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Right at the centre
From behind the scenes of the European People’s Party congress, Eleni Courea reports 
on the hot topics for the political group and what they could mean for research.

‘If the EPP 

plays its hand 

successfully, 

the ban on 

funding military 

research may 

be lifted.’

i n s i d e r

On the night of 28 March, a few hours before the 
European People’s Party congress was due to begin in 
Malta, the last few blue-suited delegates boarded an 
airport shuttle bus headed to St Julian’s. They joined 
hundreds of other conservative MEPs descending on the 
tiny Maltese fishing village that was about to play host to 
the EU’s top triumvirate—the presidents of the European 
Council, the European Commission, and the European 
Parliament—and a smattering of powerful heads of state. 

Now is a good time to be a member of the EPP. This 
bastion of established European conservatism—whose 
members include German chancellor Angela Merkel’s 
Christian Democratic Union, former Italian prime min-
ister Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia and Spanish prime 
minister Mariano Rajoy’s Partido Popular—holds 216 of 
751 seats in the Parliament. 

The Parliament, led by the EPP’s Antonio Tajani, is 
more powerful than ever before, and is a joint legislator 
for the bloc alongside the Council, which represents EU 
member states. The EPP’s influence extends there too: 
the Council’s newly re-elected president Donald Tusk 
hails from the party. Jean-Claude Juncker, who is at the 
helm of the Commission, is also an EPP member. This 
puts the centre-right party in a uniquely powerful posi-
tion to shape the EU’s direction.

the mood at the malta congress was electric. EPP presi-
dent Joseph Daul dismissed the case for a multi-speed 
Europe, one of the options set out for the future of the 
bloc, which would give governments flexibility in wheth-
er to pursue further economic and political integration. 
Daul evoked a “shared responsibility” for countries to 
follow principles of closer economic and defence coop-
eration in order for them to be successful. 

Defence, in particular, was high on the agenda. “It 
would have been impossible to broach the subject of pan-
European defence and security 20 years ago—but now we 
can do it openly,” Daul told journalists at the congress on 
29 March. “For years, our policies on defence issues have 
been blocked by the EU.”

The EPP senses that this may be about to change. 
Daul told MEPs at the plenary session that governments 
must comply with their budgetary obligations and 
pool resources to achieve more, and called on the EU 
to “ensure cooperation in defence research”. The con-
gress approved a resolution that calls for the creation 
of a European Defence Fund to finance joint capabili-

ty-building projects led by industry, and the creation 
of an EU Defence Research Programme under the next 
Multiannual Financial Framework—the EU’s multiyear 
budget—starting in 2021. 

If the EPP plays its hand successfully, the ban on fund-
ing military research under Horizon 2020 may be lifted 
in Framework 9. A Preparatory Action to finance defence 
research has been launched this year by the European 
Defence Agency—a body that the EPP wants to bolster 
with more funds. 

another ePP Priority is digital innovation and har-
nessing the potential offered by technological progress. 
In two resolutions passed by the congress, the EPP called 
on the EU to give “much more attention to the topic of 
entrepreneurship in higher education” and to “foster 
digitally based social innovations”. 

The EPP’s focus on digital technology is coupled with 
an eagerness to develop the EU’s capabilities in robot-
ics and artificial intelligence. In February, EPP members 
voted down job security and universal basic income 
clauses in the Parliament’s resolution on robotics. 

Under the party’s influence, the EU is likely to see 
the development of loose regulations that prioritise 
research and innovation in AI and robotics, rather than 
try to mitigate any adverse effects by reining such tech-
nologies in. 

Defence and technological innovation, then, are the 
issues to watch in the EPP’s world. But inevitably, a third 
issue of considerable importance will be the group’s atti-
tude towards the UK. 

The congress took place in the shadow of Brexit, with 
Tusk hopping onto a flight to Malta shortly after receiv-
ing the UK’s formal notice of its exit from the bloc. The 
notable absence of British MEPs in the EPP, after the 
UK’s Conservative Party moved into the 
European Conservatives and Reformists 
group in 2009, made the event a litmus 
test for the Parliamentary response to the 
UK’s letter. Its results are easy to read. 

In his address on 30 March, Manfred 
Weber, who chairs the EPP, delivered a 
clear message to London: “We will no 
longer allow the cherry-picking approach 
of previous decades.” 
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