
BACKING ENLARGEMENT: 

How the Next EU Budget 
Aims to Transform Europe

October 2025

Photo: Lukasz Kobus



2

Summary: 

The European Commission’s proposed 2028-2034 Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) signals a 
decisive shift in EU policy, making enlargement a central pillar of its geopolitical strategy, underpinned 
by record funding, stricter conditionality and a streamlined external action framework.

•	 Enlargement as a core strategy: the European Commission now treats enlargement as 
a top geopolitical priority, viewing new members as an investment in Europe’s peace, 
security, stability and prosperity. 

•	 Enlargement is framed as a direct response to global instability, not just a slow, tech-
nical process.

•	 Built in flexibility for new members: Article 11 requires the EU budget to be revised 
whenever a new country joins, so the finances match the needs of an expanded Union.

•	 The Global Europe budget doubles to €200 billion, combining several external funding 
streams into one powerful tool. Funding for the Western Balkans and Eastern Neigh-
bourhood rises from €31 billion to €42.6 billion. A dedicated €100 billion fund will 
help Ukraine rebuild, reform and prepare for membership.

•	 Rule of Law front and center: All enlargement and external funding is tied to dem-
ocratic standards like judicial independence, anti-corruption efforts, media freedom 
and good governance.

 

The EU’s Bold Shift: Enlargement First

The European Commission’s bold proposal for the 2028-2034 Multiannual Financial Framework 
(MFF) represents the first step in reshaping the European Union’s long-term financial planning to 
meet its evolving geopolitical and strategic challenges, especially enlargement and the defence of 
democratic values. However this ambitious blueprint is just the beginning of a complex and often 
contentious journey.

Over the next two years, intense negotiations will unfold between the European Commission, Euro-
pean Parliament and Member States, each bringing their own priorities, interest and political pres-
sures to the table. While the Commission frames enlargement as central to the EU’s future stability 
and global role, individual Member States will weigh the proposal against their national interest, bud-
getary concerns, and varying degrees of enthusiasm for further expansion. 

The delicate balancing act means the initial proposal will almost certainly undergo significant adjustments be-
fore final adoption. Political will, strategic compromises, and institutional reforms will be essential to transform 
the Commission’s vision into a workable, effective financial framework that can support enlargement while 
maintaining the EU’s unity and effectiveness. 
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However, it is important to emphasise that enlargement is no longer viewed as a secondary or dis-
tant aspiration. Instead, it has been elevated to the very centre of the EU’s geopolitical strategy. The 
European Commission frames enlargement not simply as a procedural or technical step, but as a vital 
strategic investment in the continent’s long-term stability, security, and global resilience. This shift re-
flects the growing recognition that expanding the Union strengthens Europe’s capacity to face global 
challenges collectively. As highlighted in the proposal:

“Enlargement of the Union is a strategic investment in peace, security, stability, and prosperi-
ty in Europe and allows the Union to be better positioned to address global challenges. It is neces-
sary to provide for a revision of the MFF in the event of accession of new Member States to the Union.”  
COM(2025) 571 final - Paragraph 15

The draft regulation explicitly anticipates and plans for new accessions. Article 11 mandates a formal 
revision of the proposed budget in the event of future enlargements, providing legal and financial 
flexibility necessary to effectively integrate new Member States:

“In the event of a new Member State acceding to the Union, the MFF shall be revised accordingly pursuant to 
the relevant Accession Treaties, to take account of the expenditure requirements resulting from such acces-
sion to the union.” 
COM(2025) 571 final - Article 11

This proactive stance signals that the EU is not only politically committed to enlargement, but is also 
preparing financial and legal groundwork to welcome candidate countries. Many of these, including 
those in the Western Balkans, Moldova and Ukraine, are progressing rapidly in their accession talks 
and this political momentum was also underscored by European Commissioner for Enlargement Mar-
ta Kos, who stated: 

“Accession talks with Montenegro, Albania, Moldova and Ukraine have never progressed faster, and many 
of our candidate countries have the ambition to conclude negotiations in the coming years. They are our 
most reliable partners, we are supporting them as much as we can, and the new MFF is reflecting this reality.”  
Remarks of Commissioner Kos, 17 July 2025

By positioning enlargement as a strategic response to global instability and security challenges, rather 
than a routine policy file, the MFF frames the EU as a geopolitical actor proactively shaping its future. 
Yet, for this vision to be realised, the substantial financial commitment must be matched by political 
will, EU institutional and policy reforms, and credible enforcement of rule of law conditionality both 
within the Union and in candidate countries.

Realistically, enlargement before 2034 is achievable but hinges on these factors aligning. The in-
creased financial support aims to better prepare candidate countries for membership, working in 
tandem with ongoing policy reviews and reforms to ensure the EU is equipped to function effectively 
as an enlarged Union.

https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/4a196248-7f64-4275-bec6-ebf0a7686ead_en?filename=COM_2025_571_1_EN_ACT_part1_v5.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/4a196248-7f64-4275-bec6-ebf0a7686ead_en?filename=COM_2025_571_1_EN_ACT_part1_v5.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_25_1866
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The Price of Europe’s Political Ambitions

One of the most important features of the proposed 2028-2034 MFF is the substantial increase in 
funding for external action and pre-accession EU enlargement support, signalling a real shift from po-
litical rhetoric to concrete investment. The Global Europe instrument, the EU’s main external funding 
tool, will see its budget doubled to €200 billion, compared to €98 billion in the 2021-2027 cycle. 

Moreover, Global Europe will serve as the primary funding channel for external action, uniting multi-
ple policy areas, including enlargement, neighbourhood relations, international partnerships and hu-
manitarian aid under a single, cohesive framework. It will consolidate existing instruments such as 
NDICI-Global Europe, IPA III, the Ukraine Facility, and the Reform and Growth Facility for the West-

ern Balkans and Moldova, among others. The consolidation aims to improve coherence, increase 
efficiency and maximise impact, allowing the EU to deliver more targeted support while simplifying 
administrative processes. 

Within Global Europe, funding for candidate countries and the Eastern Neighbourhood will increase 
from €31 billion to €42.6 billion, underscoring that enlargement is not merely a future ambition but 
an immediate and concrete priority.

“Enlargement candidates will be able to benefit from the entire toolbox of Global Europe, in particular tech-
nical pre-accession assistance and policy-based assistance to help them progress on their respective reform 
agendas. This will strengthen the coherence of EU support to enlargement candidates, substantiate the EU’s 
commitment to welcome new members, and leverage EU financial firepower to foster reforms in the region.”  
SWD(2025) 570 final

A particularly significant innovation is the establishment of a dedicated €100 billion envelope for 
Ukraine, designed to support reforms, democratic institution-building, post-war reconstruction, and 
its path toward EU membership. The regulation permits the rollover of up to €13.5 billion annually, 
offering essential flexibility and demonstrating the urgency and commitment of the EU’s engagement.

In short, these figures send a clear political signal: enlargement is not just a rhetorical priority, but 
one backed by substantial financial commitment. Global Europe will serve as both the symbol and the 
engine of the EU enlargement agenda.

Tougher Rule of Law Conditionality for a Stronger Union

The proposal also strengthens and broadens the European Union’s commitment to rule of law con-

ditionality as a central element of its budgetary governance. Unlike the current MFF, which applies 
conditionality mainly on cohesion and structural funds, the 2028-2034 framework explicitly extends 
these requirements to enlargement, neighbourhood policy, and all external action instruments.

https://commission.europa.eu/funding-tenders/find-funding/eu-funding-programmes/global-europe-neighbourhood-development-and-international-cooperation-instrument_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/eu-budget/performance-and-reporting/programme-performance-statements/instrument-pre-accession-assistance-ipa-iii-performance_en
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/eu-solidarity-ukraine/eu-assistance-ukraine/ukraine-facility_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2024/05/07/reform-and-growth-facility-for-the-western-balkans-adopted/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2024/05/07/reform-and-growth-facility-for-the-western-balkans-adopted/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_25_568
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/9d8f303f-abfa-4385-b8d7-9b30034ff329_en?filename=SWD_2025_570_1_EN_autre_document_travail_service_part1_v6.pdf
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Under the new rules, candidate countries - including Ukraine and those in the Western Balkans - 
must demonstrate clear and sustained progress on judicial independence, anti-corruption measures, 
media freedom and democratic governance to access and retain EU funding. This dual-layer condi-
tionality, tied to both financial support and accession progress is a welcome step toward restoring the 
credibility of EU conditionality. 

However, the effectiveness of this mechanism depends entirely on the Commission’s willingness to 

enforce these standards impartially and consistently. The EU cannot credibly demand strict adher-
ence to democratic norms from candidate countries while tolerating backsliding in its own Member 
States. Failure to address internal rule of law crises, such as those in Hungary, previously Poland, and 
increasingly in Slovakia, risks eroding the EU’s normative authority and undermining the credibility 
of its enlargement agenda. Without consistent enforcement of democratic standards within its own 
borders, the Union weakens its moral standing when demanding reforms from candidate countries.

The framework clearly signals that EU funding is conditional upon adherence to shared values and 

principles. If enforced rigorously, rule of law conditionality can be a powerful tool to foster genuine 
reforms and protect the integrity of the EU budget. Conversely, selective or hesitant application risks 
damaging the EU’s credibility and undermining the transformative potential of its financial support 
and the enlargement process. 

Making Room at the Table: How the EU Must Adapt to Enlargement 

While the proposal provides robust financial resources for enlargement, it lacks a corresponding plan 
for institutional adaptation, an essential factor for making enlargement politically and administratively  
feasible before 2034. Adding countries like Ukraine, Moldova and several Western Balkans states will 
fundamentally change the EU’s decision-making processes. This will require adjusting voting weights 
in the Council, revisiting qualified majority thresholds, unanimity rules, and veto rights, as well as 
modifying the size and composition of the European Parliament, and the number of Commissioners. 
These reforms are not optional but essential to keep the Union effective, legitimate and governable.

Institutional preparedness is about more than just making room for new member voices, it is also 
about preventing existing institutions from becoming overstretched or politically paralyzed. Without 
such reforms, enlargement risks burdening an already complex decision-making framework, under-
mining public confidence, and fueling perceptions that the EU cannot deliver on its promises.

Financial contributions and fund distribution will also require adjustment. Because these new Mem-
bers will initially receive more funding than they contribute, this will increase pressure on budgets for 

cohesion and the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). Under existing budget rules, enlargement, par-
ticularly if it includes Ukraine, would lead to a major reshuffling of funds. Some current beneficiaries 
of cohesion funds, such as Central and Eastern European countries, or CAP-reliant countries such as 
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France and Spain, may see their allocations decrease. Such changes could potentially heighten scep-
ticism about enlargement in Member States, so a politically sensitive conversation on redistribution, 
long overdue, is essential.

Financial readiness, while necessary, cannot alone guarantee success. The Commission, Parliament 
and Council, must accelerate institutional reforms in line with the roadmap set out in the June 2024 

European Council conclusions. These emphasise that the EU must be fully prepared to integrate new 
Members upon accession, synchronizing enlargement with internal reform to avoid decision-making 
gridlock and maintain public trust.

Failing to advance institutional and policy reforms alongside enlargement risks jeopardizing the entire 
process. This could spark backlash within Member States, fuel skepticism among candidate countries, 
erode public trust, weaken cohesion and undermine the EU’s credibility as a champion of democracy 
and stability. 

Lastly, the financial costs of these necessary institutional reforms are not accounted for in the current 
MFF proposal, highlighting an urgent need for further planning. Adapting the EU’s structures to a larg-
er membership will inevitably require additional resources beyond those earmarked for enlargement 
support.

From Vision to Reality: Expanding the Union, Upholding the Values

The Commission’s 2028-2034 MFF proposal represents a bold and necessary response to the rapidly 
evolving geopolitical challenges facing Europe. It strengthens the financial foundation for enlarge-
ment, embeds rule of law conditionality more deeply, and unifies external action instruments under a 
streamlined framework.

However, ambition is insufficient without the political will to bring it to life. The European Commis-
sion holds a critical responsibility, beyond administering EU funds and enforcing conditionality, to act 
as a steadfast guardian of the Union’s core values: rule of law, democracy and fundamental rights. 
This means not only financial oversight but also a clear, consistent, and public defence of these values 

whenever they are threatened, whether in candidate countries like Ukraine or Serbia, or within the 
EU itself. 

When democratic standards erode, through political interference in the judiciary, restrictions on me-
dia freedom, or attacks on civil society, the Commission must respond decisively, transparently and 

publicly. Failure to act undermines the credibility of the EU’s enlargement policy and weakens its 
normative authority. The Union cannot credibly demand democratic reforms from candidates if it tol-
erates backsliding among its own members. Ignoring internal challenges while imposing strict condi-

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/qa3lblga/euco-conclusions-27062024-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/qa3lblga/euco-conclusions-27062024-en.pdf
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tions on candidate countries is not only hypocritical but also risks damaging EU coherence, legitimacy 
and long-term strategic interests.

Ultimately, the draft 2028–2034 MFF reflects the new geopolitical realities confronting the Union. 
It equips the EU with stronger financial and institutional tools for enlargement and reinforces its val-
ue-driven identity through robust rule of law conditionality. But its success depends less on budget 
design than on the political resolve of the Commission and Member States to uphold these com-
mitments, both to candidate countries and to the principles those countries are expected to adopt. 
Without such resolve, even the most carefully crafted financial framework risks falling short of its 
transformative power.
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