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ABSTRACT: This Insight contains an overview of the measures through which EU institutions and organs 
financially contribute to the response to the Covid-19 crisis. Measures address direct support to pub-
lic health and to humanitarian aid, research, and economic and social consequences of the crisis. The 
response is the most diverse, as it includes monetary policy measures (the ECB’s Pandemic Emergen-
cy Purchase Programme, PEPP), a new European Investment Bank (EIB) Guarantee Fund, measures 
financed by the EU budget 2020 (Coronavirus Response Investment Initiative, Coronavirus Response 
Investment Initiative Plus) and the innovative Support to mitigate Unemployment Risks in an Emer-
gency (SURE). Other measures are under discussion: new amendments to the 2020 budget, new ex-
ternal action measures and, most notably, the recovery plan Next Generation EU and a new Commis-
sion proposal for the 2021-2027 Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF). Four mechanisms rely on 
fresh additional resources: the EIB Guarantee Fund, SURE, Next Generation EU and the PEPP, with 
specific political and legal difficulties for each mechanism. Expenditure relies on a complex interplay 
of grants, loans and guarantees available in different time frames, which makes it difficult to assess 
the EU’s financial ability to tackle inequalities created by the Covid-19 crisis. Externally, EU measures 
partly fit in financing schemes at the global level regarding public health and research, but not yet on 
economic issues, where further action can be expected. 
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I. Introduction 

The Covid-19 crisis poses an unprecedented challenge to the European Union’s financial 
mechanisms. On the one hand, the rapid progression of the pandemic has required quick 
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adaptation within the existing budgetary and financial framework. On the other hand, the 
traditional EU budget alone, even combined with other existing EU-related mechanisms, is 
manifestly insufficient to tackle the economic and social consequences of the Covid-19 
sanitary crises. This situation encourages innovative solutions that can build on previous, 
often frustrated projects. In spite (or because) of the abundance of information, it is not 
easy to keep track of all relevant measures. The Union was relatively slow to mobilize big 
amounts of financial resources in the early stages of the crisis, at least compared to 
States. Nonetheless, its financial response has become more and more detailed and 
complex over the weeks, both from the financial and from the legal point of view. Com-
plexity is unsurprising given the nature of the crisis and the applicable rules and proce-
dures, and it is certainly too early to fully take stock of all measures, even focusing on spe-
cific instruments. For example, the European Court of Auditors (ECA) has revised its 2020 
work programme today to shift the focus of its work towards Covid-19-related aspects1 
and has issued an opinion on the upgraded Emergency Support Instrument,2 but has not 
yet attempted a general scrutiny of adopted measures. However, an overall assessment 
of the EU’s financial response is impossible without starting from a synthetic presentation 
of all relevant measures. Moreover, it is useful to identify the main trends and open legal 
issues, which are likely to become crucial in the next months and years. This Insight con-
tains an overview of the relevant measures and of proposals under discussion. Only pro-
grammes involving expenditure by EU institutions and organs, explicitly established or 
modified to cope with the Covid-19 crisis, will be analysed. 

II. New or upgraded financial mechanisms 

Following the presentation by EU institutions, financial mechanisms introduced to cope 
with the Covid-19 crisis perform three general functions: direct support to public health 
and humanitarian aid (II.1), support to scientific research and pandemic preparedness 
(II.2) and economic and social response (II.3). 

ii.1. Direct support to public health and humanitarian aid 

Announced by the Commission since March 2020, several EU measures to directly sup-
port public health were financed in the budget 2020 (Table 1). Joint procurement of 
medical and protective equipment, framed by Art. 5 of Decision 1082/2013/EU of the 
European Parliament and of the Council of 22 October 2013 on serious cross-border 
threats to health, was also used between 8 April and 7 May for a total amount of €3,247 

 
1 ECA, 2020 Work Programme - COVID-19 update and revision, 28 May 2020. 
2 ECA Opinion no. 3/2020 of 8 May 2020 on amending EU regulation for the European Structural and 

Investments Funds’ use in response to the COVID-19 outbreak. The ECA gives a positive opinion, but part-
ly because of the exceptional circumstances. 
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million. The goods were purchased by Member States with their resources, while the 
Commission had a coordinating role.3 

ii.2. Research and pandemic preparedness 

EU research programmes especially funded to fight against the Covid-19 pandemic are 
seen as part of the global initiative on pandemic preparedness and response launched 
by G20 leaders on 26 March 2020.4 The EU’s Coronavirus Global Response includes a 
pledging marathon open on 4 May and concluded by a Global Pledging Summit on 27 
June.5 The overall aim of the initiative is to facilitate universal access to Covid-19 treat-
ments, tests and vaccines, with several funding recipients: the Coalition for Epidemic 
Preparedness Innovation (CEPI), for vaccines; the Global Alliance for Vaccines and Im-
munization (GAVI), for vaccine deployment; Therapeutics Accelerator, for therapeutics; 
UNITAID, for therapeutics deployment; the Foundation for Innovative New Diagnostics, 
for diagnostics; the Global Fund for diagnostics deployment; the World Health Organi-
zation, for health systems. €15.9 billion pledges were raised, far beyond the initial ob-
jective of €7.5 billion. Until early June, €1.4 billion was pledged by the Commission and 
€1,997 million by the European Investment Bank (EIB). On 27 June, the Commission and 
the EIB pledged an additional €4.9 billion in loans and guarantees to “support the 
world’s most fragile economies in recovering from coronavirus and achieving the Sus-
tainable Development Goals”.6 Adding pledges by EU and EEA Member States, the total 
amount of “Team Europe” pledges reaches €11.9 billion. The remaining pledges come 
from other States and private persons (foundations, corporations and individuals). 

Not all elements of EU pledges are clear. As to the Commission, €300 million were 
pledged on 4 June to GAVI for the period 2021-2025.7 A significant part of the first pledges 
(€1 billion) is channelled through Horizon 2020, the financial programme for research and 
innovation within the 2014-2020 MFF,8 based on Art. 173, para. 3, TFEU (Industry) and Art. 
182, para. 1, TFEU (Research and technological development). Amounts for already fund-
ed initiatives were mainly redeployed within Horizon 2020, so that they did not require 
legislative action (Table 2). Other pledges (€469.1 in total) should be financed in the same 

 
3 European Commission, Coronavirus Response - Public Health, ec.europa.eu. 
4 G20 Leaders’ Statement of 26 March 2020, g20.org, p. 2. 
5 European Commission, Coronavirus Global Response, global-response.europa.eu. 
6 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_1216>. 
7 European Commission, press release of 15 June 2020, Coronavirus Global Response: European Com-

mission pledges 300 million to Gavi, eeas.europa.eu. 
8 Regulation (EU) 1291/2013 of 11 December 2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council es-

tablishing Horizon 2020 - the Framework Programme for Research and Innovation (2014-2020) and re-
pealing Decision No 1982/2006/EC. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/health/coronavirus-response/public-health_en
https://g20.org/en/media/Documents/G20_Extraordinary%20G20%20Leaders%E2%80%99%20Summit_Statement_EN%20(3).pdf
https://global-response.europa.eu/index_en
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/80874/coronavirus-global-response-european-commission-pledges-%E2%82%AC300-million-gavi_en
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way in the coming months (Table 3).9 The pledges made on 27 June seem to include a part 
of the measures announced in the communication on the Global EU response to Covid-19 
of 8 April. In particular, €2,858 million should be devoted to improving research, health 
and water systems in non-EU countries, through reoriented existing funds and pro-
grammes, including the EU budget, the European Development Fund and the EIB. An ex-
ample of the financed measures is the strengthening of regional health security organisa-
tions in African, Caribbean and Pacific countries, such as the Pasteur Institute in Senegal. 
However, to reach an amount of €4.9 billion, the EU’s pledges must include funding not 
only for research and pandemic preparedness, but also a part of the announced external 
action short-term emergency and economic measures. 

ii.3. Economic and social measures 

The EU’s economic reaction to the Covid-19 crisis is multi-layered. From the substantial 
point of view, not all economic measures have direct financial implications for the EU. 
Some measures have no direct budgetary implications at all, such as the Commission’s 
guidance on foreign direct investment screening.10 Others have a direct and very signif-
icant impact on the Member States’ financial response to the crisis, but do not rely on 
EU expenditure. The most notable examples are the Temporary Framework for State 
aid, based on Art. 107, para. 3, let. b), TFEU,11 and the activation of the general escape 
clause of the Stability and Growth Pact.12 Also thanks to these EU measures, Member 
States have adopted a massive, although disparate, budgetary response to the Covid-
19, including fiscal stimulus and liquidity support measures, estimated to be worth 

 
9 European Commission, EU funding – Funding initiatives helping to tackle the outbreak of Corona-

virus, ec.europa.eu. 
10 Communication C(2020) 1981 final of 25 March 2020 from the Commission, Guidance to the 

Member States concerning foreign direct investment and free movement of capital from third countries, 
and the protection of Europe’s strategic assets, ahead of the application of Regulation (EU) 2019/452 (FDI 
Screening Regulation). See S. ROBERT-CUENDET, Filtrage des investissements directs étrangers dans l’UE et 
COVID-19: vers une politique commune d’investissement fondée sur la sécurité de l’Union, in European Papers - 
European Forum, Insight of 13 June 2020, www.europeanpapers.eu. 

11 Communication C(2020) 1863 final of 19 March 2020 from the Commission, Temporary Frame-
work for State aid measures to support the economy in the current COVID-19 outbreak; Communication 
C(2020) 2215 final of 3 April 2020 from the Commission, Amendment to the Temporary Framework for 
State aid measures to support the economy in the current COVID-19 outbreak; Communication 
C/2020/3156 of 13 May 2020 from the Commission, Amendment to the Temporary Framework for State 
aid measures to support the economy in the current COVID -19 outbreak. The Commission regularly up-
dates the list of approved measures: ec.europa.eu. 

12 Communication COM(2020) 123 final of 20 March 2020; Statement of EU ministers of finance on 
the Stability and Growth Pact in light of the COVID-19 crisis, 23 March 2020. The general escape clause 
was introduced by the “Six pack” in 2011 (Arts 5, para. 1, and 9, para. 1, of Regulation (EC) 1466/97 and 
Arts 3, para. 5, and 5, para. 2, of Regulation (EC) 1467/97). 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/research-area/health-research-and-innovation/coronavirus-research-and-innovation/financing-innovation_en
http://www.europeanpapers.eu/en/europeanforum/filtrage-des-investissements-directs-etrangers-dans-UE-et-covid-19
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/state_aid/what_is_new/State_aid_decisions_TF_and_107_2b_107_3b_107_3c.pdf
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about 20% of EU GDP,13 i.e. around €2,800 trillion.14 The European Stability Mechanism, 
established in 2012 by Eurozone States as a separate international organisation on the 
basis of their economic policy competence, also contributes to the European financial 
response to the Covid-19 crisis. The newly established Pandemic Crisis Support (PCS), 
although based on existing norms applicable to the Enhanced Conditions Credit Line, 
allows very light conditionality. The ESM does not distribute grants, but PCS credits are 
available up to 2% of the GDP of each Member to support domestic financing of direct 
and indirect healthcare, cure and prevention-related costs due to the Covid-19 crisis, 
with very low interest rates and fees.15 No State has requested financial assistance un-
der the PCS yet, but requests may be made until 31 December 2022. Although it is very 
unlikely that all Eurozone States request assistance, the theoretical total amount of 
credits is around €240 billion, while the current ESM lending capacity is €410.1 billion.16 
These figures show that the European financial response to the Covid-19 crisis mainly 
corresponds to Member States expenditures, even if EU law plays an essential role in 
policy coordination. From the chronological point of view, different measures were pro-
posed or announced over time, to be applied in different time frames. While some have 
already been adopted (a), others are still under discussion (b). 

a) Adopted measures. 
Although not immediate, the ECB’s intervention was quickly effective. The Pandemic 

Emergency Purchase Programme (PEPP) was announced on 18 March 2020 and, given 
its size, still constitutes the main single element of the EU’s financial response to the 
Covid-19 crisis (Table 4). Following the European Council video conference of 10 March, 
the Commission’s communication of 13 March “Coordinated economic response to the 
Covid-19 Outbreak”17 paved the way to a first package of measures. As clarified in the 
following European Council video conferences of 17 March, 26 March18 and 23 April,19 
this package includes EU secondary law acts, the ESM Pandemic Crisis Support and the 
EIB Guarantee Fund. The total announced amount is €540 billion, but this figure also 

 
13 EIB, COVID-19 economic update – 10 June 2020, www.eib.org. 
14 In 2019, the EU-27 GDP in current prices was €13,928 trillion (Eurostat: ec.europa.eu). 
15 Eurogroup Statement on the Pandemic Crisis Support, 8 May 2020; Summary of decisions of ESM 

Board of Governors meeting, 15 May 2020. 
16 European Stability Mechanism, What’s the ESM’s lending capacity?, www.esm.europa.eu. 
17 Communication COM(2020) 112 final of 13 March 2020 from the Commission, Coordinated eco-

nomic response to the Covid-19 outbreak. 
18 Joint statement of the Members of the European Council, 26 March 2020. 
19 Conclusions of the President of the European Council following the video conference of the mem-

bers of the European Council of 23 April 2020. Eurogroup video conferences were held on 16 March, 24 
March, 7 April, 8 April, 9 April, 8 May, 15 May and 11 June 2020. The most important outcomes were the 
Report on the comprehensive economic policy response to the COVID-19 pandemic (9 April 2020) and the 
Eurogroup Statement on the Pandemic Crisis Support (8 May 2020). 

https://www.eib.org/en/readonline-publications/covid-econ-briefing-10-june.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tec00001/default/table?lang=en
https://www.esm.europa.eu/content/what-esm%E2%80%99s-lending-capacity
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includes Member States funding or private capitals made available thanks to new or 
upgraded programmes (Table 5). 

b) Measures under discussion. 
The most far-reaching measures are still under discussion. Apart from proposals for 

significant amends to the budget 2020, this package of measures includes a sizeable and 
innovative proposal: the Commission’s recovery plan “Next Generation EU”.20 While the 
video conference of the European Council of 19 June 2020 was inconclusive, an agree-
ment in principle could be reached in July under the German presidency of the EU Coun-
cil. The final outcome is deeply linked with negotiations for the 2021-2027 multiannual fi-
nancial framework. With these measures, the EU’s financial response to the Covid-19 crisis 
enters a new phase, focused on medium-term implications (Table 6). Economic and social 
measures under discussion also have an external dimension, which appears to be mainly 
based on Arts 208 and 209 TFEU (Development cooperation), Arts 212 and 213 TFEU (Eco-
nomic, financial and technical cooperation with third countries) and Arts 308 and 309 
TFEU (EIB). Following the approach set in the communication on the Global EU response 
to Covid-19 of 8 April, these measures are conceived as a part of a broader “Team Europe” 
package, whose total announced amount is almost €36 billion (Table 7).21 

III. Trends and open issues 

Given the great variety of relevant measures, first of all it is necessary to determine to 
what extent the EU’s financial response relies on new resources and how they will be 
collected (III.1). Secondly, the most important programmes raise delicate issues of dis-
tribution of expenditure within the EU, potentially reshaping financial and political soli-
darity among Member States in the medium and long term (III.2). Thirdly, although the 
external dimension is quantitatively secondary as compared to the internal dimension, 
the need of a global economic response to the Covid-19 crisis will probably encourage 
further action in the future (III.3). 

iii.1. Resources: how much fresh money and where will it come from? 

Understandably, in the first phase of the Covid-19 crises, the focus has been on mobilis-
ing available funds and redirecting them towards new priorities: several programmes 
have been financed through unallocated or unspent available funds. As a consequence, 
the upgrading of some existing programmes was not based on new commitments. 
When new commitments were inserted in the budget 2020, they generally resulted 
from funds redirection. The Coronavirus Response Investment Initiative Plus exhausted 
all available forms of flexibility within the commitment ceilings of the 2014-2020 MFF. 

 
20 See the reading references of the Council library of 19 June 2020, www.consilium.europa.eu. 
21 European Union External Action Service, Stronger together against Covid-19, eeas.europa.eu. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/documents-publications/library/library-blog/posts/the-long-term-eu-budget-and-the-recovery-plan-for-europe-reading-references/?utm_source=dsms-auto&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=The+long-term+EU+budget+and+the+recovery+plan+for+Europe+-+reading+references
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/76341/coronavirus-news-eu-action-team-europe-support-disinformation-repatriation-and-solidarity_en
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Thus, more recent Commission proposals aim first of all at using the full potential of the 
EU budget though higher commitment ceilings of the MFF for 2020. However, the 
Commission’s proposals do not include a higher own resources ceiling in 2020: this is-
sue seems to be reserved for the 2021-2027 MFF. All in all, only four initiatives rely on 
supplementary resources for the EU: the EIB Group Guarantee Fund, in the form of 
guarantees by Member States; SURE, in the form of borrowing guaranteed by Member 
States; Next Generation EU, in the form of borrowing guaranteed by higher own re-
sources and ECB programmes, inasmuch monetary policy implies “new” resources. 

These instruments are the most controversial. Although uncontroversial as such, the 
EIB Group Guarantee Fund raises the question of possible further use of EIB resources in 
the next months. However, according to Art. 16 of the Statute, the aggregate amount out-
standing of loans and guarantees granted by the EIB shall not exceed 250% of its sub-
scribed capital, reserves, non-allocated provisions and profit and loss account surplus. At 
the end of 2019, €447.5 billion loans had been disbursed and €112.7 billion loans were to 
be disbursed, with a subscribed capital of €243.3 billion22 (230% ratio). This means that a 
new massive package of loans and guarantees would require a capital increase by the 
Board of Governors, like in 2013 (€10 billion, fully paid-in).23 A capital increase might prove 
politically difficult, due to the financial situation of several Member States. Moreover, the 
27 Member States already contributed to EIB capital at the beginning of 2020 to replace 
the United Kingdom’s share of 39.2 billion (of which €3.5 billion paid-in).24 

The first comments on SURE have praised the novel lack of conditionality of loans to 
Member States,25 but have also highlighted room for possible legal challenges to the EU’s 
involvement as a borrower, to the chosen legal basis (Art. 122 TFEU instead of the flexibil-
ity clause of Art. 352 TFEU) and to the compliance with the no bail-out clause of Art. 125 
TFEU.26 The Next Generation EU proposal is still subject to intense political negotiations, 
as it opened three Pandora boxes, each with great potential27 but never massively com-
bined yet: upgraded own resources, EU debt and grants to Member States. Disagree-
ments start to emerge also on legal issues. Some raise the spectre of ultra vires action by 
the EU, denouncing an excessive shift in the understanding of Art. 310 TFEU (seen not just 

 
22 EIB, Financial Report 2019, 5 May 2020, p. 4. 
23 EIB, press release of 8 January 2013, EIB capital increase approved by all 27 EU member states, 

www.eib.org. 
24 EIB, press release of 31 January 2020, EIB President regrets Brexit and welcomes EU 27 united support 

for EIB Group, www.eib.org. Moreover, Romania and Poland contributed additional capital. 
25 F. COSTAMAGNA, La proposta della Commissione di uno strumento contro la disoccupazione generata 

dalla pandemia Covid-19 (‘SURE’): un passo nella giusta direzione, ma che da solo non basta, in SIDIBlog, 5 
April 2020, www.sidiblog.org. 

26 M. RUFFERT, Are we SURE?, in Verfassungsblog, 5 April 2020, verfassungsblog.de. 
27 E.g., see the Communication COM(2017) 358 of 28 June 2017 from the Commission, Reflection pa-

per on the future of EU finances; Communication COM(2018) 325 final of 2 May 2018 from the Commis-
sion, Proposal for a COUNCIL DECISION on the system of Own Resources of the European Union. 

https://www.eib.org/en/press/all/2013-002-eib-capital-increase-approved-by-all-27-eu-member-states
https://www.eib.org/en/press/news/eib-president-regrets-brexit-welcomes-eu27-united-support-for-eib-group
http://www.sidiblog.org/2020/04/05/la-proposta-della-commissione-di-uno-strumento-contro-la-disoccupazione-generata-dalla-pandemia-covid-19-sure-un-passo-nella-giusta-direzione-ma-che-da-solo-non-basta
https://verfassungsblog.de/are-we-sure
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as the source of an obligation of budgetary balance, but as “prohibiting the EU from bor-
rowing to finance its expenditure”), a violation of the “principle of sound financial man-
agement” in the name of a permanent “state of emergency”, and a problematic relation-
ship with Art. 125 TFEU.28 Others consider that the proposal reflects a lawful and welcome 
evolution in the understanding of the TFEU, but criticise the conditionality of grants and 
loans, as well as the limited role of the European Parliament.29 

The ECB’s PEPP has attracted even more attention, especially in the wake of the Weiss 
decision of the Bundesverfassungsgericht of 5 May 2020.30 Although dealing with the 
ECB’s Public sector asset purchase programme (PSPP) implemented since March 2015, 
this decision will arguably have broader implications under EU and national constitutional 
law, probably including litigation on some aspects of the PEPP. Although several scholars 
consider that the programme is lawful,31 some underline that it can be even more prob-
lematic than the PSPP,32 and others suggest that ECB should communicate more clearly 
on the programme’s proportionality.33 In any event, for the time being the Governing 
Council of the ECB plays a crucial role in adapting the programme to the evolution of the 
economic context, as its decisions are adopted by majority vote under Arts 10, para. 2, 
and 10, para. 3, of the Statute of the European System of Central Banks and of the ECB. 
The PEPP is mobilising more “fresh” resources than all other EU financial programmes, 
especially in the light of its relatively short duration. Beyond the monetary policy implica-
tions of this programme, which is just the latest example of non-standard monetary policy 
in the Eurozone and elsewhere, this should encourage a broader reflection on the ECB’s 
(and other central banks’) accountability and interaction with other institutions. 

iii.2. Expenditure: for whom and when? 

In spite of the ubiquitous nature of the Covid-19 pandemic, the crisis turned out to be 
an asymmetric shock in sanitary and economic terms, as not all Member States have 
been equally affected. Moreover, not all Member States have been equally able to react 

 
28 P. LEINO-SANDBERG, Who is ultra vires now? The EU’s legal U-turn in interpreting Article 310 TFEU, in Ver-

fassungsblog, 18 June 2020, verfassungsblog.de, explaining both the position of the Constitutional Law 
Committee of the Finnish Parliament and the author’s own views. 

29 F. COSTAMAGNA, M. GOLDMANN, Constitutional Innovation, Democratic Stagnation? The EU Recovery Plan, 
in Verfassungsblog, 30 May 2020, verfassungsblog.de. 

30 2 BvR 859/15, 2 BvR 1651/15, 2 BvR 2006/15, 2 BvR 980/16 of 5 May 2020. E.g., see A. VITERBO, The 
PSPP Judgment of the German Federal Constitutional Court: Throwing Sand in the Wheels of the European Cen-
tral Bank, in European Papers - European Forum, Insight of 26 June 2020, www.europeanpapers.eu, and a 
series of articles on Verfassungsblog (verfassungsblog.de). 

31 R. SMITS, The European Central Bank’s pandemic bazooka: mandate fulfilment in extraordinary times, in 
EU Law Live, 23 March 2020, eulawlive.com. 

32 L. LIONELLO, La BCE nella tempesta della crisi sanitaria, in SIDIBlog, 28 March 2020, www.sidiblog.org. 
33 S. GRUND, The Legality of the European Central Bank's Pandemic Emergency Purchase Programme, De-

lors Institute Policy Brief, 25 March 2020, papers.ssrn.com. 

https://verfassungsblog.de/who-is-ultra-vires-now-the-eus-legal-u-turn-in-interpreting-article-310-tfeu
https://verfassungsblog.de/constitutional-innovation-democratic-stagnation
http://www.europeanpapers.eu/it/europeanforum/pspp-judgment-of-german-federal-constitutional-court
https://verfassungsblog.de/tag/pspp
https://eulawlive.com/op-ed-the-european-central-banks-pandemic-bazooka-mandate-fulfilment-in-extraordinary-times-by-rene-smits
http://www.sidiblog.org/2020/03/28/la-bce-nella-tempesta-della-crisi-sanitaria
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3558677
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through their own means, even within the additional scope of manoeuver left for na-
tional budgetary response. The risk of growing inequalities does not only apply between 
Member States, but also between enterprises and households, as shown by the dispar-
ate pattern of Member States measures within the Temporary Framework for State aid. 
The EU’s financial response to the Covid-19 crisis has been diverse, as it includes grants, 
loans and guarantees. As usual for EU programmes and funds, co-financing with Mem-
ber States is common and several mechanisms aim at leveraging much bigger amounts 
of private capitals. The Commission estimated that the €540 billion first package of eco-
nomic and social measures will mobilise investments for €1,290 billion, and that Next 
Generation EU and the 2021-2027 MFF should generate investments for €3.1 trillion.34 
However, also due to the complexity and diversity of the relevant mechanisms, it will 
not be easy to find a fully satisfactory overall balance in terms of distributive justice.35 
Difficulties do not only regard funding by the EU budget, but also ECB programmes, es-
pecially because the PEPP only takes the capital key of the national central banks as a 
benchmark, and not as a strict criterion. 

Questions also arise as to the time frame in which a new state of equilibrium should 
be reached. The variety of the duration of EU financial programmes has made clear that 
the Covid-19 crisis has set in motion a transition into a “new normal” whose length and 
final outcome are difficult to predict at this stage. With the notable exception of the ECB, 
the rapidity with which measures were adopted has been inversely proportional to their 
amount. Moreover, programmes have different durations, ranging from limited one-shot 
expenses included in the EU budget 2020 to the Next Generation EU proposal, which im-
plies repaying funds borrowed by the EU (and collecting necessary own resources) until 
2058. In the long run, temporary solutions can become permanent: perhaps, some of the 
recent measures will be retrospectively seen as incremental steps towards the strength-
ening of EU policies. Interestingly, several of the upgraded mechanisms are recent (non-
standard monetary policy measures, Emergency Support Instrument, European Fund for 
Strategic Investments, RescEU), or at least relatively recent (Union Civil Protection Mecha-
nism, European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control). 

At the same time, the short term may not be as short as expected. Political an-
nouncements have insisted on the EU’s quick reaction. However, in several cases pay-
ments scheduled for 2020 are significantly lower than commitments, even for measures 
inspired by urgency, like in the field of direct support to health and research. This 
means that payments should partly occur beyond 2020, irrespectively of the evolution 
of the pandemic as such. For medium-term programmes, one may wonder whether 

 
34 Communication COM(2020) 442 final of 27 May 2020 from the Commission, The EU budget power-

ing the recovery plan for Europe, p. 1-2. 
35 For an economic analysis of the Newt Generation EU proposal, Z. DARVAS, The EU’s recovery fund 

proposals: crisis relief with massive redistribution, in Bruegel Blog, 17 June 2020, www.bruegel.org. 

https://www.bruegel.org/2020/06/the-eus-recovery-fund-proposals-crisis-relief-with-massive-redistribution
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payments will always be timely enough, at least compared to the perception of econom-
ic urgency associated with the novelty of some mechanisms. In particular, just a minori-
ty of the funds of the proposed Next Generation EU initiative should be spent before 
2022. This shows that the link between these programmes and the Covid-19 pandemic 
is only indirect: what is actually at stake is the long-term balance in the distribution of 
EU funds. For example, the proposed distribution key for the new Recovery and Resili-
ence Facility is based on criteria that are largely unrelated to the pandemic (population, 
inverse of per capita GDP and relative unemployment rate, calculated over the past 5 
years and compared to the EU average). 

iii.3. What financial contribution to the international economic re-
sponse to the Covid-19 crisis? 

The fields in which EU measures have displayed the biggest effort to fit in financing 
schemes at the global level are public health and research. This choice is consistent with 
the EU’s value, with the very nature of the Covid-19 pandemic and with the wish to 
make future vaccines and treatments available worldwide. Interestingly, public health, 
humanitarian aid and research expenditure announced at the internal level and in the 
framework of external action are comparable, even if the latter does not imply new 
commitments. The EU’s attempt to contribute to a coherent global response deserve 
praise, especially in comparison to the broad global and European trend of uncoordi-
nated public health reactions. 

Regarding economic and social aspects of the global response to the Covid-19 crisis, 
the EU has already announced some financial contributions, through the “Global EU re-
sponse to COVID-19” communication and proposals for specific measures for the West-
ern Balkans and neighbourhood partners. However, international cooperation in this 
field has still been limited, especially at the multilateral level. Like for the 2008 financial 
crisis, the G20 has aimed at playing an informal coordination role. Apart from calling for 
“bold and large-scale fiscal support” and for global cooperation, in financial terms both 
the G20 leaders’ statement of 26 March 202036 and the G20 finance ministers and cen-
tral bank governors of 15 April37 mainly acknowledged existing measures. The former 
underlined that G20 countries were going to inject over $5 trillion into the global econ-
omy; the latter insisted inter alia on the considerable IMF lending capacity ($1 trillion, so 
far confronted with demands from 102 countries, for a total amount around $100 bil-
lion)38 and on the non-negligible measures adopted by multilateral development banks 
for emerging and low-income countries ($200 billion). 

 
36 G20 leaders’ statement of 26 March 2020, cit. 
37 G20, Virtual meeting of the G20 finance ministers and central bank governors of 15 April 2020, 

www.g20.utoronto.ca. 
38 IMF, The IMF’s response to Covid-19, www.imf.org. 

http://www.g20.utoronto.ca/2020/2020-g20-finance-0415.html
https://www.imf.org/en/About/FAQ/imf-response-to-covid-19
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However, the G20 Action Plan – Supporting the Global Economy Through the COVID-
19 Pandemic, annexed to communiqué of the G20 finance ministers and central bank 
governors of 15 April, also shows room for possible future developments and of possible 
EU involvement. After the 2008 financial crisis, the G20 promoted the improvement of IMF 
resources, which were of $250 at the beginning of the crisis.39 G20 leaders “stand ready to 
strengthen the global financial safety nets”, but the G20 Action Plan seems to adopt a 
“business as usual” approach to this issue, at it simply aims at “revisiting the adequacy of 
quotas and continuing the process of IMF governance reform under the 16th General Re-
view of Quotas, including a new quota formula as a guide, by 15 December 2023”. None-
theless, the General Review of Quotas promises to be of major importance. For the EU, 
this could be an opportunity to streamline the representation of the Eurozone at the IMF 
Board of Directors, a long-time objective that has not been achieved yet.40 

Another area where the EU can play a role in the future is debt relief for least de-
veloped countries. The G20 Action Plan supports a time-bound suspension of debt ser-
vice payments41 and calls upon contributions to the IMF Poverty Reduction and Growth 
Trust and Catastrophe Containment and Relief Trust, which are instrumental to debt 
relief. Debt relief for some African countries, although not yet tackled in official declara-
tions,42 is under discussion within the EU, in cooperation with the IMF.43 Beyond coor-
dinating initiatives by Member States, the EU could play a direct role as a creditor and 
as a donor, as it has done since the 1996 IMF-World Bank Heavily Indebted Poor Coun-
tries initiative.44 Even beyond debt relief, the Covid-19 crisis could lead to more cooper-
ation and joint programmes between the EU and international financial institutions, as 
already shown in proposals regarding the Western Balkans and neighbourhood part-
ners. In spite of the context of manifest international tension, further action at the in-
ternational level is to be expected. Coherence between EU internal measures and its 
contribution to global trends through external action will be important to ensure a 
harmonious recovery from the Covid-19 crisis, in a context where the EU will be trying 
to update its own economic and social model. 

 
39 G20 leaders, London Declaration of 2 April 2009, paras 5 and 17; Cannes Final Declaration of 4 

November 2011, para. 13. 
40 See Communication COM(2015) 603 of 21 October 2015 from the Commission, Proposal for a 

Council Decision laying down measures in view of progressively establishing unified representation of the 
euro area in the International Monetary Fund. 

41 On 13 April 2020, the IMF had granted a suspension of IMF debt obligations of 25 countries: 
www.imf.org. 

42 Joint declaration of 28 April 2020 of the members of the European Council with the Member States 
of the G5 Sahel. 

43 D.M. HERSZENHORN, EU leaders to discuss debt relief for Africa, in Politico.eu, 28 April 2020, 
www.politico.eu. 

44 Communication COM(1999) 518 final of 26 October 1999 from the Commission, EU participation in 
the debt relief initiative for highly indebted poor countries. 

https://www.imf.org/en/News/Arts/2020/04/13/pr20151-imf-executive-board-approves-immediate-debt-relief-for-25-countries
https://www.politico.eu/article/coronavirus-debt-relief-eu-africa
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