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ISE Statement: The EU Commission’s Horizon Europe budget proposal: a glass half full  
 
Initiative for Science in Europe welcomes the Commission’s new budget proposal for Horizon 
Europe as a step in the right direction. We thank commissioner Gabriel for her efforts and success 
in putting research at the top of the EU’s agenda. The proposal is 13 billion more than the one that 
was on the table last winter. However, this is still far from the European Parliament’s 2018 proposal 
of 120 billion €, and even further from the 160 billion € most science organisations, including ISE, 
asked for. We hope that an agreement will be reached with a higher budget for research, moreover 
in time to allow the program to start on January 1st, 2021, as it has to. 
 
Our major concern is over the share of the budget which will go to each of the three pillars, and 
how funds will be allocated within the three pillars. It is regrettable that the 13.5 billion increase, 
which comes from the EU’s Recovery Fund will not fund Pillar I. The COVID-19 epidemic shows 
beyond any doubt how important basic research is, and particularly when crises arise. It is 
unfortunate that pillar 1, including the European Research Council (ERC), EU’s highly successful 
programme, will not receive any additional funding. As a consequence, a lower share of the total 
budget will go to basic research than previously proposed in Horizon Europe, e.g., for the ERC the 
recent proposal lags 550 million € behind the 2018 initial Commission proposal, although it had a 
smaller budget. 
 
We also insist that basic research should have a significant place in pillar 2 to balance and 
strengthen the R&I cycle. Without basic research in the picture, the EU will not properly address 
Global Challenges and Industrial Competitiveness. We call on the Commission to allow all forces to 
come together, including scientists working in basic sciences in particular in social sciences and 
humanities. 
 
In our open letter to EU leaders on April 24 we indicated that the EU must be careful not to yield 
to the temptation of a disproportionate effort in fields of immediate relevance in the context of the 
present health crisis. Unfortunately, it does not seem to be the case. It is of critical importance that 
the budgetary allocation finds the right balance between all fields of basic research: nobody knows 
where and how the next crisis will strike. 
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As COVID-19 is not under complete control, and may again become more widespread and 
threatening, its economic and societal impact becomes more evident. Of particular concern for us 
is the likelihood that it will deepen the East-West and North-South divides within the EU in 
research, thereby increasing brain drain within Europe, and that it will badly affect the job situation 
for young scientists all over Europe. In the context of an increased competition with the US and 
China, public opinion and political leaders must better understand the role played by research in 
the society’s resilience and development that makes it a key element of Europe's standing. We 
cannot afford to lag behind, and a lot on this front will depend on decisions to be taken in the 
weeks to come. 
 

 

 

Professor Martin Andler 

President of the Initiative for Science in Europe 
martin.andler@initiative-se.eu  
 

About ISE 
ISE represents major European Learned Societies and Research Organizations in Europe operating within 
different disciplines and across sectors. Active in the policy debate at the European level, ISE has been 
instrumental in promoting disruptive excellence-based funding programmes for scientific research such 
as the ERC. 
 
Website: https://initiative-se.eu; Twitter: @ISE_news 
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Mrs Ursula von der Leyen, President of the European Commission 
Mr Charles Michel, President of the European Council 
Mr David Sassoli, President of the European Parliament 
Mrs Mariya Gabriel, Commissioner for Innovation, Research, Culture, Education and Youth  
 
[letter sent by email on 27 April 2020] 
 
Dear Presidents von der Leyen, Michel, and Sassoli, Dear Commissioner Gabriel,  
 
We praise all your efforts to coordinate European response to the COVID-19 crisis. In particular, we 
consider very highly your swift and strong response based on opening up opportunities for 
researchers and innovators to contribute with their knowledge and ingenuity to support Europe in 
all phases of the crisis. 
 
With your action, you have contributed to restore the public trust in Science, which was 
undermined by irresponsible politicians who seemed, at times, unperturbed by this urgent global 
crisis. In the next few years, as we all know, further systemic crises will be triggered by predictable 
and unpredictable causes. Climate change, antimicrobial resistance, and future pandemics are 
examples that immediately come to mind. While tackling COVID-19 head on, we should recognize 
that Research is a common public good and probably one of the most effective ways to face 
these global threats. 
 
For the upcoming budget proposals, we ask you to defend the central role of Education, Research, 
and Innovation as fundamental resources for the future of Europe. This is the moment to decide 
the strategic long-term priorities for Europe and to heavily invest in those. It is in the national 
interest of Member Countries, but also much beyond. We trust you, highest representatives of the 
European Institutions, to do whatever it takes to achieve this goal. 
 
Due to the current crisis, the radical changes in geopolitics which we have seen in the recent years 
will accelerate. Our relationship with China and the USA will evolve, and even more than before, 
Europe needs to increase its research and innovation capacity. Furthermore, the flux of 
international students and researchers from Asia will decrease while the brain drain within EU-27 
is likely to increase. The dramatic economic impact of the Covid-19 epidemic will increase even 
more the East/West and North/South divides.  
 


