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Introduction 

FoodDrinkEurope welcomes the renewed political focus on competitiveness, research and 

innovation in the EU’s next long-term budget. The proposals for FP10 and the European 

Competitiveness Fund come at a decisive moment for Europe’s industrial base, strategic 

autonomy and resilience. For the food and drink industry, this debate is not only about research 

funding, but also about whether Europe will have the tools, investment capacity and policy 

framework needed to support one of its most essential manufacturing sectors, from research 

and development to scale-up, industrial deployment and market uptake. 

The food and drink industry is Europe’s largest manufacturing sector1, deeply embedded in 

local economies, rural territories, supply chains and consumer markets. It transforms 

 
1 See FoodDrinkEurope 2026 Data and Trends Report 

Key messages 

FoodDrinkEurope calls on EU institutions to ensure that Horizon Europe’s FP10 and 

the European Competitiveness Fund: 

• Explicitly recognise food and drink manufacturing as a strategic sector 

across ECF Policy Window 2 and FP10, ensuring that work programmes at every 

level reflect the sector's contribution to Europe’s competitiveness, resilience and 

food security. 

• Support the full innovation journey, from applied research, co-creation and pilot 

testing to scale-up, industrial deployment and market uptake, while also investing 

in the modernisation of Europe’s food and drink manufacturing base. 

• Provide dedicated, accessible and SME-friendly funding, with simplified 

procedures and mechanisms that enable participation from SMEs, mid-caps, 

cooperatives, local producers, representative organisations and regional 

ecosystems. 

• Create the right enabling conditions for uptake, through strong public-private 

and multi-actor partnerships, skills development, upskilling and reskilling, and 

predictable, science-based and proportionate regulatory pathways. 

https://www.fooddrinkeurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/FoodDrinkEurope-Data-Trends-2026-report-digital.pdf
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agricultural raw materials into safe, nutritious, affordable and sustainable food products for 

millions of citizens every day. Crucially, it does not sit at the end of a supply chain, it connects 

primary agricultural production with consumers, integrates research results into industrial 

practice, and deploys innovation across thousands of production sites and regions. 

The EU’s new funding architecture presents an opportunity to strengthen the competitiveness 

of the food and drink sector, but this can only be achieved if food and drink manufacturing is 

explicitly recognised and supported through instruments designed around the sector’s specific 

realities. At a time of geopolitical instability, climate pressure, energy volatility and rising global 

competition, food security, industrial resilience, innovation, consumer trust and strategic 

autonomy all depend on a strong, innovative and competitive European food and drink 

industry. 

FoodDrinkEurope therefore calls on the European Parliament, the Council and the 

European Commission to ensure that FP10 and the European Competitiveness Fund 

fully recognise and support the food and drink sector as a strategic industrial and 

innovation ecosystem. 

 

The food and drink sector as a strategic competitiveness sector 

The European food and drink industry plays a central role in Europe’s economy and society, 

connecting primary production, processing, packaging, logistics, retail, food service and 

consumers. Innovation in food and drink manufacturing is essential to deliver on Europe’s 

policy objectives, from improving resource efficiency, reducing energy and water use, and 

valorising by-products, to reformulating products, improving food safety and quality, 

developing sustainable packaging, strengthening traceability and digitalising production. 

As a value chain integrator, investment in food and drink manufacturing and processing 

(including both Annex 1 and non-Annex 1 products)2 generates returns across the entire agri-

food system. It supports stronger demand for agricultural raw materials, greater processing 

capacity in rural and peri-urban areas, more resilient and secure supply chains, and faster 

diffusion of innovation from research into practice. Strengthening the sector’s capacity to 

invest and innovate is therefore both an industrial policy objective and an EU agri-food system 

objective. 

This is particularly important because the sector is largely made up of SMEs, which are 

essential to Europe’s regional economies and food diversity but often face barriers to 

accessing EU research and innovation funding. These include complex procedures, limited 

administrative capacity, difficulty joining large consortia, and limited access to pilot facilities or 

scale-up infrastructure. 

The EU’s competitiveness agenda must therefore look beyond high-tech sectors alone. Food 

and drink manufacturing is a strategic technology and innovation field where biotechnology, 

digitalisation, circular economy, nutrition science, food safety, novel foods, packaging 

 
2 In EU law, agricultural products are listed in Annex I to the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU. 

Processed agricultural products are non-Annex 1 goods, listed in Regulation (EU) no 510/2014. See 
here for more information.  

https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/sectors/agri-food-industrial-ecosystem/trade-processed-agricultural-products/what-are-processed-agricultural-products_en
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innovation and consumer-oriented sustainability come together in practical applications. 

Because innovation in the sector is highly distributed, often taking the form of incremental 

improvements across thousands of production sites, EU research and innovation frameworks 

should enable the transfer, diffusion and uptake of practical solutions across the entire 

ecosystem, including rural and less-connected regions. 

Why Horizon Europe’s FP10 and the ECF matter for the food and drink sector 

The EU’s future funding architecture should provide a coherent pathway from research to 

industrial deployment and market uptake. This requires stronger support for applied research 

and innovation at intermediate and higher maturity stages, particularly Technology Readiness 

Levels (TRLs) 5 to 8, covering co-creation labs, pilot testing, demonstration and industrial 

scale-up, while also leveraging private investment in capital-intensive areas such as food 

manufacturing, scale-up infrastructure and deployment. 

EU instruments should support: 

• modernisation of food processing and manufacturing; 

• digitalisation, AI, robotics and data-driven production; 

• safe and sustainable food innovation; 

• food safety, traceability and risk prevention; 

• resource-efficient use of water, energy, raw materials and packaging; 

• circular economy solutions and valorisation of side streams; 

• sustainable and affordable packaging, including new materials; 

• nutrition, reformulation and healthier food environments; 

• consumer trust and acceptance of innovation; 

• skills development, upskilling and reskilling; 

• innovation uptake by SMEs, mid-caps, start-ups, cooperatives and regional 

ecosystems. 

 

The modernisation imperative: investing in Europe's food and drink 

manufacturing base 

Europe’s food and drink industry faces a structural investment challenge that goes beyond 

frontier innovation. Alongside new technologies and novel products, there is a pressing need 

to modernise the existing industrial base, including production facilities, processing 

equipment, automation systems, energy infrastructure, digital tools, organisations and 

business models. Until now, regional funding has played an important role in supporting the 

modest-scale, SME-oriented investments that characterise the sector. If this support is 

weakened under the reform of the EU’s financial framework, the European Competitiveness 

Fund must help fill the gap. 

To do so, the European Competitiveness Fund must be designed not only to fund frontier 

innovation, but also to support the modernisation of existing production systems, including 

automation, new materials, energy efficiency upgrades, digitalisation and circular economy 

solutions. This is essential to ensure that Europe’s largest manufacturing sector remains 

competitive, resilient and capable of deploying innovation across the full agri-food value chain. 
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Key FoodDrinkEurope asks 

1. Include "Food” (processing and manufacturing) explicitly in the European 

Competitiveness Fund (ECF) and Horizon Europe’s FP10 

FoodDrinkEurope calls for the full agri-food value chain, including food and drink 

manufacturing and processing, to be explicitly recognised in the design and implementation 

of FP10 and the European Competitiveness Fund. The current policy window on “Health and 

Biotech, Agriculture, and Bioeconomy” is relevant, but it must not be interpreted narrowly as 

covering only primary production or biotechnology. Food and drink manufacturing and 

processing should be clearly foreseen as a strategic component of this window, and as a 

contributor to other priorities, including clean transition, digital leadership, resilience and 

strategic autonomy. 

2. Ensure dedicated and accessible funding for food and drink innovation 

Food and drink companies, especially SMEs, risk being crowded out if EU calls are too broad, 

complex or focused on sectors with greater experience in EU funding. FoodDrinkEurope 

therefore calls for dedicated and accessible funding opportunities for food and drink innovation 

within FP10 and the European Competitiveness Fund, supported by simplified procedures, 

SME-friendly consortia rules, proportionate reporting requirements and funding models that 

reflect the realities of food businesses. 

Accessibility should also mean enabling innovation across the whole ecosystem, including 

SMEs, mid-caps, cooperatives, local producers, collective actors and representative 

organisations across all regions. 

3. Support the full innovation journey from research to deployment 

EU research and innovation policy must better support the transition from research results to 

market deployment. This is especially relevant for food and drink manufacturing, where 

innovations often require co-creation, pilot testing, validation in real production environments, 

compliance with food safety requirements, consumer acceptance and investment in industrial 

equipment. 

FP10 should continue supporting agri-food applied research, innovation and technology 

transfer, while the European Competitiveness Fund should provide scale-up capital and 

industrial deployment support to move proven innovations from TRLs 5 to 8 into production at 

European scale. This should be explicitly reflected in relevant European Competitiveness 

Fund work programmes. 

4. Develop strong public-private partnerships for food innovation 

Public-private partnerships and a strong multi-actor approach are essential to avoid 

fragmented research, leverage industry expertise and accelerate uptake. This should include 

the active involvement of industry, SMEs, farmers, cooperatives, technology providers, 

research organisations, start-ups and other actors across the food system. 
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FP10 should support a stronger food-specific public-private partnership approach, as well as 

networking activities linked to regional agri-food ecosystems, including the role of 

representative organisations in facilitating participation, knowledge transfer and innovation 

uptake. 

5. Link innovation with skills and workforce transformation 

Innovation uptake depends on people. New technologies in food manufacturing require new 

skills, including digital skills, sustainability expertise, food safety knowledge, data 

management, engineering and innovation management. 

FP10 and the European Competitiveness Fund should therefore link investment in food 

innovation with skills development, lifelong learning, upskilling, reskilling and workforce 

adaptation, in line with the EU Agri-Food Pact for Skills. This is particularly important for SMEs, 

farmers, cooperatives and food and drink manufacturers that often lack dedicated innovation, 

technology or digitalisation teams. 

6. Ensure regulatory coherence and an innovation-friendly policy environment 

Funding alone will not be sufficient. Innovation in the food and drink sector also depends on a 

predictable, science-based and proportionate regulatory framework. 

FoodDrinkEurope calls for better alignment between EU research and innovation priorities and 

regulatory pathways, so that innovation supported by EU funds can realistically reach the 

market. This includes clearer pathways for novel technologies, including new genomic 

techniques where relevant, proportionate requirements, regulatory predictability and stronger 

dialogue between innovators, regulators and policymakers. 

 

Conclusion 

Europe’s competitiveness will depend on its ability to make innovation widely shared, rapidly 

diffused and accessible to all actors across the agri-food system. FP10 and the European 

Competitiveness Fund offer a major opportunity to move from fragmented projects to a 

coherent, inclusive and systemic innovation pathway for the food and drink sector. 

To achieve this, EU institutions must recognise food and drink manufacturing as a strategic 

industrial sector, essential for food security, resilience, sustainability, public health, consumer 

trust and Europe’s economic strength. This requires dedicated and accessible funding, SME-

friendly mechanisms, strong public-private partnerships, support for scale-up and industrial 

modernisation, skills development and regulatory coherence. 

Europe’s largest manufacturing sector is not a secondary beneficiary of the competitiveness 

agenda, it should stand as one of its strategic foundations. FoodDrinkEurope stands ready to 

work with EU institutions and partners to ensure that Europe’s food and drink sector remains 

competitive, innovative, sustainable and resilient, and continues to contribute to the EU’s long-

term economic strength, strategic autonomy and societal well-being. 

 


