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The French National Centre for Scientific Research (CNRS)
welcomes the European Commission’s proposals for the next 
Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF - 2028–2034), in particular 
the reaffirmation of Horizon Europe as a central and autonomous 
component within this new architecture. While the creation of the 
European Competitiveness Fund (ECF) opens new perspectives 
for aligning investments in research, innovation, and industrial 
policy, it will be essential to ensure that Horizon Europe’s integrity, 
governance and identity are fully preserved within this structure. 

The CNRS, which outlined its vision for the 
new Framework Programme in its position 
paper, has been actively engaging with Eu-
ropean research institutions, notably through 
the G6 Network, to underline the crucial 
role of fundamental research in Europe’s 
future. Through high-level exchanges and 
notably our joint event Shaping Europe’s 
Future: Research and innovation at the 
heart of European leadership with the 
Panel for the Future of Science and Tech-
nology (STOA) at the European Parliament, 
attended by President Ursula von der Leyen 
and the Commissioner for Startups, Re-
search and Innovation, Ekaterina Zaharieva, 
we have emphasised the strategic value of 
frontier science. We are therefore pleased to 
see that this message has been heard and 
reflected in the Commission’s proposals.

The Commission’s proposal confirms that 
research and innovation remain at the heart 
of Europe’s long-term strategy for competi-
tiveness, resilience and prosperity. The subs-
tantial increase in funding for research and 
innovation, with Horizon Europe’s proposed 
budget of €175 billion, signals a welcome 
recognition of R&I as a cornerstone of Eu-
rope’s competitiveness and technological 
leadership.

The CNRS had advocated for an allocation 
of €200 billion, and therefore calls for en-
suring that this higher level of investment is 
maintained over time and strategically direc-
ted to reinforce Europe’s excellence in fron-
tier research and its capacity to innovate.

The CNRS is committed to engaging clo-
sely with the European Commission, the 
Parliament and the Council to advance 
these proposals and ensure that Horizon 
Europe continues to provide an ambitious 
framework for research and innovation in 
Europe. 

https://www.cnrs.fr/sites/default/files/news/2024-07/FP10_CNRS_Final.pdf
https://www.cnrs.fr/sites/default/files/news/2024-07/FP10_CNRS_Final.pdf
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Preserving Horizon Europe as 
an independent and strategic 
Framework Programme
Within this new framework, the CNRS 
greatly values the strong reaffirmation of 
Horizon Europe as the cornerstone of the 
EU’s knowledge and innovation strategy. 

It will be important, however, to ensure that 
the articulation with the ECF does not blur 
the programme’s objectives and undermine 
its independence, which are key to its 
trustworthiness, reputation, and impact.

Notably, the significant reinforcement of 
the European Research Council (ERC), 
with its budget now doubled, and the 
major budget increase for the European 
Innovation Council (EIC) are both pivotal 
developments. This confirms that basic 
research, driven by scientific excellence, is 
recognised as a key driver of breakthrough 
innovation. Preserving these guarantees 
will ensure that Europe continues to excel 
in fundamental and exploratory research. 
In parallel, despite the changes in Pillar 2, 
collaborative research remains key. 

Working across countries, disciplines, 
and sectors is a core strength of Horizon 
Europe. It is important to continue 
supporting early-stage projects and to 
ensure that collaborative research on 
emerging ideas is given due priority 
alongside activities closer to market 
deployment.

The CNRS also recognises the valuable 
steps taken to ensure that Horizon Europe 
continues to foster European values such 
as openness, diversity and academic 
freedom. The cross-cutting integration 
of Social Sciences and Humanities (SSH), 
with stronger science-policy interfaces, is 
essential for shaping a genuinely inclusive 
and impactful research agenda that can 
benefit society as a whole. Yet SSH should 
also keep a clear and dedicated space of its 
own, as it is in FP9, notably within Cluster 2 
of Pillar 2.

The proposal to consolidate the European 
Research Area (ERA) within Horizon 
Europe, notably through a dedicated 
pillar with expanded support for research 
infrastructures and researcher mobility, 
reflects a clear effort to make collaboration 
more effective. Reinforcing the ERA in 
this way will strengthen Europe’s capacity 
to produce and share knowledge across 
Member States and maintain its position as 
a global leader in research and innovation.
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The programme’s structure 
and breakdown by pillar
The CNRS acknowledges the ambition of the Commission’s proposal and supports the policy 
drive of positioning research in support often direct research towards Europe’s strategic 
priorities. However, there are several aspects that require careful attention to ensure that 
Horizon Europe continues to be a science-driven, excellence-focused, coherent, and high-impact 
programme. The following analysis outlines the CNRS’s perspective on the structure of the future 
Framework Programme and the main points of attention under each pillar.

The CNRS strongly welcomes the continued 
prioritisation of Excellent Science at the 
heart of the EU’s research and innovation 
agenda. Maintaining and strengthening 
this pillar is essential to preserving Europe’s 
capacity for frontier research, talent 
development, and the advancement of scientific 
knowledge.
The CNRS underscores the strategic 
importance of the ERC as the flagship 
instrument of scientific excellence and 
researchers’ attractiveness within the European 
research and innovation ecosystem. 
Broadly recognised as the hallmark of 
successive Framework Programmes, the ERC 
supports Europe’s most talented researchers 
through a bottom-up model that funds 
high-risk projects leading to major scientific 
breakthroughs. Today, many ERC proposals of 
extraordinary excellence cannot be funded due 
to budget limitations, despite being comparable 
in quality to funded projects. 
The CNRS therefore fully supports the 
proposed doubling of the ERC’s budget, which 
recognises both its performance and its unique 
contribution to Europe’s competitiveness. 

→ The CNRS calls to safeguard the ERC 
budgetary increase throughout the MFF 
negotiations, as any reduction would directly 
weaken Europe’s capacity to sustain cutting-
edge, high-impact research.	

Preserving the ERC’s independence is a 
prerequisite for it to continue driving excellent 
research that delivers crucial advances across 
scientific fields. The institutional autonomy of 
the ERC, including the independence of its 
Scientific Council, is essential to guarantee 
scientific quality, impartiality, and long-term 
vision. These governance safeguards must be 
maintained to ensure that the ERC continues to 
support science shaped by researchers. 

→ The CNRS strongly supports the 
preservation of the ERC’s autonomy and 
long-term vision by maintaining a stable 
and sufficiently long mandate for the ERC 
President and calls on policymakers to ensure 
the ERC’s budget and governance safeguards 
remain intact, reflecting its strategic value for 
the European Research Area and broader EU 
objectives.

The CNRS, which has been awarded more 
than 400 Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions 
(MSCA) grants during the first four years of 
Horizon Europe, also recognises the continued 
importance of the MSCA in fostering researcher 
mobility, inclusion, and skills development. 
The MSCA are also a key instrument of the EU’s 
Choose Europe strategy, helping to strengthen 
Europe’s attractiveness and research leadership. 
However, the introduction of targeted calls 
based on EU strategic priorities requires careful 
management. While such targeting can address 
specific skills gaps, it must not come at the 
expense of the bottom-up, curiosity-driven 
approach that defines the MSCA’s success and 
long-standing impact.

→ The CNRS stresses that any new thematic 
targeting should remain additional, rather 
than substitutive, to the existing structure, 
and that such thematic calls should not 
draw on the core MSCA budget. Ensuring 
that the core bottom-up character of the 
MSCA is maintained is essential to preserve 
its openness, inclusivity, and contribution to 
Europe’s attractiveness as a global hub for 
scientific talent.

Pillar 1 ‘Excellent Science’
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The CNRS acknowledges the European 
Commission’s ambition to align the second 
pillar of the future Framework Programme 
with Europe’s industrial, technological and 
societal priorities. However, the integration 
of Pillar 2 within the ECF raises several 
concerns that must be addressed to safeguard 
the programme’s scientific orientation and 
coherence.
The CNRS notes that the current proposal 
leaves important questions open regarding 
the governance model of Pillar 2 and its 
articulation with the ECF. It is crucial that 
scientific expertise be embedded in all 
decision-making levels to ensure that research 
priorities remain evidence-based and driven by 
excellence. 

→ The CNRS recommends that advisory and 
governance bodies, including the Emerging 
Technology Observatory (ETO), formally 
include members of the scientific community 
so that early-stage science remains visible 
and supported, as stated in the objectives of 
Horizon Europe.

The absence of a clear comitology 
framework is another source of concern. 
The participation of Programme Committee 
Representatives (PCRs) has historically ensured 
shared governance and coherence between 
national and European priorities. The CNRS 
therefore supports the explicit reintroduction 
of a structured comitology process similar to 
that of Horizon Europe, with the Directorate-
General for Research and Innovation 
maintaining a leading role in preparing the 
calls under Pillar 2 that will later be added to 
the ECF work programme. The whole work 
programme should then be reviewed and 
validated by the PCRs. A parallel coordination 
mechanism on the ECF side, between thematic 
DGs and national representatives, would help 
secure consistency between the scientific and 
industrial dimensions of the MFF.
Establishing such structured and transparent 
governance is essential to preserving the 
integrity of Pillar 2 and ensuring that it 
continues to foster early-stage breakthrough 
research, in addition to its industrial 
engagement. In this context, the CNRS 
welcomes the continuation of collaborative 
and targeted calls under Pillar 2, provided they 
remain framed in a broad and flexible manner. 
Calls should allow researchers to define 
their own approaches within general policy 
objectives, safeguarding creativity, the only way 
to achieve disruptive innovation.

→ Experience under Horizon Europe has 
shown that overly prescriptive topics can limit 
participation and stifle innovation. The CNRS 
urges the Commission to ensure that future 
calls are sufficiently open to enable bottom-up 
initiatives and cross-disciplinary collaboration, 
while still addressing Europe’s strategic 
challenges.

At the same time, the CNRS stresses that 
integration with the ECF must not compromise 
the balance across the Technology Readiness 
Level (TRL) spectrum. Sustained support for 
low- and mid-TRL collaborative research is 
indispensable to feed the innovation pipeline 
and ensure that fundamental discoveries 
translate into long-term competitiveness.

→ The CNRS urges the Commission to 
guarantee a clear equilibrium between low, 
mid and high TRLs in Pillar 2 programming 
and establish mechanisms to monitor 
this balance. Early-stage, curiosity-driven 
research must remain a visible and supported 
component within both the Competitiveness 
and Society strands.

The CNRS underlines that the Society 
component of Pillar 2 must not become a 
residual or catch-all category. It should retain a 
distinct identity and clear, ambitious objectives, 
reflecting the importance of addressing 
societal transitions, democratic resilience, 
cultural heritage, and the human dimensions 
of technological change. Guaranteeing strong 
involvement of Social Sciences and Humanities 
(SSH) in Pillar 2 is key to fostering a European 
research agenda that is attentive to emerging 
challenges.

→ The CNRS calls for the inclusion of explicit 
and well-resourced calls in the SSH, ensuring 
full continuity of current Cluster 2 topics 
within Horizon Europe. SSH research provides 
critical insight into the social and cultural 
transformations underpinning Europe’s green 
and digital transitions, enhances public 
engagement, and strengthens the capacity of 
European societies to adapt to change.

Pillar 2 ‘Competitiveness and Society’
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The CNRS recognizes the strategic 
importance of European partnerships and 
supports the European Commission’s efforts 
to simplify these instruments. However, the 
increasing number of partnerships - divided 
into three categories, each with its own 
specificities, governance, and implementation 
model - has become overly bureaucratic 
for stakeholders. A reduction in the number 
of partnerships, combined with more 
transparent and streamlined governance for 
each type, appears necessary to encourage 
the participation of researchers within these 
instruments. European partnerships should also 
be allocated within the four policy windows, in 
line with their thematic focus, and integrated 
under the “Society” component of Pillar 2. 

→ The CNRS calls for a limited number of 
European partnerships addressing European 
strategic priorities. These partnerships should 
ensure a balanced representation of academia 
and industry in their governance structures 
and working groups, offer calls across all TRL 
levels, and maintain transparency. To further 
support applicants, the publication of calls 
should be centralised in a dedicated work 
programme avoiding fragmentation between 
the ECF work programme and the Society 
component.

Pillar 3 ‘Innovation’
The CNRS is one of the main beneficiaries of 
the EIC, particularly through the Pathfinder and 
Transition schemes, and the leading European 
RPO patent applicant. The CNRS therefore 
welcomes the reinforcement of the EIC within 
the next Framework Programme and supports 
the Commission’s ambition to strengthen 
Europe’s capacity for breakthrough and 
disruptive innovation. However, the CNRS notes 
the ongoing challenge posed by extremely 
low success rates in Pathfinder calls and views 
the proposed tripling of the EIC budget in the 
proposal as an opportunity to extend support 
for innovative research.
While the CNRS acknowledges the potential 
benefits of closer coordination between the EIC 
and the ECF, it is crucial that such integration 
does not come at the expense of the EIC’s 
operational independence. The EIC needs 
sufficient autonomy to take agile and timely 
funding decisions, supported by appropriate 
safeguards that preserve its operational 
independence and uphold its ability to act 
without undue external constraints. Close 
coordination with the ECF Advisory Board on 
Financial Instruments and Blending Operations 
should be designed to enhance synergy, not 
to create additional bureaucracy. Ensuring the 
EIC’s governance independence is essential for 
maintaining effectiveness in supporting high-
risk, high-impact innovation.

→ The CNRS advocates for a governance 
model that ensures effective coordination with 
the ECF while safeguarding the operational 
independence of the EIC Board, thereby 
supporting the EIC’s role as a strategic driver 
of European innovation policy.

The CNRS stresses that a significant portion 
of EIC funding should continue to be allocated 
to open calls, which are vital for fostering 
curiosity-driven and enabling transformative 
breakthroughs. Thematic calls remain important 
to address strategic European priorities, but 
preserving a strong share of open calls is 
essential to maintain the EIC’s flexibility and its 
capacity to support frontier innovation.

→ The CNRS recommends that Horizon 
Europe ensures a substantial allocation 
to open calls, safeguarding space for 
bottom-up, investigator-driven projects 
while complementing them with targeted, 
challenge-based initiatives.

The introduction of a more structured 
“ARPA-like” approach for selected thematic 
calls is welcomed, provided it focuses on 
high-risk projects at low TRLs. This model 
can complement existing mechanisms by 
accelerating the development of emerging 
technologies, while still maintaining scientific 
rigour and openness. Prior to the “go/no-go“ 
decision, projects should be given a sufficient 
period of time to demonstrate their relevance, 
added-value and innovative potential.
Finally, the CNRS highlights the importance of 
ensuring that Programme Managers appointed 
to the EIC possess solid scientific and technical 
expertise. Their capacity to evaluate high-risk 
projects, make informed go/no-go decisions 
for the selection of projects, and guide funded 
initiatives is critical to the EIC’s success. 
Strengthening the scientific dimension of EIC 
management will reinforce confidence in its 
evaluation process and align funding decisions 
with the principles of excellence and impact.
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Pillar 4 ‘European Research Area’
The CNRS shares the view that consolidating 
the European Research Area as a distinct 
pillar within the next Framework Programme 
is valuable. This development echoes the 
common need to reinforce Europe’s scientific 
foundations, fostering convergence among 
Member States, and enhancing the circulation 
of knowledge, people, and technologies across 
borders.
The CNRS strongly supports strengthening 
collaborative actions with widening and 
transition countries, without compromising on 
the criterion of scientific excellence. 
Such actions should not be limited to strategic 
themes but encompass all scientific fields. 
Where relevant, funding should be coor-
dinated with EU structural funds to maximize 
synergy and efficiency.

→ The CNRS calls for dedicated measures 
and resources to support widening countries, 
such as those inspired by the former Transfer 
of Knowledge (ToK), ensuring that all actions 
maintain the highest standards of scientific 
excellence, cover all scientific fields, and 
actively promote knowledge transfer between 
Member States.

The CNRS strongly supports sustained 
investment in research and technology 
infrastructures, which are essential enablers 
of scientific excellence and collaboration. 
European research infrastructures provide the 
backbone for excellent research and innovation, 
offering shared cutting-edge resources, data, 
and expertise that benefit the entire European 
research community. They are magnets for 
talents. Continued support for facilities, 
including both strategic international projects 
and EU-domestic research infrastructures, 
will help ensure that Europe maintains global 
leadership in science and remains attractive to 
researchers and innovators worldwide.

→ The CNRS advocates for a strong support 
for research infrastructures to ensure Europe’s 
global scientific leadership and attract talent 
and highly-skilled researchers and innovators.

Horizontal topics
Beyond the individual pillars, the CNRS identi-
fies several cross-cutting aspects that require 
clarification to ensure that the next Framework 
Programme remains transparent, coherent, and 
strategically aligned with Europe’s research am-
bitions.

Dual Use 
The CNRS notes the growing integration of dual-
use considerations into the EU framework. 
Fundamental research, for which internatio-
nal cooperation is key, naturally generates 
knowledge that can lead to both civilian and 
defence applications.

→ The CNRS calls for dual-use requirements 
to be implemented in a way that does not 
restrict early-stage research or international 
collaboration. Research security measures must 
protect Europe’s interests while preserving 
academic freedom and following the “as open 
as possible, as closed as necessary” principle, 
ensuring that fundamental research continues 
to thrive within an open and trusted European 
system. 

Simplification
The CNRS notes that the integration of Horizon 
Europe within the ECF raises legitimate ques-
tions regarding the visibility, coherence and 
predictability of funding allocations. The intro-
duction of a single “rulebook” across multiple 
programmes, while administratively efficient, 
could blur the distinction between academic-led 
research instruments and industrial policy tools. 
Maintaining a clear separation between these 
two dimensions is essential to preserve Horizon 
Europe’s identity as a science-driven framework 
and to ensure continuity in the research-to-inno-
vation chain. 

→ The CNRS therefore calls for the establish-
ment of transparent accounting and communi-
cation practices that clearly delineate budgets, 
safeguard the identity of Horizon Europe, and 
foster trust among applicants. Such transpa-
rency is also key to enabling long-term strate-
gic planning and genuine simplification for 
beneficiaries.
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Need for Clarification in the 
Specific Programme
The CNRS also notes with concern that the 
Specific Programme accompanying Horizon 
Europe appears significantly less detailed than 
in previous Framework Programmes, focusing 
mainly on broad principles rather than opera-
tional or scientific detail. Traditionally, this docu-
ment provides essential information on strategic 
orientations, work programme structures, and 
implementation modalities.
The current lack of clarity makes it difficult for 
the research community to fully assess the 
proposal’s implications for scientific priorities, 
governance, and funding mechanisms. 

→ The CNRS urges the European Commission 
to issue more comprehensive and transparent 
guidance in the forthcoming legislative and 
implementation documents, particularly regar-
ding scientific direction, programme gover-
nance, and mechanisms to safeguard research 
excellence, openness, and integrity throughout 
the programme’s life cycle.

International cooperation
The CNRS supports a strong commitment to in-
ternational cooperation in Horizon Europe. While 
cooperation should be as open as possible to 
foster scientific exchange and innovation, it must 
also be as closed as necessary to safeguard the 
EU’s strategic interests and values. Experience 
under FP9 showed delays in association pro-
cesses that limited the programme’s potential. 

→ The CNRS calls for a timely and balanced 
international collaboration, reinforcing Europe’s 
role as an attractive destination for global 
scientific talent while maintaining safeguards 
such as academic freedom, gender equality, 
research integrity, and open access.

Conclusion
The true success of this ambitious framework will depend on safeguarding the programme’s 
autonomy, scientific excellence and its support for fundamental research, a necessary basis 
for disruptive innovation. That said, it is imperative to sustain this momentum throughout 
the negotiations to ensure that Horizon Europe is backed by a robust and dedicated budget 
commensurate with the scale of Europe’s ambitions. 

The CNRS stands ready to actively engage with all stakeholders throughout the negotiation 
and implementation phases to help build a resilient and inclusive EU research and innovation 
ecosystem. Europe can fully realise its research and innovation potential only through open 
dialogue, governance adapted to Horizon Europe, and commitment to excellence.


