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Background information

Proposal for a Regulation [...] establishing Horizon Europe, the framework programme for research and

innovation for the period 2028-2034 i under negotiations by the Council and the Parliament.

Horizon Europe (2021-27) runs with a budget of about €95.5 billion and it is divided by:
Pillar | - Excellent Science: Supporting frontline researcher-led science (e.g., European
Research Council (ERC), Marie Sktodowska-Curie Actions (MSCA), research infrastructures).
Pillar Il - Global Challenges and European Industrial Competitiveness: This covers thematic
clusters addressing societal challenges (health, climate, energy, mobility, food, bio-economy,
environment, digital, industry, space, culture, creativity, inclusive society, civil security) and
supports industrial capacities.

Pillar Il - Innovative Europe: Focused on innovation, support for innovative firms and
ecosystems (e.g., European Innovation Council (EIC), European Institute of Innovation &
Technology (EIT)).

Horizontal component - Widening participation & strengthening the European Research Area
(ERA): supporting member states’ research capacities, under-performing regions, and
broadening participation.

Missions & Partnerships

Horizon Europe (2028-34) would have a proposed budget is approximately €175 billion for 2028-34 to be
divided to
1. Pillar I: Excellent Science
2. Pillar Il: Competitiveness & Society (or similarly named)
3. Pillar lll: Innovation (or Innovative Europe)
4. Pillar IV: European Research Area (ERA) / Widening / Participation (or a dedicated pillar for ERA-
wide strengthening)

European Trade Union Committee for Education (ETUCE), representing trade unions of
academics and researchers in Europe, welcomes the Commission’s intention to maintain a
self-standing EU framework programme for research and innovation for 2028-2034. We also
appreciate keeping the name of the previous programme which ensures continuation.
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We welcome the proposal’s explicit commitment to the values of the European Research
Area (ERA), to improving research careers, to simplification of project application and
reporting, and to widening participation in the Horizon Europe Programme. We also note
the strong emphasis on international cooperation and the declared aim to help Member
States reach the target of investing 3% of GDP in research and innovation while developing,
attracting and retaining a highly skilled and internationally connected research
workforce.

At the same time, we set out in this paper a series of constructive proposals as a reflection
to the Proposal for a Regulation [...] establishing Horizon Europe, the framework programme
for research and innovation for the period 2028-2034, to ensure that the Programme
strengthens the social mission of EU research, safeguards academic freedom and
excellence, and makes research careers genuinely attractive and sustainable across
Europe.

We align our analysis with ETUCE’s letter to the Commission and with our broader ERA
policy.

1. We welcome the decision not to merge the Framework Programme with the
Competitiveness Fund. Preserving a separate programme is essential for the
continuity, independence and international reputation of European research. At the
same time, the proposal’s frequent alignment with competitiveness instruments
risks diluting the programme’s research-first identity. The programme should be
anchored in scientific inquiry serving the public good, with adequate space for
bottom-up, investigator-driven research and with the autonomy of fundamental
research safeguarded throughout the strategic planning and work-programme cycle.
Knowledge must be understood as a public good that promotes professional
development and serves the common good, not merely as a source of
competitiveness.

2. The Framework Programme should complement, not substitute, national research
funding. Europe will only achieve excellence, resilience and cohesion if Union and
national investment increases together. A significant share of any additional funding
should support basic, curiosity-driven, bottom-up research and widening measures
that actively reduce regional disparities. Investment must safeguard academic
freedom and the autonomy of scientific research, and provide stable, predictable
support for high-quality researcher training and careers.
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3. Researchers from Central and Eastern Europe currently receive only 8.6% of total
funding under Horizon Europe. This imbalance reflects long-standing structural
disparities in research and innovation capacity, rooted in decades of
underinvestment in R&D, first under state-planned economies and later during the
transition to market-driven systems. As a result, researchers and institutions from
these countries face persistent disadvantages in accessing EU research funding,
limiting their contribution to the European Research Area. From the perspective of
researchers’ trade unions, this situation undermines the principles of fairness,
solidarity, and balanced development across Europe. Therefore, ETUCE calls for
measures within the next Horizon Programme to ensure more equitable participation,
such as introducing a dedicated regional quota or targeted support mechanisms to
improve the participation and success rate of applicants from Central and Eastern
European countries, to strengthen research capacities and cohesion across the
Union.

4. The proposal’s reaffirmation of ERA values, ethics and integrity, freedom of scientific
research, open science, gender equality and equal opportunities, non-
discrimination, and the promotion of attractive careers and mobility, is a strong
foundation. These values need to be operationalised in project calls, evaluations,
grant agreements and monitoring. Safeguards for academic freedom, freedom to
publish and institutional autonomy should be explicit, with proportionate
measures on research security that do not undermine openness, collaboration and
trust.

5. The proposed part on “Competitiveness and Society” rightly recognises the need to
address global societal challenges, including strengthening democratic values,
tackling disinformation, upholding the rule of law and fundamental rights, promoting
inclusion and growth, and addressing demographic and intergenerational issues
such as youth perspectives and migration. However, the framing reads primarily
through a competitiveness lens. ETUCE calls for clearly visible, dedicated support for
non-market, public-interest research on society, including social sciences, the
humanities and the arts, that is not defined by immediate labour-market outcomes.
The programme should state clearly which sub-programme covers free, society-
driven research and provide independent expert guidance and scrutiny, clear
evaluation criteria and transparent budgets so this research can inform policy,
challenge assumptions and strengthen democratic resilience. Horizon Europe
should provide more support to the education sector by providing funding on
practice-based and profession-oriented research. Teachers should be recognised as
active research partners, not only as “target groups” for research.
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6. A strong international cooperation dimension is welcome provided it goes hand in
hand with deepening the ERA and reducing disparities. The programme should
complement its global orientation with concrete mechanisms that support national
and regional priorities within the Union, including the societal and economic
recovery of regions and the consolidation of local knowledge ecosystems. ETUCE
supports the stated aim to reduce national and regional disparities in research
and innovation capacity, skills and talent, and to strengthen innovation ecosystems.
This requires transparent, needs-based criteria for widening measures, robust
capacity-building, fair access to research infrastructures and open, inclusive
governance that avoids centralisation which could further widen gaps.

7. The programme’s intention to promote equality and gender mainstreaming should
translate into practice. ETUCE suggests keeping robust, auditable Social Dimension
and Gender Equality Plans as an eligibility condition for participation in projects, by
using the BFUG indicators on Social Dimension.

7.1 The integration of equality and the gender dimension in research content should
be assessed as a scored criterion.

7.2 Monitoring of the programme’s participation and funding outcomes should cover
more than gender dimension of the composition of evaluation panels; it would be
important to report and publish application numbers, success rates and average
grant sizes, disaggregated by gender and career stage at least annually. Where
monitoring shows persistent imbalances on practicing equality in accessing EU
funds for researchers (for example, over two or more consecutive calls women or
early-career researchers have notably lower success rates or smaller average
awards), the Commission should trigger proportionate, supportive measures.
These include targeted guidance that addresses recurring evaluation
weaknesses; tailored feedback to institutions with anonymised benchmarking
against programme averages; and time-bound improvement plans co-designed
with the institutions, setting clear objectives, milestones and review dates, with
support escalated if progress stands while ensuring individual applicants are
never penalised.

7.3The Horizon Europe programme should encourage and track leadership of
projects by women and other under-represented groups, with clear expectations
for mentoring, inclusive recruitment and career-progression policies.

7.4Where calls confer “centre of excellence” or similar labels, applicants should be
required to set out concrete inclusion and equality plans and to report annually
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against them, with the prospect of performance-linked top-ups or, conversely,
remedial conditions where progress stands.

8. ETUCE strongly supports the Programme’s aim to make academic careers
attractive, because too many researchers face precarity. At present, mobility (within
the EU and towards the EU) is often precarious rather than empowering. Mobility
under Horizon Europe should tackle short-term contracts, funding gaps between
projects, uneven salaries and purchasing power across countries, and barriers to
genuinely portable careers. If the Programme is to attract and retain talent, mobility
should be predictable, fairly remunerated and socially protected.

8.1 The Programme should support the reduction of precarity in the sector, which is
caused mostly by project-based contracts and short-term mobility. ETUCE
proposes proportionate social conditionalities in grant agreements:
compliance with labour law and collective agreements; respect for trade union
rights and social dialogue; limits on abusive chains of fixed-term contracts; fair
remuneration relative to national benchmarks and cost of living; safe and healthy
workplaces; and credible development plans that include supervision quality,
mentoring and leadership opportunities.

8.2 Grant portability should be straightforward across borders and institutions.
Researchers who win funding should be able to move with their grant within the
EU without administrative penalties or delay.

8.3While acknowledging the Lisbon Recognition Convention’s role in academic
recognition, Horizon Europe should evaluate project applications also based on
guarantee of job quality and career development in relation to funded projects,
including transfer of rights. When researchers move between institutions or
countries, their degrees and years of experience should be accepted (in line with
collective agreements) without re-assessment; their pay level and seniority
should carry over; and continuing professional development gained under the
Programme should count automatically towards promotion and progression.

8.4 Research institutions participating in Horizon Europe should publish clear rules
forrecognising foreign degrees, professionaltitles and years of service, and how
these determine grade, pay and supervision/leadership rights. Decisions should
be issued within set timelines, be reasoned and allow appeal. Recognised prior
experience should count towards salary steps, probation and progression. These
rules should be applied in line with national law and collective agreements, and
be developed through social dialogue with recognised trade unions and staff
representatives.
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8.5Within the Horizon Europe Programme, MSCA defines standard researcher
categories (doctoral/postdoctoral) and sets minimum allowances and other
conditions for those actions, but this does not cover the whole Programme. The
European Framework for Research Careers gives widely used career profiles, and
the The European Charter for Researchers and the Code of Conduct for the
Recruitment of Researchers set principles on recruitment and working
conditions, but these are guidance type voluntary frameworks. To reduce friction
and to ensure more clarity for the use of the Horizon Europe Programme, the
European Commission in consultation with relevant stakeholders, including
researchers’ trade unions, could present a list of descriptions for project posts,
such as doctoral researcher, postdoctoral researcher, research engineer and
project manager (drawing on ESCO occupation profiles and the European
Framework for Research Careers), with minimum terms and conditions of
national laws and collective agreements, and require institutions to explain how
these translate into their national systems.

8.6 Social protection should travel with the researcher. The Programme should
require beneficiaries to guarantee (and state in the offer letter and grant
agreement), that mobile researchers receive the social-protection entitlements
provided by the applicable national law and collective agreements (health
insurance, parental leave, pension contributions, unemployment cover). Time
spent on mobility shall count towards tenure or equivalent progression. These
requirements should be implemented through social dialogue with recognised
trade unions and in line with national procedures.

9. Programme governance should be research-led, inclusive and transparent. ETUCE
proposes structured social dialogue across strategic planning, missions,
partnerships and research infrastructures, with aformalrole for researchers’ trade
unions in relevant boards, expert groups and advisory processes at EU and national
levels. Transparency should be strengthened throughout the evaluation cycle.

ETUCE stands ready to work with the Commission, the European Parliament and the

Member States to refine the text so that it empowers researchers, strengthens public
research institutions, and delivers knowledge as a true public good.
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