tightly connected with the regulation establishing the

European Competitiveness Fund (ECF)”. The two programmes would be complementary in
supporting research and innovation, as well as in bringing research results to market,
developing new solutions. However, this link is not yet clearly defined in the Commission’s
proposal.
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A share of the Fund would also support skills development in strategic sectors, notably through
a proposed European Skills Guarantee, industrial partnerships, net-zero industry academies and
skills mobility initiatives. However, unlike existing social and education programmes, these
measures are not accompanied by dedicated earmarking, raising questions about their scale,
accessibility, and long-term impact on quality employment.

3.2. Erasmus+

As for Erasmus +, the Commission proposes to keep it as a stand-alone fund. A major structural
change in the proposal is the integration of the European Solidarity Corps (ESC) into Erasmus+,
resulting in a single programme covering education and training (including learning mobility),
youth, sport, and volunteering, including humanitarian action.

The Commission proposes a €40.8 billion Erasmus+ budget for 2028-2034, presented as a
significant increase compared to €26.2 billion under the 2021-2027 MFF. However, this
comparison is misleading, as it includes the integration of the European Solidarity Corps
(around €1 billion under the current framework). Adjusted for inflation, the proposal largely
maintains Erasmus+ at its current real-terms level rather than increasing its funding. The
proposal also introduces new high-cost initiatives, including “Scholarships in Strategic Sectors”,
which would fully fund entire academic programmes. This measure does not explicitly prioritise
learners with fewer opportunities, and the cost of one scholarship is estimated to equal around
25 standard mobility actions.

The proposal reorganises Erasmus+ around two overarching pillars: ‘Learning opportunities for
all’, covering individual and collective mobility and exchanges across all sectors, and ‘Support
for capacity building’, integrating cooperation projects, networks, alliances and policy support
activities at local, national and European levels. While this restructuring may simplify
programme architecture, it also removes the differentiated sectoral strands and Key Action
logic that previously ensured visibility, balance and targeted support across education, training,
youth and sport. This raise concerns that certain sectors or target groups may be deprioritised
in practice.

The proposal includes a dedicated chapter on Inclusion and Diversity. However, the practical
implications of this commitment remain unclear and key concepts such as “learners with fewer
opportunities” remain broadly defined, leaving substantial discretion to implementation at a
later stage. While the proposal introduces new references, including early-age participation,
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socio-economic background, and learners with fewer opportunities, many aspects of inclusion
will still need to be addressed at a technical level.

Under the 2021-2027 MFF, the programme was structured around distinct chapters with
predefined budget allocations, ensuring a balanced distribution of funding across sectors. In the
proposed framework for 2028-2034, this sectoral earmarking disappears. Funding is made
available across all sectors without predefined minimum shares, significantly increasing
flexibility for programme management but reducing predictability and safeguards for
traditionally underfunded sectors, notably youth and non-formal education.

3.3. AgoraEU

AgoraEU is the European Commission’s proposal to merge the current Creative Europe
programme and the Citizens, Equality, Rights and Values (CERV) programme into a single Union
programme for the period 2028-2034. The proposal is set out in a Regulation establishing the
AgoraEU programme.

This merger represents a significant shift, bringing together cultural, media and civic action
funding under a single horizontal framework, whereas these areas were previously governed by
distinct stand-alone programmes with different objectives, governance structures and
beneficiary communities. The Commission proposes an increased total budget of approximately
€9 billion for AgoraEU, although the resources must now cover a broader and more
heterogeneous set of objectives.

The new programme is organised around three main strands: Culture; MEDIA+; and
Democracy, Citizens, Equality, Rights and Values. According to the Commission, this structure
is intended to encourage cross-sectoral synergies between cultural, media, and civic actors to
maximise impact.

AgoraEU is also intended to support the implementation of the EU Civil Society Strategy and the
European Democracy Shield. However, the extent to which earmarking within the programme
will provide robust and predictable funding for civil society organisations and rights-based
actions remain uncertain, particularly in the absence of strong minimum allocations enshrined
in the regulation.
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4. The negotiations

4.1. The negotiations timeline

All the proposed regulations forming the future Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) 2028-
2034 are now in play, but they remain to be negotiated and adopted through the EU’s ordinary
legislative procedure, a process that will last from 2025 to 2028. The negotiations can be
understood in three broad phases:

1. Preparatory phase (2024-2025): Before the formal legislative proposals were tabled, the
Commission initiated preparatory work throughout 2024 and early 2025, including
consultations with stakeholders and Member States. Citizens were also consulted through a
European Citizens’ Panel on the future EU budget. At the European Parliament level,
thematic committees and political groups engaged in preparatory scrutiny and adopted
own-initiative positions? on priorities for the next long-term budget.

2. Formal proposal phase (July-September 2025): The European Commission formally
presented its legislative proposal for the 2028-2034 MFF regulation and linked files, in two
packages, one on 16 July 2025 and one on 3 September 2025. This marked the starting
point of the formal legislative process.

3. Interinstitutional Negotiations (2025-2027/28):

a. European Parliament: The European Parliament and the Council of the European
Union are now preparing their respond to the Commission’s proposal. In the
European Parliament, The Committee on Budgets (BUDG) is the lead committee
for the main MFF Regulation, with Siegfried Muresan (EPP, Romania) and Carla
Tavares (S&D, Portugal) appointed as co-rapporteurs. It adopted an interim
report on the Commission’s proposal, on 28 April 2026. Other committees are
working on interim reports for linked legislative files (e.g. BUDG, REGI and AGRI
Committees for the NRPP regulation; BUDG and CONT Committees for the

3 An own-initiative report (or INI report) is a type of report produced by the European Parliament on its own
initiative (i.e. not responding to a specific legislative proposal), used to express the Parliament’s views,
recommendations, or political priorities on a given issue.
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performance framework; ITRE Committee for the Competitiveness Fund; CULT
Committee for Erasmus; etc.).

b. Council of the European Union: On the Council side, technical and political
discussions among Member States have been taking place, primarily in the
General Affairs Council. In December 2025, the Danish presidency prepared an
initial negotiating box and successive presidencies (Cyprus and Ireland) are
pursuing the negotiations with a view to reaching a political agreement before
the end of 2026.

4. Trilogue and final adoption (2026-2028): Once both the Parliament and the Council have
established their positions, interinstitutional negotiations (“trilogues”) will begin. These
informal talks between the European Parliament, the Council and the European Commission
aim to reach provisional agreements on the texts of the various MFF regulations and linked
sectoral acts. A provisional agreement reached in trilogue remains subject to formal
approval by the European Parliament in plenary vote, and the Council of the European
Union, requiring unanimity for the core MFF Regulation and consent for related legislative
acts. All these steps must be completed by the end of 2027 to allow the next long-term
budget to enter into force on 1 January 2028.

4.2. Positions of the EU Institutions

The European Parliament is currently shaping its position and remains in a definition phase,
marked by internal political divisions but an overall critical stance towards the Commission
proposal. While there is broad agreement on the need to strengthen EU investment capacity,
many MEPs consider the proposed overall budget ceiling insufficient considering rising
geopolitical, social, and climate-related challenges. A central concern relates to the perceived
“renationalisation” of key EU policies through the shift towards National and Regional
Partnership Plans, which is seen as weakening the Community method and reducing
parliamentary oversight. The Parliament is also expected to defend the continuity and visibility
of core EU policies such as cohesion and the CAP, while pushing for stronger social, climate, and

rights-related investment priorities. The ESF+ draft report asked for a carved-out strengthened
fund.

The Council of the European Union is broadly aligned with the Commission’s overall direction
but remains in a cautious negotiation phase shaped by the need to reconcile divergent Member
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State interests. While many governments support the emphasis on flexibility, simplification,
and competitiveness, there is limited willingness to increase the overall budget envelope. The
Council’s current position favours small changes rather than major reform, with some countries
pushing to keep spending low and others prioritising funding for cohesion and agriculture. As a
result, the Council approach is primarily driven by feasibility and political compromise, given
that all countries must agree.

The Committee of the Regions (CoR) adopts a more critical stance, particularly regarding the
governance implications of the proposed reform. It argues that the shift towards nationally
managed plans risks weakening the role of regional and local authorities in the design and
implementation of EU-funded policies. From this perspective, the proposal undermines the
principles of multi-level governance that have traditionally underpinned cohesion policy and
may reduce the territorial sensitivity and effectiveness of EU investment. The CoR therefore
calls for stronger safeguards ensuring meaningful regional involvement throughout
programming and delivery.

The European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) similarly expresses a broadly supportive
but critical position, welcoming the continued importance of the social economy and cohesion
objectives while warning against fragmentation and dilution of social policy instruments. Its
main concerns relate to implementation: ensuring that simplification does not lead to reduced
accessibility for civil society organisations and social economy actors, and that social priorities
remain visible and adequately resourced across the new budget structure. The EESC also
emphasises the need to better align the MFF with the European Pillar of Social Rights and
broader inclusion objectives.

5. EASPD alliances

The year ahead will be decisive for negotiations on the future of EU funding. Although the
negotiations have just started, EASPD is coordinating its advocacy with different other
organisations to ensure the voices from ground are heard and reflected in the negotiations.

Among our key alliances:

e EU Funds for Social Coalition (EUFunds4Social): This coalition is composed of hundreds

of European civil society organisations, social economy actors, social services, training
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organisations, workers and social partners that came together in response to these
proposed changes. Building on joint advocacy since March 2025, including statements
endorsed by over 250 organisations, the coalition objective is to secure strong social
funding in the next MFF and meaningful civil society involvement in shaping the
National and Regional Partnership Plans:

o March 2025. EASPD coordinated the “Time for Ambition: A Strengthened ESF+ in
the Next EU Budget” statement endorsed by over 250 EU and national

organisations, calling for the reinforcement of ESF+ as the backbone of social
investment in Europe.

o July 2025. We followed up with “Keep What Works: 8 Success Factors for a Future
ESF+”, co-signed by 46 EU networks, reinforcing the need to preserve ESF+’s proven

strengths in any new financial architecture.

o October 2025. Building on these success factors, we assessed the European
Commission’s proposals and published the results in the Statement “100 billion
Euros for Social Spending? The Devil’s in the Details", co-signed by over 50 EU
networks.

o March 2026. Continuing the effort in influencing the negotiations, we published
“Building on what works”, endorsed by 356 organisations, including 68 European
networks.

o June 2026. We then targeted the European Council more specifically with an open
letter “Protecting ESF and ERDF: building on what works for people and regions”,
signed by over 250 European and national organisations.

e Care Alliance: This group of civil society organisations represent and support people
with disabilities, older people, people in need of (long-term) care, their families, but also
service providers in the (long-term) care sector and social partners. The Alliance has
been working together since October 2023 and published a number of joint statements,
including “Time for decisive investments in care services: Call for earmarking of funds
for implementation of European Care Strategy under the MFF 2028-2034”. The
statemens calls for clear earmark funding for social and care policies under the next EU
budget. Namely, through explicit mention of the European Care Strategy in the NRP
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regulation and European Social Fund regulation, and through greater clarity in the MFF
package on allocation of funding for social and care objectives.

e Social Platform: This is the largest, leading non-governmental organisation working on
social issues in Europe with members representing tens of thousands of local and
national NGOs working directly with some of the most at risk and marginalised people.
EASPD is a member of the Social Platform and contributed to its Position paper: A post-

2027 Multiannual Financial Framework for Social Europe and statement Post-2027 MFF:

Risk of Underinvestment in Social Europe.

e EU Alliance for Investing in Children: It brings together over 20 European networks
sharing a commitment to end child poverty and to promote child well-being across
Europe. The alliance has advocated for better protection of children within the next MFF
trough different papers : A Europe that protects every child: Aligning EU’s policies and

budget to eradicate child poverty, Protect children, protect Europe — Fund the fight

against child poverty. The Alliance calls for the creation of a dedicated European Child

Guarantee' budget of at least €20 billion, implemented through ESF+, and an
earmarking of at least 5% of ESF+ to combat child poverty, with at least 10% earmarked
in Member States where child poverty and social exclusion exceed the EU average.

e The European Expert Group on the transition from institutions to community-based
support (EEG): This coalition of organisations advocates for the transition from
institutional to family- and community-based support. It has published a position paper
“For better use of EU funding to foster the transition from institutional to community-

based care” underscoring the important role EU funds play in shaping care systems
across Europe.

e Civil Society Europe (CSE): This is the coordination of civil society organisations at the
EU level, representing 24 European networks and federations of civil society
organisations. CSE coordinates several advocacy efforts for the next MFF to better
support civil society, including “Civil Society Europe’s Reaction to the Multiannual

Financial Framework 2028-2034: Progress for Some, Setbacks for Others”.

e Social Services Europe (SSE): SSE is a network of 9 European umbrella organisations —
providing not-for-profit social services in Europe. SEE has submitted a detailed response
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to the European Commission’s Call for Evidence for the post-2027 Multiannual Financial
Framework (MFF).

6. Our demands

The European Commission's proposal marks a decisive shift in EU budget priorities. However,
the scale of the challenges facing Europe, including rising poverty and inequality, persistent
discrimination, climate change, structural changes in the labour market, and conflicts at the
EU’s borders, require sustained and increased public investment. Against this backdrop,
concerns remain that the new budgetary approach risks prioritising flexibility and
competitiveness at the expense of long-term social investment.

EASPD’s position on the MFF proposal package is reflected in the above-mentioned statements
and position papers developed together with our alliances. In parallel, EASPD contributed to
several open consultations on the next MFF, providing detailed input on proposals for

the European Competitiveness Fund (ECF), the European Fund for economic, social and

territorial cohesion (NRP), the budget expenditure tracking and performance framework.

EASPD and the EUFunds4Social coalition welcome the ambition to simplify and modernise EU
funding. However, the proposed shift towards NRPPs, reduced earmarking, and weaker rights-
based safeguards risks significantly weakening the EU’s capacity to invest in social inclusion,
disability rights, and community-based services. Our position therefore focuses on ensuring
that simplification does not come at the expense of social investment, rights protection, and
accessibility. In a nutshell our demands are based on 6 key points:

1. Increase and clearly define social investment within NRPPs: raise the social spending
target from 14% to 25% and explicitly link it to the European Pillar of Social Rights
(EPSR), ensuring that social expenditure remains clearly identifiable and not diluted
across broad categories.

2. Preserve ESF+ and ERDF as separate funds: maintain distinct legal bases and dedicated
budgets at least at current real levels, with ESF+ focused on employment, skills, social
inclusion and poverty reduction, and ERDF on territorial cohesion and social
infrastructure.

3. Protect existing ESF+ earmarking and priorities: safeguard allocations for social
inclusion, child poverty, homelessness, youth employment, and support for social
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partners and civil society, ensuring these remain visible and not absorbed into general
national envelopes.

4. Secure dedicated EU-level funding for social innovation and civil society: highlight the
role of the social economy as an element for competitiveness and growth through the
NRPP regulations, and the European Competitiveness Fund. In parallel, establish a ring-
fenced budget line within the EU Facility to preserve activities currently under the ESF+
EaSI strand, including transnational cooperation, social innovation, capacity building,
and support to European networks and social economy actors.

5. Strengthen rights-based safeguards in implementation: keep enabling conditions, or
their elements to ensure full alignment with the European Pillar of Social Rights and the
UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, including clear requirements
on accessibility, independent living, and deinstitutionalisation, with effective monitoring
throughout implementation.

6. Reinforce the partnership principle and improve access for smaller actors: guarantee
meaningful involvement of regional and local authorities, social service providers, and
civil society organisations throughout programming and monitoring, alongside simplified
procedures, reduced administrative burden, and differentiated co-financing rates for
social inclusion and the most deprived groups.

Overall, the main message is that simplification must not reduce safeguards. The future EU
budget should remain a predictable and accessible instrument for social investment, ensuring
that rights are enforceable and that organisations working directly with people in vulnerable
situations can continue to access and deliver EU funding effectively.
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How can you be involved ?

As negotiations on the 2028-2034 MFF accelerate, every advocacy effort can play a role in
shaping outcomes at both European and national level.

Engagement should not be limited to Brussels. Reaching out to national ministries involved
in Council discussions is crucial, as Member States ultimately determine the political balance
of the final agreement.

EASPD has developed an EU MFF National Mobilisation Toolkit with clear guidance on how to
advocate at national level, available on the EUFunds4Social webpage.

In a nutshell, advocacy actions for national organisations could be:

e Who to target:
o Relevant national ministries involved in the negotiations, in particular those
responsible for financial affairs and social affairs
o Your country’s Permanent Representation to the EU, especially the “social
attaché”.
o Members of the European Parliament from your country, particularly those
serving on the BUDG, REGI, EMPL or LIBE committees
e What to ask:
o Share the Coalition’s last Joint Statement: “Building on what works”, together
with the open letter “Protecting ESF and ERDF: building on what works for

people and regions”
o Request a meeting to present the statement, highlight your own experience

using EU funds.

Refer to the EASPD EUFunds4Social webpage for further information.
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