
SPEECH 

Empowering Europe: boosting strategic
autonomy through the digital euro
Introductory statement by Piero Cipollone, Member of the Executive
Board of the ECB, at the Committee on Economic and Monetary
Affairs of the European Parliament
Brussels, 8 April 2025

It is a privilege to be here today to continue our discussion on the digital euro.

There are many compelling arguments in favour of introducing a digital euro, and in my view they all
converge on one fundamental principle: strengthening Europe’s strategic autonomy.

Today I would like to discuss what strategic autonomy in day-to-day payments means in practice, looking
at both the key role of cash and the benefits of a digital euro.

Faced with a less predictable international environment, it is now time to take concrete action.

Retail payments are becoming increasingly digital.[ ] Consumers are increasingly choosing to use digital
means of payment in shops, and they are also making ever more purchases online. Yet, a significant
share of these transactions depend on non-European providers. Today, people in 13 euro area countries

rely solely on international card schemes or mobile solutions for in-shop payments.[ ] And even where
national card schemes exist, they rely on co-badging with international card schemes to enable cross-
border payments within the euro area. In the not so distant future, this could evolve into dependence on
other private means of payment, for instance foreign stablecoins.

Excessively relying on foreign providers undermines our resilience and compromises our monetary

sovereignty.[ ] It also underscores the urgent need for a digital euro. Failing to act would not only expose
us to significant risks, but also deprive us of a great opportunity.

The vital role of cash in ensuring financial inclusion and resilience
Despite the rapid digitalisation of retail payments, cash remains a cornerstone of the European financial
system and is currently our only sovereign means of payment.

The continued strong demand for cash[ ] highlights the importance of ensuring that it remains a
convenient, secure and universally accepted means of payment and store of value.

Cash ensures financial inclusion, but it also plays a crucial role in maintaining the resilience of our
payment systems and economies. In times of crisis, for example during cyberattacks or power failures,
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cash provides a reliable fall-back option. We have also seen this during the natural disasters that have
affected parts of the euro area over the past year.

Against this background, the Eurosystem is fully committed to ensuring that cash remains a widely
available and accepted means of payment for everyone in Europe. We have implemented a

comprehensive cash strategy[ ], and we are redesigning euro banknotes to make them fit for the future.

Moreover, the ECB strongly welcomes the proposed regulation governing the legal tender status of euro
banknotes and coins. As we explained in our opinion, the regulation should clearly prohibit ex ante
unilateral exclusions of cash by retailers or service providers. It should also ensure that Member States
will hold the banking sector responsible for providing essential cash services to both private and corporate
customers, ensuring good access to facilities for withdrawing and depositing euro cash across the euro

area.[ ]

The need to enhance Europe’s strategic autonomy in digital payments
in a changing geopolitical environment
However, we must also ensure that Europeans have a secure and reliable digital means of payment that
complements cash and extends its key benefits to the digital sphere. The growing preference for digital
payments means that the acceptance and the availability of cash are no longer sufficient to cover a
growing share of use cases. For example, online shopping accounts for more than one-third of our retail
transactions, but cash cannot be used online and it is often not possible to pay using a European payment

service[ ], meaning we need to rely on non-European payment systems. This is a structural weakness that
we need to address.

Europe cannot afford to rely excessively on foreign payment solutions. Doing so makes us dependent on
the kindness of strangers in a context of heightened geopolitical tensions. The urgency of preserving our
autonomy in defence and energy is already extremely clear. But ensuring autonomy for essential services
like daily payments is just as urgent. Without it, we are vulnerable to geopolitical threats and risk losing our
monetary sovereignty. Recent international developments underscore these risks.

Meanwhile, our reliance on foreign payment providers weakens our economic potential and our ability to
compete. Owing to the fragmented payments market, European payment service providers often lack the
scale to offer their services across the EU. This plays into the hands of non-European providers that can
offer their services at the European level, and even internationally.

Our fragmented market structure also comes with a large price tag. But it does not have to be this way –
we have the power to decide how unified our payments market should be.

Data show that domestic card schemes are losing market share across Europe[ ], while international

schemes charge high fees to European banks and merchants.[ ]

And the growing popularity of digital wallets like PayPal or Apple Pay is exposing European banks to
further outflows of fees and data.
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Most recently, the measures taken by the new US Administration to promote crypto-assets and US dollar-
backed stablecoins raise concerns for Europe’s financial stability and strategic autonomy. They could
potentially result not just in further losses of fees and data, but also in euro deposits being moved to the
United States and in a further strengthening of the role of the dollar in cross-border payments. At the same
time, private businesses are increasingly open to accepting stablecoins for customer payments, which

could have far-reaching implications for monetary sovereignty.[ ]

Faced with these challenges, we need a public-private partnership to retain our sovereignty. The digital
euro – as a sovereign European means of payment based on EU legislation – would be the cornerstone of
this partnership.

It would ensure that the euro area retains control over its financial future. By offering a secure and
universally accepted digital payment option which would be suitable for all use cases – and, crucially,
under European governance – it would reduce our dependence on foreign providers. And it would limit the
potential for foreign currency stablecoins to become a common medium of exchange within the euro area.
[ ]

The digital euro would provide European consumers with a simple and safe digital payment option, free for

basic use, that covers all their payment needs everywhere in the euro area while ensuring their privacy.[ ]

It would also protect European merchants from excessive charges imposed by international card schemes

and put them in a stronger position to negotiate fees with these schemes.[ ]

In addition, the digital euro could be used offline, making our daily payments more resilient as both
consumers and merchants would still be able to use the digital euro without a network connection.

And, importantly, the digital euro would enable European payment service providers to operate

autonomously once more.[ ] The digital euro would not compete with private initiatives. Instead, it would
exploit synergies and enable private initiatives to scale up more easily across the EU. This would help
overcome the hurdles that have led to the current fragmentation.

One example of these synergies is offering an integrated solution that enables private initiatives to provide
services across the euro area and effectively cover all use cases thanks to the common digital euro
standards.

This would mean that people would not have to look for alternative foreign payment solutions. European
banks would be able to retain their customers and be adequately compensated for their services.

The world of payments is changing fast, which is why it is crucial to move forwards with the digital euro
legislation now.

The consequences of inaction are becoming increasingly apparent. Inaction could lead to a loss of control
over our financial infrastructure, increased reliance on foreign systems and potential disruptions to our
banking and credit systems. Delaying the digital euro would slow down our collective public-private
response to these risks. European citizens are relying on us to secure Europe’s chance to drive change
rather than watch from the sidelines.
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Digital euro project on track
Let me now focus on the technical progress of our project.

The legal framework is crucial in shaping how the digital euro operates, including its status as legal tender
and how privacy is protected. In parallel, the digital euro project is progressing according to schedule and

we are nearing the end of the preparation phase.[ ]

Together with market participants we are working on the digital euro rulebook – a single set of rules,

standards and procedures for digital euro payments.[ ] You have previously asked about the benefits a
digital euro would have for the private sector. This rulebook will enable European payment providers to
expand their services across the euro area by capitalising on the open standards and legal tender status
of the digital euro. As soon as the legislation is adopted by the co-legislators, these standards can be

finalised and market participants can use them, even before the potential issuance of a digital euro.[ ]

This would frontload the benefits for both merchants and consumers. Later this week we will publish an
update on the progress we have made on developing the rulebook.

It is vital that the digital euro ensures the stability of the financial system – we have heard your concerns
on this topic, and it is one of our key priorities. As I mentioned the last time we met, we are currently
developing the methodology that builds a solid analytical base to determine the digital euro holding limit.
[ ] This methodology is based on the three pillars indicated in the draft legislation – usability, monetary
policy and financial stability. We are building on the feedback we have received from all market
stakeholders, and we aim to publish the results in the summer. Preliminary findings already indicate that
using the digital euro for daily payments will not harm financial stability, banking supervision or monetary
policy.

This public-private effort to regain our autonomy in the retail payment space will be more likely to succeed
if it also fosters innovation, as some of you have mentioned previously. Therefore, last October we issued

a call for expressions of interest in innovation partnerships for the digital euro.[ ] The primary goal is to
experiment with conditional payments and other innovative use cases. For example, we are exploring the
possibility of allowing people to pay only if a given service is provided, thereby avoiding lengthy and
uncertain reimbursement procedures.

We have seen a lot of interest from various market sectors, with around 100 applicants wanting to

experiment further with new use cases and technological solutions.[ ] These innovation partnerships will
ultimately benefit all digital euro providers and users. Providers will be able to expand their customer and
revenue bases, while users will benefit from innovative payment options.

In addition, technical work on privacy, offline functionality and operational resilience is progressing well.
We are also in the middle of the procurement process to establish framework agreements with possible

future providers of digital euro services.[ ]
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Finally, we are conducting comprehensive user research to gather actionable insights into user

preferences and ensure that the digital euro offers people clear benefits.[ ] This is something you also

raised in the European Parliament’s recent resolution on the ECB’s Annual Report.[ ]

Conclusion
Let me conclude.

The time to act is now. Making progress on both the digital euro regulation and the regulation on the legal
tender status of cash has become urgent if we are to increase our resilience to possible disruptions and
reverse our ever-increasing dependence on foreign companies.

We have been highlighting the importance of Europe’s strategic autonomy since the very beginning of the

digital euro project.[ ] The good news is that both the co-legislators and the ECB have been working hard
on this issue in recent years.

This is a public-private common European project, and as co-legislators you are central to making it
happen. Now is the moment to make Europe’s strategic autonomy in the critical area of payments a reality.

For the digital euro to be successful, we need robust and forward-looking legislation. The ECB stands
ready to support you with technical input as your deliberations progress, and we will of course continue to
update you on the progress we are making.

In a fast-changing world, let’s show all Europeans that we respond to challenges head-on, protect our
currency and guarantee people’s freedom to pay as they choose.

Thank you for your attention.
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