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A 3 European R&I Policy

from basic and applied research to start-ups and 
further business growth.108

In this context, the Commission of Experts points 
out that, strictly speaking, competitiveness is a 
characteristic of companies and not of states or 
associations of states. States merely create the 
framework that enables or hinders businesses from 
being competitive. For the sake of simplicity and 
in accordance with common linguistic practice, the 
abbreviated term ‘competitiveness of the EU’ will 
nevertheless be used in the following.

A 3-1 Maintaining Basic Research in FP10

Close Link Between ECF and FP10 Planned

The close link between the ECF and FP10 announced 
by the European Commission is particularly evident 
in the thematic focus of FP10’s ‘Pillar II: Competi-
tiveness and Society’. Pillar II covers collaborative 
research and, with a budget of €76 billion, forms the 
financial focus of FP10 (cf. figure A 3-1).

The thematic priorities listed in the ‘Competitive-
ness’ section coincide with the priorities (policy 
windows) of the ECF. These are 1. Clean transition 
and decarbonization of industry; 2. Health, biotech, 
agriculture and bioeconomy; 3. Digital leadership; 
4.  Resilience and security, defence industry, and 
space. The role of FP10 is to support research and 
innovation activities in line with these ECF focus 
areas.109 The thematic link between Pillar II of the 
FP10 and the focus areas of the ECF is intended 
to contribute to improved integration between 
research and application. However, it has not yet 
been clarified how coordination between the two 
programmes will be organized.

In the current FP9, the collaborative research 
organized in Pillar  II is managed by programme 
committees assigned to the individual focus areas, 
in which the relevant national ministries are also 
represented. In addition, researchers from Ger-
many can submit their own topic proposals via the 
national contact points financed by the Federal Gov-
ernment. This gives Member States and researchers 

T 
he European Union’s (EU) R&I policy aims 
to generate European added value by pooling 

national resources. The coordinated approach and 
joint investment in research and innovation (R&I) 
are intended to exploit economies of scale and en- 
able risk sharing and cross-border cooperation.99

The multiannual framework programmes for 
research and innovation are the core instruments 
of European R&I policy. The current Research 
Framework Programme, Horizon Europe (FP9), 
which runs from 2021 to 2027, aims, among other 
things, to support the generation and dissemina-
tion of excellent knowledge and high-quality tech-
nologies, attract talent at all levels, contribute to 
tackling global challenges, including climate change 
and the United Nations’ sustainability goals, and 
strengthen the EU’s competitiveness.100

In July 2025, the European Commission presented 
its proposal for a 10th Research Framework Pro-
gramme (FP10), scheduled to run from 2028 to 
2034.101 The European Commission has earmarked 
€175 billion to finance the programme, which is a 
significant increase on the €95.5 billion allocated 
to the current FP9.102 At the same time, the focus of 
FP10 has shifted compared to FP9: In view of the 
continuing weak growth in many European Member 
States, strengthening competitiveness is formulated 
as a key objective of the future Research Framework 
Programme. This stronger focus on competitive-
ness is also evident in the European Commission’s 
plans to link FP10 closely to the planned European 
Competitiveness Fund (ECF).103 104 With a proposed 
budget of €234.3 billion, the ECF, like FP10, is part 
of the draft for the new Multiannual Financial 
Framework (MFF), which covers the period from 
2028 to 2034.105

The plan to establish the ECF was presented in July 
2025 and refers to the so-called Draghi Report.106 
According to the EU Commission, the overarching 
goal of the ECF is to increase Europe’s competi-
tiveness, particularly in sectors and technologies 
considered strategic, such as artificial intelligence, 
space and biotechnology.107 Linking FP10 with the 
ECF is intended to enable a seamless transition 
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the opportunity to influence the direction of colla
borative research. Whether this opportunity will 
still exist in FP10 remains to be seen. Although 
the establishment of a Strategic Stakeholder Board 
composed of experts has been announced, the Euro-
pean Commission will decide on the composition 
of the board.

Fears of Weakening Basic Research

The planned link between FP10 and ECF has been 
met with considerable criticism from some Euro-
pean and German science associations.110 There are 
fears that this link will result in the programmes 
under Pillars II and III of FP10 in particular becom-
ing more closely tied to the economic and indus-
trial policy objectives of the European Commission 
than has been the case to date.111 Research projects 
that are not congruent with these objectives or 
are high-risk could be disadvantaged as a result.112 
Science associations see the danger that the FP10 
could impose even stricter thematic guidelines, 
limiting the scope for discovery by researchers.113 

In this context, they point out that curiosity-driven 
research is one of the cornerstones of scientific 
strength, as it opens up new knowledge from which 
many insights emerge, which in turn give rise to 
new technologies with the potential to transform 
society.114 The so-called Heitor Report had already 
called for the relaxation of the restrictive thematic 
guidelines within the Research Framework Pro-
grammes.115 In addition, science associations fear 
that a narrow alignment of FP10 with the ECF’s 
industry- and application-orientated goals, the 
details of which have not yet been specified, will 
lead to a focus on higher technology readiness levels 
(TRL) and thus to a weakening of basic research.116

Regardless of the discussion about the potential 
consequences of linking ECF and FP10, there are 
indications that fundamental reform of collabora-
tive research in Pillar II is needed. Science organiza-
tions are already criticizing the current FP9 for the 
fact that collaborative research in Pillar II is heavily 
focused on short-term commercializable goals in the 
high TRL field and in specified subject areas, leaving 

Fig. A 3-1 Structure of the planned EU Research Framework Programme ‘FP10’  
(2028–2034)

*In line with activities under the European Competitiveness Fund (ECF).

Pillar I

European Research 
Council (ERC)

Marie Skłodowska-Curie 
Actions

Science in the service 
of EU policy

€ 44.079 billion

EXCELLENT SCIENCE

Pillar II

Competitiveness*:
1. Clean transition and 
 decarbonization 
 of industry
2. Health, biotech, 
 agriculture and 
 bioeconomy
3. Digital leadership
4. Resilience and security, 
 defence industry, 
 and space

Society:
1. Global societal 
 challenges
2. EU missions
3. New European 
 Bauhaus Facility

€ 75.876 billion

COMPETITIVENESS 
AND SOCIETY

Pillar III

European Innovation 
Council (EIC)

Innovation ecosystems and 
the knowledge triangle

€ 38.785 billion

INNOVATION

Pillar IV

ERA policy measures

Research and technology 
infrastructures

Widening participation 
and dissemination
of excellence

€ 16.262 billion

EUROPEAN RESEARCH 
AREA (ERA)

Source: Own representation based on European Commission (2025e).
© EFI – Commission of Experts for Research and Innovation 2026.
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too little room for basic research and pioneering 
innovations.117 In addition, they argue that it is pri-
marily geared towards established companies.118

Furthermore, the formal cooperation requirements 
are criticized for being geared less towards scien-
tific objectives and more towards political objec-
tives such as regional and disciplinary proportion-
ality requirements.119 The high administrative costs 
associated with applying for and participating in 
collaborative research projects are also subject to 
criticism.120 It should be noted that the high admin-
istrative costs are a general problem associated with 
participation in the EU Research Framework Pro-
gramme, which is why specialized private service 
providers are increasingly being called upon for 
administrative and financial project management.121

Promote Linking of ECF and FP10 
With a Sense of Proportion

The Commission of Experts supports the European 
Commission’s intention to improve the EU’s com-
petitiveness by establishing the ECF. However, it 
points out that linking the ECF and FP10 (especially 
Pillar II) could lead to industry- and application-
orientated research being expanded at the expense 
of basic research and research focused on pioneer-
ing current ideas. In the short term, this approach 
may strengthen the transfer from research to 
application, thereby leading to more growth for 
the companies receiving funding. However, it car-
ries the risk of neglecting the promotion of new 
ideas and groundbreaking innovations, which are 
an important basis for securing long-term competi
tiveness and growth. The linking of Pillar II of the 
FP10 (collaborative research) and the ECF should 
therefore be carried out with a sense of propor-
tion. Otherwise, there is a risk that even stronger 
political control will exacerbate the shortcomings 
described above.

Furthermore, the framework conditions for col-
laborative research in FP10 should be urgently 
revised. In doing so, it is important to keep col-
laborative research open to input from the scien-
tific community and not to focus exclusively on 
application-orientated research projects in high 
TLR fields specified by the ECF. To create space for 
new ideas, at least some of the research funding 
should be made available for projects without strict 
thematic guidelines. In addition, there should be 
more freedom in terms of the scope and format of 

collaborations being determined bottom-up by the 
researchers themselves rather than being imposed 
top-down.

In this context, the Commission of Experts refers 
to the recommendation formulated in the Hei-
tor Report to experiment more with new funding 
instruments such as innovation awards, ARPA-like 
projects and innovative methods for identifying and 
evaluating research projects.122

A 3-2 Enable Breakthrough Innovations

Prerequisites for ARPA-Like Working 
Methods Not Yet in Place at the EIC

The European Commission has announced its inten-
tion to expand the European Innovation Council 
(EIC) in Pillar III. In future, the EIC should intro-
duce more ARPA-like mechanisms to drive pioneer-
ing innovation.123 US-American ARPA institutions 
are characterized by a high degree of operational 
autonomy, flat hierarchies and flexible staffing and 
funding rules. The key actors are programme man-
agers appointed on a temporary basis who develop 
mission-orientated programmes with a high degree 
of autonomy, select projects at their own profes-
sional discretion and manage them on a portfolio 
basis and according to clearly defined milestones. 
The aim is to further develop technologies in early, 
high-risk TRL phases in a targeted manner and bring 
them to maturity.124 A well-known ARPA instrument 
are the so-called Challenges – innovation competi-
tions designed to trigger targeted breakthroughs in 
clearly defined problem areas.

In addition to its civil projects, the EIC is also 
intended to promote projects and companies in the 
dual-use field.125 The announcement that the hith-
erto exclusively civil orientation of the EIC and the 
European Research Framework Programmes is to be 
abandoned has been met with criticism from some 
science associations.126 They argue, among other 
things, that the use of funds from the Research 
Framework Programme to finance defence and dual-
use activities would massively reduce the amount of 
funding available for civil research.127

Regardless of the criticism levelled at the abolition 
of the EIC’s exclusively civil orientation, there are 
complaints that the EIC does not even have the 
prerequisites for an ARPA-like mode of operation, 
as any ARPA-like institution must be independent 
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of political control and oversight in its operational 
work.128 This prerequisite is not met by the EIC. The 
EIC is not an independent organization. Its key 
funding instruments, Accelerator, Transition and 
Pathfinder, are managed by the European Innova-
tion Council and SMEs Executive Agency (EISMEA), 
which reports to the European Commission. The 
EIC Board and its President are appointed by the 
European Commission and have only an advisory 
role; the decision-making power lies with the Euro-
pean Commission.129 Furthermore, the EIC does 
not have independent programme managers to 
the same extent as ARPA institutions. For this rea-
son, the EIC Board has proposed to the European 
Commission that programme managers be given 
greater autonomy.130 Apart from their lack of inde-
pendence, programme managers face the challenge 
of having to supervise a large number of projects.131 
This makes it virtually impossible to provide the 
close project support that is the norm at ARPA 
institutions. Another difference between the EIC 
and ARPA institutions lies in their administrative 
procedures. While ARPA institutions are described 
as very agile,132 the EIC’s selection mechanisms are 
considered bureaucratic.133

An additional problem in implementing ARPA-like 
structures lies in the practice, unusual for the EU 
to date, of consistently measuring the progress 
of funded projects against predefined criteria and 
discontinuing funding if progress is lacking.

Expand Support for Breakthrough Innova-
tions with European Partners

The Commission of Experts considers it necessary 
to promote disruptive innovations not only at the 
national level, but also in collaboration with Euro-
pean partner countries. The planned introduction 
of ARPA-like mechanisms in the EIC would be a 
possible step in this direction. However, two funda-
mental prerequisites that have not yet been met are 
needed to create these mechanisms: The EIC must 
be developed into an independent organization that 
is not controlled by the European Commission. It 
also needs a group of independent programme man-
agers comparable to the ARPA institutions. If the 
European Commission is not prepared to grant the 
EIC the necessary political and operational inde-
pendence, for example by means of an EIC Freedom 
Act, the Commission of Experts recommends pro-
moting breakthrough innovations through institu-
tions outside existing EU structures.

The Commission of Experts is fundamentally scep-
tical about promoting breakthrough innovations in 
the security and defence sector at EU level. The EU 
does not have its own military and security policy 
capabilities and decision-making powers, as secu-
rity and defence policy in Europe continues to be 
organized at the national level.134 The development 
of innovative solutions for security and defence 
needs should therefore be organized by the rele-
vant international organizations, such as NATO, or 
directly by European states, either individually or 
collectively. NATO has already created an institu-
tion to promote security and defence-related inno-
vations: the Defence Innovation Accelerator for 
the North Atlantic (DIANA). Although DIANA has 
ARPA-like elements, it cannot be compared to ARPA 
institutions in terms of funding.135

In order to rapidly advance the promotion of break-
through innovations in the security and defence 
sector, the Commission of Experts recommends 
establishing ARPA-like structures at the national 
level. To this end, the Federal Government could 
expand the Federal Agency for Breakthrough Inno-
vation (SPRIND) to include a military arm or estab-
lish an independent military-orientated innovation 
agency modelled on SPRIND  – and with similar 
freedoms.136 From the outset, this agency should 
seek cooperation with comparable institutions 
in European partner countries. The ‘Anti-Drone 
Response 2.0’ project launched by SPRIND late in 
2025 in close cooperation with the Swedish inno-
vation agency Vinnova could serve as a model for 
this.137

A 3-3 Ensure Conditions for ERC Success

ERC Focused on Scientific Excellence

The European Research Council (ERC) is a core 
component of the ‘Pillar I Excellent Science’ of the 
EU Research Framework Programme and is consid-
ered a success story of European research policy. It 
promotes excellent basic research in any field, for 
which scientists submit projects on topics of their 
own choice. Funding is awarded solely on the basis 
of scientific excellence. ERC funding is also open to 
researchers working outside Europe, provided they 
come to Europe to work on the funded project. In 
this way, the ERC helps to attract outstanding sci-
entists to work in Europe.
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In addition, the ERC plays a complementary role 
to the EIC, which is evident in the transitions of 
ERC-funded projects to EIC funding instruments. 
Proof of Concept Grants (PoC Grants) enable ERC-
funded projects to test the feasibility, exploitation 
and market potential of their results and qualify 
for the EIC Transition funding instrument, among 
others. Almost 50 percent of successful EIC Tran-
sition applications are based on ERC PoC grants.138 
This ensures a systematic transfer of results from 
ERC-funded basic research into practical applica-
tions. This connection has not yet been opened up 
to research projects from national funding systems 
but is recommended by the EIC Board as a way of 
converting promising ideas into funding without 
lengthy review processes.139

The success of the ERC is largely based on its inde-
pendence from political, regional and thematic 
constraints, as well as on transparent and qual-
ity-assured selection procedures. International 
developments clearly show how fragile the inde-
pendence of research and research funding is. 
Potential gateways for political influence also exist 
at the ERC. For example, the ERC is not an inde-
pendent institution with a permanent mandate, but 
part of the EU Research Framework Programme. 
The ERC is also not independent in the implementa-
tion of funding measures; this is the responsibility 
of an executive agency of the European Commission 
(ERCEA).

The current Commission proposal for FP10 does 
provide a clear mandate for the ERC, which is geared 
towards promoting excellent research. Neverthe-
less, the ERC is to be closely linked to the ECF, and a 
single set of rules is to apply to all European funding 
institutions and programmes. In future, this could 
mean that the ERC would no longer be free to select 

its own reviewers but would have to use a pool of 
individuals for review, as is the case with other EU 
programmes. In this context, the European Com-
mission’s proposal to reduce the term of office for 
the ERC President from a maximum of four plus 
four years to a maximum of two plus two years 
could be interpreted as an attempt to extend the 
European Commission’s influence over the ERC.

Maintain ERC Independence

To ensure the scientific excellence and independ-
ence of the ERC in the long term, the Commission 
of Experts recommends that the Federal Govern-
ment lobby the European Commission to grant the 
ERC the status of an independent institution, com-
parable to that of the European Investment Bank, 
and to provide it with a stable long-term budget.140 
Furthermore, the four-year term of office of the 
President should remain unchanged. The Commis-
sion of Experts also recommends that the ERC’s 
mandate continue to focus exclusively on funding 
excellent research in all subject areas. Funding 
should explicitly not be geared towards political pri-
orities, regional balance objectives or proportional 
representation among Member States.

The Commission of Experts also advocates open-
ing up applications for ERC PoC grants to excellent 
research projects from national funding systems, 
such as DFG-funded projects. In addition, projects 
that have been positively evaluated for ERC PoC 
grants but have not received funding should be 
given access to national funding (cf. chapter B 2). 
The EIC Seal of Excellence is an already established 
instrument that can be used for the transition of 
positively evaluated EIC Transition and Accelerator 
projects into national funding systems.141 Germany 
too should make use of this option in future.




