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ENRF Briefing Note  

Horizon Europe - Ministers discussions 

The EU Research Ministers met today! And agreed on the broad themes for a series of research “missions” and 

partnerships in the forthcoming Horizon Europe programme — but the details of exactly what they will include 

have yet to be resolved (and lobbied for!).   

The ministers discussed the specifics of Horizon Europe, the EU’s forthcoming €94.1 billion research programme. 

High on the agenda were what European Commission officials are budgeting as specific goals, or missions, for 

research grants and public-private partnerships for R&D. The idea behind missions is to create projects focused 

on specific challenges, such as curing cancer and addressing climate change.  

Commissioner Carlos Moedas said that the missions are about creating “something that will make people on 

the street talk about science”. But getting consensus on topics that are relevant to all countries has proven 

challenging.  

“There is an agreement on the fundamental aspects,” said Moedas. “I think that there are two types of 

discussion. One should be at the ministerial level and should be about what is the vision, what are the sectors.” 

The rest, he said, should be dealt with at the technical level (in EU talk, that generally means by civil servants 

rather than by politicians). Ministers agree on five topics for “mission areas”: climate change, cancer, oceans, 

carbon neutrality, and food. But the exact titles of each is still to be worked out, as are the details of the missions 

themselves, which could become several missions per area.  I think here we will need to push a bit more!! Health 

as a topic needs to get in! 

Several ministers stressed that the titles need to be broad in order to cater for the needs of all Europe — and on 

this point, there seems to be consensus. However, several of those who reiterated this point during the Council 

meeting proceeded to propose changes with their own country’s specific needs in mind. There was also some 

back-and-forth during the meeting over the mission currently titled “cancer,” with some, such as France, calling 

for a focus on childhood cancer, and others, such as Hungary, pushing for action on lung cancer. Latvia, 

meanwhile, complained that some of the titles were getting too long — particularly the partnership area 

“Advancing key digital and enabling technologies and their use, including novel technologies such as Artificial 

Intelligence and quantum technologies.”  

The Council is pushing to reach a provisional agreement on Horizon Europe 

before the European Parliament elections in May. Besides missions, other 

issues yet to be settled include the terms under which public-private 

partnerships would operate, the details of a new European Innovation Council 

to stimulate fast-growing technology companies, and the size of the overall 

budget for Horizon Europe. The current, Horizon 2020 programme, is in the final 

stages of its seven-year, €77 billion spending authorisation; the next 

programme, Horizon Europe, won’t start until 2021 – but it usually takes several 

years for the EU to finish writing each of its research programmes.  

The legal grounding for the programme is also under debate. Horizon Europe is split into two pieces of legislation: 

one for the overall creation of the programme, its structure, and the division of its budget; and one for the 

specifics of what the programme will do. The 19th February meeting dealt with the latter point, the so-called 

Specific Programme, and the Council has been at loggerheads with the Commission and the Parliament over who 

gets the final say over it. 
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Because of the way the two Commission proposals are rooted in the EU treaties — as all EU law must be — both 

pieces of legislation would have to pass through Parliament and Council to make it into EU law. But the Council 

wants to change the legal basis for the Specific Programme so that member states alone gets the final say, and 

not the Parliament. 

At present, many expect the Council will get its way on the legal basis; Moedas said that Parliament was taking a 

“pragmatic approach.” But that means that, for all the haggling among member states over the finer points of 

the missions, whatever they settle on the Specific Programme will ultimately have to be acceptable to the 

Parliament as well, or it won’t approve the Framework Programme. 

With European Parliament elections approaching in May, time to reach enough of an agreement for the 

Commission to begin preliminary work on implementing Horizon Europe is running out. While nobody seriously 

expects a late start to the programme, it does mean that final preparations for Horizon Europe may get rushed 

in the final months of 2020 – as happened at the start of the current programme, Horizon 2020. 

However! Perhaps you should write an email to your Minister of Research explaining that Health and Health 

system research should be a key theme in Horizon Europe!  

EU Elections and many national elections are coming up, so push your politicians to focus on health!  

EU citizens care about health and as such health should have a prominent place within Horizon Europe! 
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