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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this paper is to assess the follow-up and delivery by the European Council 
on the priorities that were set in the declaration adopted in Rome on 25 March 2017 on the 
occasion of the 60th anniversary of the Treaties of Rome.  
 
The analysis shows that in the year since Rome, and a year before the special summit on 
the Future of Europe debate, due to take place in the Romanian city of Sibiu on 9 May 2019, 
substantive progress has been made regarding the debate itself and implementation of the 
policy priorities identified in the Bratislava Declaration/Roadmap and the Rome 
Declaration. The evidence so far suggests that the European Council, as well as the other 
EU institutions, have followed up on the pledges made in Rome, in an effort to boost the 
legitimacy of the EU, connect with a disaffected public, and combat Euroscepticism.  
 
The Leaders' Agenda, adopted by October 2017, made an important contribution to the 
Future of Europe debate and, furthermore, was a potentially far-reaching institutional 
innovation for the European Council. Under the Leaders' Agenda, discussions among 
Heads of State or Government now attempt to resolve seemingly intractable policy 
disputes by means of a new working method. Not only has this helped to operationalise 
the Rome Declaration, it seems also to have consolidated the European Council's position 
at the centre of the EU policy-making and agenda-setting framework.  
 
For more general information on this topic, see the parallel EPRS publication, The Future of Europe 
– Contours of the current debate, and also visit the European Parliament homepage on Future of 
Europe. 

 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/620202/EPRS_BRI(2018)620202_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/620202/EPRS_BRI(2018)620202_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/priorities/future/20170219STO63247/future-of-europe-debate-on-reforming-the-eu
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/priorities/future/20170219STO63247/future-of-europe-debate-on-reforming-the-eu
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Executive summary 

Analysis shows that in the year since the Rome Declaration, and a year before the special 

summit on the Future of Europe debate, due to take place in the Romanian city of Sibiu on 

9 May 2019, substantive progress has been made regarding the debate itself and 

implementation of the policy priorities identified in the Bratislava Declaration/Roadmap 

and the Rome Declaration. It is too early to offer more than a tentative assessment of the 

follow-up to Rome, as several initiatives have still to bear fruit. Nevertheless, the evidence 

so far suggests that the European Council, as well as the other EU institutions, have 

followed up on the pledges made in Rome, in an effort to boost the legitimacy of the EU, 

connect with disaffected citizens, and combat Euroscepticism.  

 
Over the last 12 months, EU citizens' support for the EU has increased. This, together with 

the election of Emmanuel Macron, an avowed pro-European, as President of France in May 

2017, and the economic upswing, has generated momentum for deepening European 

integration and launching new initiatives to reform the EU. The momentum picked up 

pace with Jean-Claude Juncker's State of the Union address and Emmanuel Macron's 

Sorbonne speech, both of which took place in September 2017. They were followed by the 

initiative of Donald Tusk, President of the European Council, in launching a ‘Leaders’ 

Agenda’, which has not only made a critical contribution to the Future of Europe debate 

but also constitutes a potentially far-reaching institutional innovation for the European 

Council. As part of the Leaders' Agenda, the leaders are applying a new working method 

to European Council discussions aimed at resolving seemingly intractable policy disputes. 

Not only has this helped to operationalise the Rome Declaration, it has also consolidated 

the European Council's position at the centre of EU policy-making and agenda-setting in 

the European Union. In general, the European Council has continued to follow the 

approach taken in the Bratislava Declaration and Roadmap, namely to have separate 

discussions on the Future of Europe and on the EU's policy priorities, often in the 

framework of Leaders’ Meetings. 

 
In the year since Rome, the Future of Europe debate has passed through three phases 

(anticipation, new ideas, and seizing the opportunity) with numerous contributions by EU 

institutions and Member States, either individually or collectively. Institutional affairs and 

the Future of Europe have mainly been discussed at informal meetings, before becoming 

main items on the agenda of formal meetings. At the same time, the Heads of State or 

Government have constantly kept the policy priorities at the forefront of their agenda. 

Work on the Rome Agenda policy clusters advanced at both informal Leaders’ Meetings 

and scheduled European Council meetings, leading in certain cases to tangible progress.  

 

The EU leaders' main objective in their various discussions has been to maintain EU unity, 

which has clearly been the leitmotif running through the European Council's statements 

since 23 June 2016. Despite many challenges in the 12 months following the Rome 

Declaration, EU unity has been a constant guiding principle of the Leaders' Agenda. While 

the time period since Rome has seen a strengthening of the European Council President's 

role, not least as a result of the Leaders' Agenda, the Commission's influence on the Future 

of Europe debate has varied. At the same time, the European Parliament has contributed 

by maintaining a rolling debate on the Future of Europe with Heads of State or 

Government. 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/20462/sn00060-en16.pdf
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Over the coming months, the European Council will have ample opportunity to advance 

the Future of Europe debate and deliver on the Rome Agenda, advancing steadily along 

the road to Sibiu, where leaders will gather less than two weeks before the 2019 European 

Parliament elections for a summit that could be decisive for the EU's immediate and future 

development.  
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Introduction  

As the European Council President, Donald Tusk, told the European Parliament in March 

2017, 'Rome will be one of the stages, not the 'grand finale' of the [debate on Europe's 

future]'. The President was referring to a special summit in Rome on 25 March on the 

occasion of the 60th anniversary celebration, of the signing of the founding Treaties of the 

European Economic Community and the European Atomic Energy Community. This 

celebration would mark the end of the initial stage of the Future of Europe debate. 

Although open-ended, the debate would continue for at least another two years, before the 

highly anticipated informal meeting of EU leaders in the Romanian city of Sibiu, on 9 May 

2019—on the day of the anniversary of the Schuman Declaration.  

 

The inaugural stage of the debate spanned the period from September 2016 to March 2017: 

from the special summit in Bratislava, held in the wake of the United Kingdom's 

referendum on leaving the European Union in June 2016, to the anniversary summit in 

Rome. In Bratislava, the EU leaders adopted a declaration reaffirming their commitment 

to European integration, as well as a roadmap setting out key policy objectives and 

concrete ways to achieve them. In Rome, the EU leaders adopted another declaration, 

which included a pledge to work, under the Rome agenda, towards a set of goals 

encompassing the Bratislava objectives: a safe and secure Europe; a prosperous and 

sustainable Europe; a social Europe; and a stronger Europe on the global scene.  

 

For President Tusk and the European Council, the post-Rome stage of the Future of Europe 

debate, like the preceding stage, would focus firmly on policy delivery and 

implementation. The final sentence of the Rome Declaration contained a guiding principle 

for the work of the European Council in the months ahead: 'We as leaders, working 

together within the European Council and among our institutions, will ensure that today's 

agenda is implemented, so as to become tomorrow's reality' (Rome Declaration). 

 

The signatories of the Rome Declaration saw such an approach as essential in order to 

strengthen the EU's legitimacy, connect with disaffected citizens, and combat 

Euroscepticism, not least in the context of the first ever expected withdrawal of a Member 

State. This was also very much in keeping with the admonition of European Parliament 

President Tajani, who stressed at the signing of the Rome Declaration that the  Parliament's 

duty would be 'to ensure that the pledges made in [Rome] are honoured'. President Tajani 

reiterated this point in a speech in September 2017, when he emphasised that 'our task is 

to check continuously that the objectives that governments and the European institutions 

have adopted do not remain mere statements of principle, but translate into concrete 

responses to our citizens' concerns'. 

 

The EU received a huge boost with the election of Emmanuel Macron, decidedly pro-

European, as President of France in May 2017. The following September, President Macron 

made what was perhaps the most significant contribution to the Future of Europe debate, 

with a rousing call for deeper integration, in a speech at the Sorbonne. A week previously, 

Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker had made a similarly forthright contribution 

to the debate in his annual State of the Union address to the European Parliament. Other 

national contributions came either individually or jointly, such as from the leaders of the 

Visegrad-Four (V-4) countries – the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia – 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-%2f%2fEP%2f%2fTEXT%2bCRE%2b20170315%2bITEM-007%2bDOC%2bXML%2bV0%2f%2fEN&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/the-president/en/newsroom/speech-by-the-president-of-the-european-parliament-antonio-tajani-to-plenary
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in January 2018. Not all supported the Macron-Juncker approach, with the V-4, for 

instance, wanting closer intergovernmental cooperation rather than deeper supranational 

integration. Nevertheless the vivacity and intensity of the debate heightened the 

impression that the EU was finally on the move again.  

 
Brexit was a catalyst for the debate and for the cohesion of the EU-27. Although present in 

the background, Brexit has not dominated discussions in the European Council in the year 

since the Rome Declaration. Leaders held a special meeting of the European Council on 29 

April 2017, under Article 50 TEU, in an EU-27 format, only two days after the UK notified 

President Tusk of its intention to leave the EU. There they adopted guidelines for the first 

phase of the Brexit negotiations, and heeded President Tusk's call for unity in the face of 

the unprecedented withdrawal of a Member State. Meeting again to discuss Brexit on 15 

December 2017, EU leaders agreed that progress was sufficient to complete the first phase 

of the negotiations, and adopted guidelines for the next phase. Apart from that, Heads of 

State or Government have been focussing primarily on shaping the Future of Europe at 27.  

 

In their regular European Council meetings, EU leaders devoted most of their efforts to 

tackling a range of challenges facing the EU, as identified in the Rome Declaration. In 

general, leaders were satisfied that, thanks to the 'Bratislava method' of setting out specific 

policy objectives and concrete measures to achieve them, the European Council was 

delivering results in a range of policy areas. But more needed to be done, especially in 

highly sensitive areas where agreement was proving elusive.  

 

Spurred by President Macron's and President Juncker's contributions to the Future of 

Europe debate, and by the need to break the impasse in areas such as migration and 

economic and monetary union (EMU) reform, President Tusk proposed the Leaders' 

Agenda in October 2017. The agenda provides a timetable for topical work but also a new 

working method for the European Council. Instead of striving to find a consensus on draft 

conclusions regarding highly charged issues, leaders first discuss the topic in an open, free-

flowing debate at an informal Leaders’ Meeting, and then return to it at a future European 

Council meeting, with a view to reaching agreement. The Leaders' Agenda, which also led 

to the creation of a new European Council format, is a major development in the post-

Rome stage of the Future of Europe debate, and a significant institutional innovation for 

the European Council. 

 

This analysis takes place at approximately the mid-point between Rome and Sibiu. While 

not being able to anticipate the results of Sibiu, as there will be many foreseen and 

unforeseen developments in the year ahead, this is an opportune moment to take stock of 

the follow-up to Rome, at a time when the EU's fortunes are continuing to improve, 

economically and politically. Following the Introduction, Chapter 1 outlines changing 

attitudes towards the EU in the post-Rome period. Chapter 2 presents an overview of 

developments on the Future of Europe debate in the EU and the European Council during 

that time, including the advent of the Leaders' Agenda. Chapter 3 examines the European 

Council's follow up to the Rome Declaration's policy priorities. Chapter 4 provides an 

overall assessment of the follow up to the Rome Declaration, from the current vantage 

point along the road to Sibiu. It assesses the implementation and impact so far of the 

Leaders' Agenda, and the contributions of different actors to the Future of Europe debate, 

before outlining the next steps on the way to Sibiu. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/21597/bratislava-implementation-report.pdf
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1. Citizens' attitudes towards the EU 

Citizens' expectations were at the core of the Bratislava process. In September 2016, 

President Tusk spoke of the weakened trust of EU citizens in their governments and of the 

need to rebuild trust through concrete responses to their concerns, particularly in the area 

of migration, security and economics. The Rome Declaration expressed the EU leaders' 

commitment to addressing these public concerns, by means of the Rome Agenda.  

 
Figure 1 – Responses to the proposition 'My voice counts in the EU' (%) 

  
Source: Eurobarometer 88. 
For the third consecutive year, there was a gradual improvement in 2017 in the percentage 

of EU citizens who believe that their voice counts in Europe, reaching the highest level 

since at least 2004. Yet, the percentage of those who continue to consider that their voice 

does not count in Europe remains dominant, with one in two members of the public 

believing that his/her voice is not heard in the EU (see Figure 1).  

 

1.1.  Citizens’ expectations and policy concerns 

The Rome Declaration contained the EU leaders' commitment to offer EU citizens 'both 

security and new opportunities' in a 'stronger and more resilient' European Union. EU 

leaders included a 'pledge to listen and respond' to EU citizens concerns, whilst engaging 

to work together at the European, national, regional and local level 'in a spirit of trust and 

loyal cooperation'.  

Figure 2 – Political concerns of EU citizens  

 
Source: Eurobarometer 88. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2017/598613/EPRS_IDA(2017)598613_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/09/13/tusk-invitation-letter-bratislava/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/03/25/rome-declaration/pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/instruments/STANDARD/surveyKy/2143
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By means of the Bratislava process, EU leaders aimed to counter 'the impression of a 
disconnection between the people and political elites'. Almost two years into the process, 
concerns about migration, the economic situation and unemployment have declined. 
Concerns about terrorism and the Member States' public finances have remained stable, 
whilst climate change concerns have risen.  

 

1.2. Citizens' expectations and the Future of Europe 

The guiding principles of the Bratislava and Rome processes were EU unity and the need 
to address EU citizens' concerns. In his remarks after the Tallinn Summit, President Tusk 
reaffirmed that 'Europe is making progress' and that leaders were committed to resolving 
citizens' main concerns.  

 
Figure 3 – Trust in institutions  

 
Source: Eurobarometer 88. 

Trust in the EU has risen by 5 % since the beginning of the Bratislava process in 2016, 
reaching a level of over 40 %. This figure remains low compared to that of a decade ago, 
when 57 % of Europeans trusted the EU. Trust in the EU remains higher than trust in 
national governments, although the gap between trust in the EU and in national 
governments has narrowed during the past decade, from 18 % (in early 2008) to 5 % (in 
late 2017).  

Figure 4 – Attitudes about the Future of the EU  

 
Source: Eurobarometer 88. 

 

EUROPEAN UNION   NATIONAL GOVERNMENT   NATIONAL PARLIAMENT 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2017/598613/EPRS_IDA(2017)598613_EN.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/nl/press/press-releases/2017/09/29/tusk-press-conference-tallinn/
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As the economic situation in the EU has improved, and the migration crisis has become 

less urgent, there is a renewed optimism about the future of the EU project. As with trust 

in the EU, optimism about the future of the EU has risen by 7 % since late 2016, when the 

Bratislava process began. A similar level of optimism was last documented in early 2015, 

before the spike of the migration crisis.   
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2. The Future of Europe debate and developments in the 

European Council since the Rome Declaration  

The Rome Declaration was an important milestone in the reflection process on the future 

of the EU. It began immediately after the UK's Brexit referendum of 23 June 2016 at the 

informal meeting of 27 Heads of State or Government on 29 June 2016. Since then, many 

events and contributions have advanced the debate on the future of the EU. This chapter 

looks at the different phases in the debate since the Rome Declaration, including the 

emergence of the Leaders' Agenda as a major institutional innovation. It also provides a 

comparison of three crucial contributions to the debate on the Future of Europe: the 

Bratislava Declaration and Roadmap; the Rome Declaration; and the Leaders' Agenda.  

 

2.1. Phases in the follow up to Rome 

 
As shown in Figure 5, the follow-up in the year since the Rome Declaration can be divided 

into three phases: (1) a period of anticipation; (2) a period of new ideas; and (3) a period in 

which EU leaders seized the opportunity to press ahead with policy delivery. 

 
Figure 5 – Timeline of key developments in the debate on the Future of Europe  

 
Source: EPRS. 
 
 
 
 
  

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/581409/EPRS_BRI%282016%29581409_EN.pdf
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Table 1 – Key events in the Future of Europe debate March 2017-March 2018 

Date Action/Event Actor(s) 

25 March 2017 Informal summit; Rome 
Declaration 

Heads of State or Government of 
the EU-27; European Council 
President; European 
Commission President 

29 March 2017 Notification of intention to leave 
the EU/ triggering of Article 50 

UK 

29 April 2017 Informal summit European Council (Article 50) 
(EU-27) 

7 May 2017 National elections Election of French President 
Emmanuel Macron 

13 September 2017 State of the union address European Commission President 

15 September 2017 Bruges speech Portuguese Prime Minister 

26 September 2017 Sorbonne speech French President Macron 

29 September 2017 Informal summit (Tallinn) Heads of State or Government of 
the EU European Council 
President; European 
Commission President 

19-20 October 2017 Formal summit; launch of 
Leaders' Agenda 

European Council 

October 2017 Vision on the Future of Europe European Parliament 

November 2017 Informal summit (Gothenburg) European Council 

14December 2017 
15 December 

European Council 
Leaders’ Meeting 
Euro Summit 

European Council 
EU-27 

10 January 2018 Declaration of the future of the 
EU 

'Southern Seven' 

26 January 2018 Statement on Future of Europe Visegrad countries 

23 February 2018 Informal summit European Council 

14 March 2018 New German government Member State contribution 

22-23 March 2018 Formal summit European Council 

 

Source: EPRS. 
 

2.1.1.  Phase 1: Anticipation 

The period immediately after the signing of the Rome Declaration saw little progress on 

the Future of Europe debate, as EU leaders anticipated two important events: the UK's 

notification of its intention to leave leading to the start of the withdrawal process, and the 

outcome of the French presidential election. On 29 March 2017, the UK finally notified the 

European Council President of its intention to withdraw from the EU. At the subsequent 

special European Council (Article 50) meeting of 29 April 2017, the EU-27 Heads of State 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/ep-live/en/plenary/video?date=0&debate=1505286187733&intervention=0&streamingLanguage=en
http://www.elysee.fr/declarations/article/initiative-pour-l-europe-discours-d-emmanuel-macron-pour-une-europe-souveraine-unie-democratique/
http://www.visegradgroup.eu/v4-statement-on-the-180129
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/604079/Prime_Ministers_letter_to_European_Council_President_Donald_Tusk.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2017/603226/EPRS_ATA(2017)603226_EN.pdf
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or Government adopted guidelines for the negotiation and conclusion of an agreement 

between the EU and the UK. Since then, European Council Article 50 meetings have been 

constant elements in the margins of all formal European Council meetings (see Figure 6).  

 
Figure 6 – Meetings of Heads of State or Government April 2017- March 2018 
 
 

 
 
Source: EPRS. 
 
Following the European Council (Article 50) in April, EU leaders keenly awaited the result 

of the second round of the French presidential election on 7 May 2017. The victory of 

Emmanuel Macron, a fervently pro-EU candidate, came as a relief to EU-Heads of State or 

Government. President Macron attended his first European Council meeting on 22-23 June, 

which dealt mostly with policy issues already under discussion. Only after the summer 

break, when the period of anticipation was well and truly over, did the Future of Europe 

debate resume in earnest. 

 

2.1.2. Phase 2: New ideas 

 
The debate on the Future of Europe picked up speed in September 2017, with two of the 

most important contributions coming from President Macron and Commission President 

Juncker. In his State of the Union speech, on 13 September, President Juncker took stock of 

developments over the past year and outlined his vision for a 'more united, stronger and 

more democratic Europe'. His speech included five proposals that would require decisions 

by the European Council, as well as one suggestion that would directly affect its 

composition and working methods (see EPRS briefing on the European Council and the 

2017 State of the Union proposals). In particular, President Juncker called for (1) use of the 

general passerelle clause to shift from unanimity to qualified majority voting in the Council 

on remaining internal market issues and aspects of taxation policy; (2) a move to qualified 

majority voting in the field of common foreign and security policy; (3) the establishment of 

a European defence union; (4) extension of the competences of the European Public 

Prosecutor's Office; and (5) agreement on a new composition for the European Parliament, 

including transnational lists. His additional suggestion was to double-hat the positions of 

President of the European Council and President of European Commission. Moreover, 

Formal European Council meeting Informal Heads of State or Government meeting

29 April 2017

22-23 June 2017 

28 September 
2017 Tallinn

19-20 October 2017

17 November 2017
Gothenburg

14-15 December 2017

23 February 2018

22-23 March 2018

European Council (Art.50) meeting Euro summit

27

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/04/29/euco-brexit-guidelines/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/610993/EPRS_BRI(2017)610993_EN.pdf


From Rome to Sibiu: The European Council and the Future of Europe debate 

PE 615.667 15  

President Juncker endorsed the idea of a multi-speed Europe, while expressing a 

preference for Member States moving together, whenever possible. 

 
Soon afterwards, on 26 September 2017, President Macron gave a landmark speech at the 

Sorbonne University. In his wide-ranging address, President Macron called among other 

things for a more integrated euro area, a European finance minister, a euro area parliament, 

a reduction in the number of European commissioners and the use of transnational lists for 

elections to the European Parliament. Like President Juncker, he endorsed the idea of a 

multi-speed Europe. President Macron's speech generated considerable dynamism, which 

infused the work of the European Council in the months following. 

 

In October 2017, the European Parliament further contributed to the Future of Europe 

debate by publishing its vision on this issue, building on its resolutions from earlier that 

year. The document consisted mostly of a list of European Parliament preferences covering 

a range of institutional arrangements and policy areas. It emphasised the importance of 

policy delivery, and compared the European Parliament's positions with those contained 

in the main contributions made so far to the Future of Europe debate: the speeches made 

by President Macron and President Juncker speeches in September 2017 (European 

Parliament, 'Future of Europe: European Parliament sets out its vision', October 2017). Also 

in October, the President of the European Parliament relayed an invitation from the 

European Parliament to the Heads of State or Government to present their views on the 

Future of Europe in its plenary chamber. By deciding to devote a series of meetings to the 

Future of Europe, the European Parliament is providing, in the words of its president, 'a 

democratic and open forum for debate, [and] aims – and has the institutional duty – to be 

at the centre of the debate'. Numerous Heads of State or Government have accepted 

Parliament's invitation (see Annex 2), with the Irish Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar, delivering 

the first such address in Strasbourg, in January 2018.  

 

The next main contribution on the Future of Europe, and the one most relevant for the 

workings of the European Council, was the Leaders' Agenda, proposed by President Tusk. 

Although it was not on the European Council's schedule of meetings for 2017, Member 

State leaders, the European Commission President, the European Council President, and 

the European Parliament President held an informal discussion on 29 September 2017 

regarding the Future of Europe and the future work in the European Council, on the 

margins of the digital summit in Tallinn. According to President Tusk, the working dinner 

would be 'a good opportunity [to have] an open, frank and informal exchange … [about] 

how we approach [the debate on the Future of Europe ... and how we] organise the work 

of the European Council in this respect' (Tusk letter before the Tallinn summit, 

21 September 2017). At the end of the discussion, which did not follow a preparatory text 

and did not result in written conclusions, the Heads of State or Government gave the 

President of the European Council a mandate 'to translate this good debate and the 

visionary speeches ... into a concrete work programme ... [including] a number of decisions 

that need to be taken ... in the next year'. 

 

  

http://www.elysee.fr/declarations/article/initiative-pour-l-europe-discours-d-emmanuel-macron-pour-une-europe-souveraine-unie-democratique/
http://www.elysee.fr/assets/Initiative-for-Europe-a-sovereign-united-democratic-Europe-Emmanuel-Macron.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/resources/library/media/20171023RES86651/20171023RES86651.pdf
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2.1.3. Seizing the opportunity  

 
Following the period of new ideas, November and December of 2017 marked a phase of 

new dynamism regarding further integration in the European Union, in particular on 

policy issues, as the results of the French elections and the EU's improved economic 

situation led to a more pro-European atmosphere. This phase saw the practical realisation 

of important projects under development, first and foremost regarding defence and EMU. 

However, the new dynamism also spread to other policy areas, such as education, culture 

and social policy. The informal meeting of Heads of State or Government on 17 November 

2017 in Gothenburg addressed for the first time in many years the issue of education and 

culture, and also included an in-depth discussion on social issues.   

 

While the decision to take permanent structured cooperation in defence (PESCO) forward 

had already been taken in June 2017, in the end 25 Member States, more than initially 

expected, signed up for PESCO in December 2017, possibly also on account of a fear of 

exclusion generated by the discussion of a multi-speed Europe. Similarly on EMU, while 

developments on this dossier were already envisaged in the five presidents' report, a 

discussion on further reform finally took place in the Euro Summit on 15 December 2017. 

 

Early 2018 saw additional contributions from Member States to the Future of Europe 

debate. On 10 January 2018, after the fourth Summit of Southern European Countries, 

the leaders of Cyprus, France, Greece, Italy, Malta, Portugal, and Spain (the 'Southern 

Seven') contributed a declaration entitled 'Bringing the EU forward in 2018.' This 

highlighted EMU reform (along lines that northern European Member States would 

be rather unlikely to support), security, and migration as the EU's main challenges. 

It also emphasised the inclusiveness of the EU-27 – an implicit rejection of a multi-

speed Europe. In keeping with the leitmotif of the Bratislava Roadmap and Rome 

Declaration, the Southern Seven's declaration stressed the 'need to continue working 

in order to deliver tangible results.' 

 

On 26 January 2018, leaders of the V-4 countries issued a statement following on from 

their contributions before the Bratislava and Rome summits, reiterating their 

commitment to 'the EU [as] the best framework to face and tackle both internal and 

external challenges;' and expressing their willingness 'to work along the lines of the 

Leaders' Agenda'. Like the Southern Seven, the V4 embraced an inclusive EU, with 

all countries moving ahead at the same speed. On institutional issues, the statement 

contained a sentence that harked back to the old Luxembourg compromise: 'On 

matters of strategic national interest every Member State should be entitled to 

demand a unanimity-based decision in the European Council'. By implication, the 

European Council should become a court of appeal for decisions taken in the EU 

Council that members of the V4 (and other countries as well) believe to be contrary 

to their 'strategic national interest'. 

 

Speaking immediately after the Tallinn summit, President Macron told reporters that '2018 

[would be] a year of opportunity on the European agenda'. A number of developments 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2017/11/17/
http://www.governo.it/sites/governo.it/files/documenti/documenti/Notizie-allegati/governo/DeclarationIVEUSouthSummit.pdf
http://www.visegradgroup.eu/calendar/2018/v4-statement-on-the
https://www.euractiv.com/section/future-eu/news/tusk-vows-to-keep-unity-in-proposal-on-eus-future/
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suggested that the year ahead would indeed be a very opportune time1 for deepening 

European integration and reforming the EU. Apart from President Macron's emergence on 

the European scene, these included the eventual formation of a new, pro-European 

government in Germany; increasingly positive public opinion on the European Union (see 

Chapter 1), economic improvement across the EU; and the cohesive effect of Brexit on the 

remaining Member States. 

 

The next milestone in the follow up to the Rome Declaration and Future of Europe debate, 

the leaders' discussions at the informal meeting of 27 EU Heads of State or Government of 

23 February 2018, should be seen in this context. This meeting was significant for the debate 

on the Future of Europe, because it focused on some of the most important institutional 

issues facing the EU, in particular the composition of the European Parliament and high-

level EU appointments, notably the Spitzenkandidaten process. It also dealt with the next 

multiannual financial framework (MFF), one of the most contentious issues on the EU's 

agenda. As it was an informal Leaders’ Meeting, the idea was not to take decisions or 

produce formal conclusions. Instead, the idea was to give EU leaders an opportunity to air 

their views and provide initial indications of their thinking on these topics. The results of 

the discussions were not surprising, notably the European Council's view that it 'cannot 

guarantee in advance that it will propose one of the lead candidates for president of the 

European Commission... [as] there is no automaticity in this process'. 

 

Regarding the MFF debate, President Tusk felt it appropriate to emphasise after the 

meeting that all 'leaders approached [the MFF debate] with open minds, rather than red 

lines' and 'despite usual differences, all leaders are ready to work on the modernisation of 

the EU budget and its policies'. He also reported that many Member States were ready to 

contribute more to the post-2020 budget. Considering the constructive approach in the 

discussions, the period of late 2017-early 2018 provided a window of opportunity for EU 

leaders, who agreed to spend additional money on new political priorities, such as the 

challenges stemming from illegal migration, closer defence and security cooperation, and 

the Erasmus+ programme, which could lead to further integration in these policy areas. 

 

The 23 February meeting was also the first meeting since the Rome Declaration in March 

2017 to take place in EU-27 mode, apart from meetings on Brexit in the European Council 

(Article 50) format. The European Council's explanation for applying the EU-27 format, 

thereby excluding the UK, was that 'the discussions [on institutional affairs and the MFF] 

are future-oriented'. 

 

2.2. Leaders' Agenda 

Spurred by President Macron's and President Juncker's contributions to the debate, and by 

support among EU leaders for maximising policy implementation, President Tusk 

proposed the Leaders' Agenda, a new working method for the European Council that the 

Heads of State or Government endorsed in October 2017.  

 

                                                 
1 The window of opportunity might last longer but this paper's analysis finishes with March 2018. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/615655/EPRS_BRI%282018%29615655_EN.pdf
https://tvnewsroom.consilium.europa.eu/event/informal-meeting-of-heads-of-state-or-government-february-20-199db/press-conference-part-1-19daf#/event-media
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2018/02/23/remarks-by-president-donald-tusk-following-the-informal-meeting-of-the-27-heads-of-state-or-government-on-23-february-2018/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2018/02/23/
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At first sight, the Leaders' Agenda could be seen as a return to the original working method 

of the European Council. It is reminiscent of the famous 'fire-side chats' of the early days 

of the embryonic European institution, when leaders gathered after dinner, casually 

discussing the issues of the day. These chats may never have been as relaxed or productive 

as they seem in retrospect, some forty years later. Nevertheless, they are part of the 

mythology of the European Council, and are often invoked as representing the true spirit 

and potential of that body. Yet President Tusk and other European leaders could hardly 

have been under any delusion that the European Council's past, however romanticised, 

can serve as a guide to its future, given the complexity of today's EU. 

 

Regardless of the European Council's history, an obvious question about the Leaders' 

Agenda is why it emerged in September-October 2017, and not five months earlier, in 

April-May, immediately after both President Tusk's re-election and, more to the point, 

right after the Rome Declaration. The answer probably lies in the political uncertainty in 

France during the earlier period as well as the European Council's anticipation of the UK's 

activation of Article 50 TEU. 

 

When explaining the logic behind the Leaders' Agenda, President Tusk reiterated that the 

European Council's work should be guided by three principles: i) finding practical 

solutions to EU citizens' real problems; ii) using a step-by-step approach; and iii) 

preserving unity.  

 

As part of the Leaders' Agenda, the Heads of State or Government agreed to hold at least 

13 meetings between October 2017 and June 2019, to discuss topics central to the Future of 

Europe, either in formal and informal European Councils, as the EU-27 or EU-28, in Euro 

Summits, or in other formats, such as the Social Summit in Gothenburg on 17 November 

2017. Agenda items would include, inter alia, the launch of PESCO by the end of 2017; a 

Euro Summit in December to discuss EMU reform, with a special focus on completion of 

the banking union and the European stability mechanism (ESM); an informal meeting in 

February 2018 dedicated to institutional issues and the MFF; and a Western Balkans 

Summit in May 2018, during the Bulgarian Presidency of the Council (See Figure 7). 

 
Figure 7 – Meeting of EU Heads of State or Government under the Leaders' Agenda 

 
Source: EPRS. 
 

http://www.government.se/government-policy/social-summit-for-fair-jobs-and-growth/
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Table 2 – Main issues to be discussed at EU Leaders’ Meetings, October 2017 – June 20192  

Date Meeting type Main issues* 
2017   

19-20 October Formal European Council Migration, digital Europe, defence (PESCO state of play, 
European Defence Industrial Development Programme) 
Leaders' Agenda 

17 November Social Summit (Gothenburg) Social Europe (fair jobs and growth) 
Education and culture (Erasmus 30th anniversary) 

14-15 December Formal European Council Defence, social issues, culture, and education  
Migration 

European Council (Article 50) Possible move to second phase of Brexit negotiations 

Euro Summit Meeting Economic and monetary union and banking union (agreement 
on timeline for decisions) 

2018 

23 February Informal European Council European Parliament composition/transnational lists 
Appointments including spitzenkandidaten; 
Political debate on post-2020 multiannual financial framework 

22-23 March Formal European Council Single market strategies, trade, climate and energy 
Digital issues (e-commerce, copyright, taxation)  
Research and innovation (steps to global competitiveness) 

17 May EU-Western Balkans Summit 
(Sofia) 

EU-Western Balkans Summit,  
Migration (possibly) 

28-29 June Formal European Council Decision on the composition of the European Parliament 
Defence, EMU, migration (possibly), Leaders' Agenda 

September  Informal European Council 
(Vienna) 

Internal security (checks at external borders, exchange of 
information, operational cooperation, security and criminal 
justice in cyberspace, preventing radicalisation) 

18-19 October Formal European Council Internal security, Migration,  
Trade (future trade policy, role of the EU in the multilateral 
trade system) 

13-14 December Formal European Council MFF,  
Single market 

2019  

21-22 March Formal European Council Economic issues and trade 
EMU 

9 May Informal European Council 
(Sibiu) 

Leaders' Agenda implementation 
Preparation of the 2019-2024 strategic agenda 

20-21 June Formal European Council MFF 
Strategic agenda 2019-2024 
High-level appointments 

* Issues requiring discussions to resolve a deadlock or solutions on key political files are 
presented in blue text. 
Source: EPRS. 
 
 
The Leaders' Agenda also included a revision of the European Council's working method. 

As President Tusk put it, this would allow the Heads of State or Government to improve 

                                                 
2 Until March 2019, there will also be regular meetings of the European Council in the 
Article 50 format (EU-27) to deal with the Brexit negotiations. 
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their decision-making by relying less on preparatory bodies, thereby 'taking things into 

[their] own hands'. The purpose was to accelerate EU leaders' work by adopting a more 

'political approach' to their discussions, which would enable them to engage 'more directly 

on politically sensitive issues' with the aim of overcoming deadlock in the Council or 

finding solutions to hitherto intractable issues. The informal 'leaders' discussion,' held in a 

new European Council format (the 'Leaders’ Meeting'), would not result in any decisions 

or formal conclusions, but would instead clear the air within the European Council and 

provide a possible pathway for agreement to be reached at a future regular European 

Council meeting (see Table 2 above).  

 
To facilitate the leaders' discussions, President Tusk would circulate 'decision notes' (later 

changed to 'Leaders' Agenda notes') setting out the political problems to be solved and, 

where appropriate, the differences among Member States. If the initial discussion did not 

lead to resolution of the problem, the Heads of State or Government would decide whether 

to try again, or whether a group of Member States should advance independently by means 

of enhanced cooperation.  

 

Another adjustment to the working methods of the European Council, made in the context 

of the Future of Europe debate, was to increase reliance on 'implementation reports,' to 

assess the state of play concerning delivery on previous decisions of the EU leaders. Drawn 

up by the Council Presidency, these reports would provide a better basis for EU leaders to 

draw political conclusions for their work. As a first example of this new approach, in 

October 2017 the European Council discussed implementation of the Bratislava Roadmap, 

based on the Bratislava implementation report, which flagged tasks that had been 

completed or were on track, as well as areas where further efforts were needed or where 

progress was insufficient. 

 

The development of the Leaders' Agenda, as distinct from the Bratislava Declaration and 

Roadmap, saw renewed involvement of the UK within the discussions of Heads of State or 

Government on the Future of Europe debate. Accordingly, Prime Minister Theresa May 

participated in all the meetings leading to the launch of the Leader's Agenda, as well as in 

the first leaders' discussions (see below). After the June 2016 UK referendum on EU 

membership, a twin-track approach could be observed whereby EU-27 leaders met on the 

margin of European Council meetings, the former concentrating their discussions on the 

Future of Europe, while the latter debated EU policy priorities (see EPRS in-depth analysis 

From Bratislava to Rome). 

 

2.3. A comparison of key contributions to the Future of Europe 

debate 

 

As the Leaders' Agenda was the most significant contribution regarding both the Future 

of Europe debate and the work of the European Council in the 12 months following the 

Rome Declaration, it is worthwhile comparing this document with the Rome Declaration, 

and the Bratislava Declaration and Roadmap. All three documents provide guidance for 

future work for the European Union in general, and the European Council in particular. 

However, they also differ in terms of nature, scope and time frames. (see Table 3).  

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/21250/160916-bratislava-declaration-and-roadmapen16.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/21597/bratislava-implementation-report.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/09/16/bratislava-declaration-and-roadmap/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/09/16/bratislava-declaration-and-roadmap/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2017/598613/EPRS_IDA%282017%29598613_EN.pdf
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Table 3 – The Bratislava Declaration and Roadmap, Rome Declaration, and Leaders' 

Agenda 

 Declaration and Roadmap 
 
Declaration 

 
Agenda 

Nature of  
document 

Work programme and  
declaration 
Strategic and operational 

Vision/declaration 
Strategic 

Work programme  
and management  
tool operational 

 
Timeframe 
 

Short-term 
(originally) 6 months 

Long-term 
10 years 

Medium-term 
21 months 

Impact on European 
Council workings 
 

Follow up reports by 
rotating presidency 

Not  
directly 

Decision notes and 
implementation 
reports; more and 
different types of 
meetings 

Policy priorities Yes Yes Yes 

Objectives Yes  No 

EU Member States 
involved 

Yes 27 28 

Involvement of other 
EU actors 

 Commission 

President 

 EP President 

 

Yes 
 
No 

Yes 
 
Yes 

 
Yes 
 
Yes/No 

 

Source: EPRS. 
 
The Rome Declaration provided a long-term vision for the EU, covering the next 10 years, 

while the Bratislava Declaration and Roadmap, as well as the Leaders' Agenda, focused 

more on the short to medium term (six months and 21 months respectively). While all three 

documents outlined the (future) policy priorities of the EU (see Chapter 3), the Bratislava 

Declaration and Roadmap as well as the Leaders' Agenda outlined the specific issues that 

the European Council should work on over a given timeframe, thereby setting out a work 

plan, which is not the case in the Rome Declaration.3 Moreover, the three documents vary 

according to their positions on a spectrum ranging from operational to strategic. As the 

Bratislava Declaration and Roadmap consist of two parts, they includes both operational 

and strategic elements. By contrast, the Rome Declaration is exclusively strategic, whereas 

the Leaders' Agenda is predominantly operational, albeit with a strategic element, given 

the desire by Heads of State or Government to '[take] things into [their] own hands'.4 

                                                 
3 The Rome Declaration refers to the 'Rome agenda', which however does not include dates or events as 
might be expected from an agenda in the traditional sense. 
4 Originally the Bratislava Declaration and Roadmap were intended to consist only of a roadmap, but at the 
request of the Slovak rotating Council Presidency at the time a declaration part was added (see 
Eurocomment European Council Briefing Note 2016/4-5), without which it would have been even closer to 
the leaders' agenda but with specific objectives. 
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Another difference between the three documents is their direct impact on the European 

Council. The Bratislava Declaration and Roadmap as well as the Leaders' Agenda resulted 

in changes to the working methods of this institution, while the Rome Declaration did not, 

because it was purely strategic. The Bratislava Declaration and Roadmap led to new 

working methods for the European Council, which included more follow-up on previous 

commitments. As a result, the President-in-office of the Council now regularly reports in 

the European Council on progress made since the last meeting.  As seen above, the Leaders' 

Agenda introduced significant changes to the working methods of the European Council 

by increasing the number and formats of meetings, introducing Leaders' Agenda notes to 

facilitate open discussions, and changing the way topics are discussed (i.e. first informal 

and later formal decisions).  

 

To a certain extent, the Bratislava Declaration and Roadmap can be seen as a half-way 

house between the Rome Declaration and the Leaders' Agenda, as they combine both 

visionary elements and commitments, such as in the Rome Declaration, with a timetable 

and changes to the European Council working methods, such as in the Leaders' Agenda. 

However, the Leaders' Agenda could also be seen as the operationalisation of the Rome 

Declaration. The concept paper for the February 2017 European Council in Malta, which 

prepared the Rome Declaration, stated that the June 2017 European Council should be used 

for the 'operational follow-up' of the Rome Declaration (Rome Agenda). This did not 

happen at that moment, but took place in the autumn of 2017. 

 

The setting of specific objectives, to be achieved in the different priority policy areas within 

a given timeframe, is a unique feature of the Bratislava Declaration and Roadmap. The 

Rome Declaration was not appropriate for this, but the Leaders' Agenda could have 

included specific objectives. By not including them, the Heads of State or Government 

arguably gained more flexibility as to how and within which timeframe they could resolve 

issues in the European Council. One could also say that the Bratislava objectives are still 

applicable, as not all have been achieved so far. 

 

Another significant difference between the process leading up to the Rome Declaration and 

the 12 months since then is the fact that the whole post-Brexit referendum process up to 

the Rome Declaration was steered by and designed for the EU-27, while the Leaders' 

Agenda is a document agreed on by EU 28 and involving the participation of the UK, with 

the exception of the informal meeting of 27 Heads of State or Government of 23 February 

2018 (see above).  

 

The involvement of the Presidents of the European Commission and the European 

Parliament also differed across the three documents. At Bratislava, the Commission 

President was present, as a member of the European Council, whereas the European 

Parliament President did not participate. The Rome Declaration was signed by the 27 

Member States, as well as the Presidents of the Commission, the European Council, and 

the European Parliament, each representing their own institution. Both the Commission 

President and the European Parliament President attended the informal dinner with EU 

Heads of State and Government in Tallinn, which resulted in the Leader's Agenda. The 

Commission President attended the October European Council, where the Leaders' 
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Agenda was adopted, and the European Parliament President presented the views of his 

institution at the start of that meeting. 
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3. Implementation of the policy priorities of the Rome 

Declaration  

This chapter describes and analyses the European Council's follow-up on the policy 

priorities identified in the Rome Agenda, an integral part of the Rome Declaration, 

including the discussions at the Leaders’ Meetings. It will outline how clusters of policy 

priorities developed from the Bratislava Roadmap to the Rome Agenda, and to the Leaders' 

Agenda. 

 

3.1. Priority clusters 

The Rome Agenda reiterated the policy priorities outlined in the Bratislava Roadmap –

migration, security, economic and social development, and youth – but grouped them 

differently in four clusters, as shown in Table 4. The variance in clustering could be 

explained in part by the different rationale behind the two documents, the Bratislava 

Roadmap being operational and the Rome Agenda being strategic. The Leaders' Agenda  

addressed all policy priorities identified under both the Bratislava Roadmap and the Rome 

Agenda. It also complemented the Bratislava process and became the operational arm for 

particularly contentious items on the Rome Agenda. Within the Leaders' Agenda, the 

purpose of Leaders’ Meetings is to deal with particularly contentious issues.   

 
Table 4 – Comparison between policy priorities as identified in the Bratislava 

Roadmap, the Rome Agenda and the Leader's Agenda 

Bratislava Roadmap Rome Agenda Leaders' Agenda 

 
Migration 

 A safe and secure Europe, 
(migration and internal security) 

Migration, internal 
security, counterterrorism 

 
 
 
 

Security 
(internal and 

external/defence) 

A Stronger Europe on the global 
scene 

(defence, external relations, 
trade, climate) 

Defence, 
Western Balkans, 

trade, climate 

 
 

Economic and social 
development, youth 

(EFSI, single market, trade, 
youth) 

 
 

A prosperous and sustainable 
Europe 

(jobs, growth and 
competitiveness, single market, 
digital Europe, innovation, EMU, 

energy security and climate) 

Digital Europe, jobs and 
growth, single market 

EMU and banking union, 
MFF, 

climate and energy, 
research and innovation 

A Social Europe 
(social dimension, education, 

culture) 

Social dimension, 
culture and education 

 
Source: EPRS. 
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The most noteworthy change between the Bratislava Roadmap and the Rome Agenda 

concerned security. Whereas the Bratislava Roadmap emphasised the nexus between 

internal and external security (defence), the Rome Agenda took a more traditional 

approach, considering internal and external security separately. This led to migration and 

internal security, including counterterrorism, being grouped under the heading 'A safe and 

secure Europe'. External security was included in the heading 'A stronger Europe on the 

global scene' and merged with international trade, external relations, and global climate 

policy. International trade was present in the Bratislava Roadmap under the heading 

'Economic and social development, youth', whereas external relations (foreign policy) and 

global climate policy were absent.  

 

The European Council considered foreign policy issues at each of its regular meetings in 

the period following implementation of the Bratislava Roadmap (September 2016 to March 

2017) (see Table 5). The Rome Agenda identified external relations as a priority, but the 

Leaders' Agenda 'does not list points that recur on a regular basis, such as external 

relations, except where a specific item is already known at this stage'. Accordingly, the 

schedule of summits outlined in the Leaders' Agenda includes an EU-Western Balkans 

Summit, in May 2018, reflecting not only the importance of this issue but also the priority 

given to this topic by the Bulgarian presidency.  

 

Climate was absent from the European Council debates during implementation of the 

Bratislava Roadmap. On the Rome Agenda, climate appeared in two policy clusters: 

'Stronger Europe on the global scene', and 'Prosperous and sustainable Europe'. The first 

cluster considered climate from a foreign policy perspective; the second cluster considered 

it from a domestic EU perspective.  

 

The Rome Agenda split the Bratislava Roadmap's policy priority on 'Economic and social 

development, youth' into two priorities: 'A Prosperous and sustainable Europe,' and 'A 

social Europe'. With respect to economic development, the Rome Agenda went beyond the 

priorities of the Bratislava Roadmap – single market strategies review, European Fund for 

Strategic Investments (EFSI), and fighting youth unemployment – to include jobs, growth 

and competitiveness, innovation, climate and energy, digital Europe and EMU. Education 

and culture were absent from the Bratislava Roadmap. Youth was more visible under the 

Bratislava Roadmap than in the Rome Agenda where it was somewhat diluted between 

jobs, growth and competitiveness, and social dimension, education and culture. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/21594/leaders-agenda.pdf
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Table 5 – Heads of State or Government attention to the Rome Agenda policy clusters 

                                                 
5 Although it was not on the agenda of the European Council, the Bulgarian Prime Minister and President-in-office of the rotating Presidency of the Council of the 
EU, Boyko Borissov, reported on the latest developments regarding the reform of the European Common Asylum System (ECAS).  

Rome Agenda 
June 
2017 

Sept 
2017 

Oct 
2017 

Nov 
2017 

Dec 
2017 

March 
2018 

A safe and secure Europe       

'a Union where all citizens feel safe and can move freely'     ***  

'secure external borders'      ***  

'efficient, responsible and sustainable migration policy, respecting international norms'     *** 
5 

'fight terrorism and organised crime'   *    

A stronger Europe on the global scene       

'a Union further developing existing partnerships, building new ones and promoting stability and 
prosperity in its immediate neighbourhood to the east and south, but also in the Middle East and 
across Africa and globally' 

  *  ***   

'a Union ready to take more responsibilities and to assist in creating a more competitive and 
integrated defence industry' 

    
 
 

 

'a Union committed to strengthening its common security and defence, also in cooperation and 
complementarity with the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, taking into account national 
circumstances and legal commitments' 

    
 
 

 
 

'a Union engaged in the United Nations and standing for a rules-based multilateral system, proud 
of its values and protective of its people, promoting free and fair trade and a positive global 
climate policy' 

*  *   
 
 

A prosperous and sustainable Europe       

'a Union that creates growth and jobs'       

'Union where a strong, connected and developing single market, embracing technological 
transformation, and a stable and further strengthened single currency open avenues for growth, 
cohesion, competitiveness, innovation and exchange, especially for small and medium-sized 
enterprises' 

 ***   **  

'a Union promoting sustained and sustainable growth, through investment, structural reforms'         

'working towards completing the economic and monetary union'     **  
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Legend: = discussed, =completed, = not discussed, *mentioned as part of a 

different policy cluster, ** mentioned at the Euro Summit, *** informal debate part or 

not of the Leaders' Agenda meetings, __= not relevant because fulfilled.  

Source: EPRS. 

 

'a Union where economies converge'     **  Rome Agenda 
June 
2017 

Sept 
2017 

Oct 
2017 

Nov 
2017 

Dec 
2017 

March 
2018 

'a Union where energy is secure and affordable and the environment clean and safe'     *  

A social Europe        

'a Union that, based on sustainable growth, promotes economic and social progress as well as 
cohesion and convergence, while upholding the integrity of the internal market' 

    
 
 

 

'a Union taking into account the diversity of national systems and the key role of social partners'        

'a Union that promotes equality between women and men as well as rights and equal 
opportunities for all' 

    
 
 

 

'a Union that fights unemployment, discrimination, social exclusion and poverty'     
 
 

 

'a Union where young people receive the best education and training and can study and find jobs 
across the continent' 

   ***   

'a Union that preserves our cultural heritage and promotes cultural diversity'    ***   

Formal European Council meeting Informal European Council meeting or other Leaders event

19-20 October

17 
November

Social Summit

14-15 
December

23 February
International Issues

22-23 March

17 May
EU-Western 

Balkans Summit

29-29 June

September
Internal Security

18-19 
October

13-14 
December

21-22 March

9 May
Leaders’ and 

Strategic Agenda

20-21
June
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3.2. European Council meetings  

The Heads of State or Government have met four times formally, five times informally, 

and twice in the Euro Summit in the year since adoption of the Rome Declaration and 

Agenda, as shown in Figure 6.6  

 

3.2.1. European Council of 22-23 June 2017 

The European Council of June 2017 was shaped by the Bratislava dynamic rather than the 

Rome Agenda, for at least two reasons. First, the European Council's June agenda was not 

based on the clusters identified in Rome, but on the Bratislava policy priorities. This was 

reflected in the European Council conclusions where, for example, internal and external 

security were grouped together, and international trade was included with jobs, growth 

and competitiveness. Second, EU leaders did not consider the 'operational follow up' of the 

Rome Agenda. This development, initially scheduled for June 2017, finally happened at 

the October 2017 European Council and led to the adoption of the Leaders' Agenda. 

 

The European Council concentrated its discussions on the following topics: security and 

defence; the Paris Agreement on climate change; migration; jobs; growth and 

competitiveness; and digital Europe, all of which belonged to three out of the four clusters 

of policy priorities identified in the Rome Agenda. Figure 8 shows the attention dedicated 

to each cluster in the European Council conclusions. 

 
Figure 8 – Rome Agenda policy priorities addressed by 

European Council of 22-23 June 20177 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: EPRS.  

 

Under 'A stronger Europe on the global scene' the Heads of State or Government discussed 

global climate policy, trade, and external security (defence). EU leaders reiterated their 

commitment to the implementation of the Paris Agreement on climate change (an 

especially important topic for the EU in view of the new United States (US) 

                                                 
6 For an overview of the European Council (Article 50 TEU) meetings see Chapter 2.  
7 The percentage calculation is based on a word count of European Council conclusions and reflects 
the clusters identified in the Rome Agenda.  

http://www.eprs.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/eprs/data/db_file/European%20Council%20Briefing%20Note%202017.5.pdf?id=68717
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2017/598613/EPRS_IDA(2017)598613_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/603250/EPRS_BRI%282017%29603250_EN.pdf


From Rome to Sibiu: The European Council and the Future of Europe debate 

PE 615.667 29  

administration's negative stand towards it), and reaffirmed the EU's intention to be a leader 

in the global fight against climate change. The European Council also made substantive 

progress on external security (defence). Based largely on work already undertaken, EU 

leaders called for the establishment of 'inclusive and ambitious Permanent Structured 

Cooperation (PESCO)'. President Tusk considered this a 'historic step' on the road to 

deeper integration in defence.  

 

The internal security debate centred on progress made since the European Council of 

9 March 2017 on the Entry-Exit System (EES) and the European Travel Information and 

Authorisation System (ETIAS), two instruments intended to enhance controls at the 

external borders of the Schengen Area and to strengthen internal security within the EU.8 

Migration remained a major item on the agenda of the European Council, the work on 

which has since Rome focused on 'practical measures' to counter the flow of migrants, such 

as reforming the Common European Asylum System (CEAS), implementing the EU-

Turkey Statement, and enhancing the capacities of relevant EU agencies. EU leaders 

acknowledged that migration posed a common challenge to the EU as an entity and to the 

Member States. Nevertheless, calls by Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte to organise a 

debate on 'burden sharing' came to nothing. In view of its highly sensitive nature, 

migration became a topic for a leaders' discussion, held in a special European Council 

format on 15 December 2017 (see section 3.2.4).  

 

The discussion relating to the priority 'A prosperous and sustainable Europe' focused on 

jobs, growth and competitiveness (single market and European semester), and digital 

Europe. The EU leaders recognised the challenges posed by cyber-security in the digital 

era, and endorsed the Commission's initiative to review the EU cybersecurity strategy. 

Thanks to the incoming Estonian Presidency of the EU Council, which made digital Europe 

one of its key priorities, the European Council announced that an informal digital summit 

would take place in Tallinn, on 29 September 2017.     

 

3.2.2. European Council of 19-20 October 2017 

Apart from adopting the Leaders' Agenda, at the October European Council EU leaders 

debated digital Europe, migration and defence, each of which belongs to a different cluster 

of policy priorities in the Rome Agenda (see Table 4). Figure 9 shows the attention 

dedicated to each of the Rome Agenda policy clusters in the European Council conclusions.  

 

Following on from the Tallinn Summit, the European Council recognised the capacity of 

digital Europe ('A prosperous and sustainable Europe') to enhance innovation, growth and 

jobs, and gave its full support to digital transformation, including a review of the policies 

affected by digitalisation. In particular, EU leaders displayed a political willingness to 

advance rapidly in this area by affirming their intention to tackle deadlocks in the Council. 

Besides displaying strategic vision, the European Council set detailed guidelines and 

specific deadlines for a series of policy actions (i.e. agreement on the free flow of non-

personal data and the electronic communications code by June 2018). 

 

                                                 
8 The EES was adopted on 20 November 2017 and entered into force on 29 December 2017.  

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/593793/EPRS_BRI(2016)593793_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/573285/EPRS_BRI%282016%29573285_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/573285/EPRS_BRI%282016%29573285_EN.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/06/22/tusk-remarks-european-council/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/24113/09-conclusions-pec.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/securing-eu-borders/fact-sheets/docs/factsheet_-_entryexit_system_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-security/fact-sheets/docs/20161116/factsheet_-_etias_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-security/fact-sheets/docs/20161116/factsheet_-_etias_en.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/policies/eu-cyber-security/cybsec_comm_en.pdf
https://www.eu2017.ee/political-meetings/tallinn-digital-summit
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/611005/EPRS_BRI(2017)611005_EN.pdf
http://www.eprs.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/eprs/data/db_file/EuropeanCouncilBriefingNote2017.6.pdf?id=69548
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/11/20/entry-exit-system-final-adoption-by-the-council/pdf
https://emnbelgium.be/news/acts-entry-exit-system-and-its-integration-schengen-border-code-enter-force
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Figure 9 – Rome Agenda policy priorities addressed by 
European Council of 19-20 October 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

Source: EPRS.  

 

The discussion on 'A safe and secure Europe' reconfirmed the European Council's 

attachment to a comprehensive EU migration policy, which entails close cooperation 

between Member States, support to frontline Member States, and cooperation with partner 

organisations and third-countries, including countries of origin and of transit. On defence, 

the October meeting amounted to a stock-taking exercise, in preparation for the next 

meeting of the European Council, in December, at which the launch of PESCO was 

expected. 

 

3.2.3. Gothenburg Social Summit of 17 November 2017 

The Gothenburg Social Summit was arranged by the Commission and the Swedish 

government in order to facilitate debate on social Europe, including combating inequality 

and promoting employment. In the margins of this summit, the EU Heads of State or 

Government used the opportunity to hold their first Leaders’ Meeting, under the Leaders' 

Agenda, on the subject of education and culture. This was an outlier for the Leaders 

Agenda, given that this topic was almost entirely uncontroversial. The President's 

preparatory note affirmed the significance of education and culture as a policy field, 

suggested a number of concrete ideas, and invited leaders 'to propose new or alternative 

ones'. According to President Tusk, the 'first debate under the Leaders' Agenda' was 

'constructive', as a result of which the leaders 'established political support' for a number 

of ideas. '[I]n line with our new working method,' Tusk promised to reflect this support in 

the conclusions of the European Council, which duly happened after the December 

meeting.  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.government.se/government-policy/social-summit-for-fair-jobs-and-growth/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/31544/en_leaders-agenda-note-on-education-and-culture.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/nl/press/press-releases/2017/11/17/donald-tusk-presented-the-results-of-the-informal-meeting-in-the-margins-of-the-social-summit/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/nl/press/press-releases/2017/12/14/european-council-conclusions-external-relations/
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3.2.4. European Council of 14 December 2017; Leaders’ Meeting 

and Euro Summit of 15 December 2017  

On 14-15 December 2018, the Heads of State or Government convened in four different 

formats,9 the three that were relevant to the Rome Agenda policy priorities were: the 

European Council (14 December); the Leaders’ Meeting on migration (15 December); and 

the Euro Summit (15 December). The leaders' discussions on migration policy and EMU 

reform, were among 'the most sensitive issues' facing the European Council, on which 

Member States had substantial differences. The regular European Council and the Leaders’ 

Meeting comprised the EU-28, whereas the Euro Summit, which was an 'inclusive' summit 

bringing together the leaders of Member States both inside and outside the Eurozone,  took 

place without the UK.  

 

The European Council proper discussed the social dimension, education and culture, 

which is part of the 'Social Europe' cluster, and external security (defence) and global 

climate policy, which are part of the 'Stronger Europe on the global scene' cluster of the 

Rome Agenda. Figure 10 shows the attention dedicated to each cluster in the European 

Council conclusions.  

 
Figure 10 – Rome Agenda policy priorities addressed by 

European Council of 14 December 2017 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: EPRS.  

 

The education and culture ('A Social Europe') debate was shaped in large part by the 

outcome of the Leaders’ Meeting held at the Gothenburg Summit. The items for discussion 

put forward by the Leaders' Agenda note were all retained in the European Council 

conclusions, although the wording used was different, particularly in the case of those 

initiatives for which further action was expected.  

 

For example, the Leaders' Agenda note called to start reflecting on the 'Future of learning' 

to address the challenges of digitalisation and artificial intelligence development, while the 

European Council commended the actors responsible at both national and European level 

                                                 
9 The EU Heads of State or Government also convened in the Article 50 TEU format. 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/10/17/tusk-invitation-letter-euco/
https://euobserver.com/tickers/139104
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'to examine possible measures addressing the skills challenges linked to digitalisation, 

cybersecurity, media literacy and artificial intelligence'. Climate ('A stronger Europe on the 

global scene') was a last minute addition to the agenda, following the pattern of external 

relations items. The European Council acknowledged the outcome of the One Planet 

Summit held two days earlier in Paris, and reaffirmed the EU's commitment to the 2015 

Paris Agreement on climate change.  

 

Reflecting remarkable progress in a highly-sensitive EU policy area, the external security 

(defence) session saw the launch of PESCO, with 25 Member States, many more than 

initially envisaged. PESCO has attracted much media and academic attention. While 

noting the political significance of the development, several analysts have nevertheless 

expressed doubts about the viability of PESCO projects, given their large number and 

diverse nature. More generally, the European Council took note of progress made since 

June 2017 on previous defence commitments, promising to come back to this topic in June 

2018 (see also the forthcoming EPRS publication on ‘The Future of Europe: Main challenges 

for the years ahead’).  

 

Migration was discussed under the new Leaders’ Meeting format. The big fault line on 

migration within the European Council centred on the question of the relocation of 

migrants among Member States, with a number of central and eastern European countries 

being adamantly opposed to mandatory relocation, which the Council had agreed to in 

September 2015. President Tusk was noticeably blunt in stating that 'the issue of 

mandatory quotas has proved highly divisive and the approach has received 

disproportionate attention in light of its impact on the ground; in this sense it has turned 

out to be ineffective'. Before the meeting, the Leaders' Agenda note was criticised from 

several sides, including the EU Commissioner responsible for migration, Dimitris 

Avramopoulos, and a number of MEPs, during the Parliament's plenary debate on the 

preparation of the December 2017 European Council meeting. In particular, the statement 

describing the migration relocation quotas as 'highly divisive' and 'ineffective' has caused 

controversy, with the European Commission 'firmly disagree[ing] that relocation, as an 

emergency response, has been ineffective'.10 

 

The ensuing discussion was less heated than expected, not least because, as President Tusk 

noted, 'the temperature has decreased significantly' around the question of mandatory 

quotas. Nevertheless, President Tusk admitted that the possibility of a compromise still 

'appears very hard'. The leaders' discussion may have 'cleared the air', but the 'dispute 

around mandatory quotas is not over yet'. Indeed, his assertion that 'we need to work hard 

to find a compromise by June [2018]' seems understated. 

 

Given the unfinished business of EMU reform, and the emphasis on EMU in the September 

2017 speeches of President Macron and President Juncker, it is not surprising that EU 

leaders agreed to hold a Euro Summit before the end of the year, the first since the height 

of the Greek bailout crisis in 2015. There was no disagreement among EU leaders on the 

                                                 
10 Another controversial argument in the draft of the Leaders' Agenda note, saying that 'only 
Member States are able to tackle the migration crisis effectively', was redrafted for the final version. 
See Eurocomment 2017/8.   

https://www.oneplanetsummit.fr/en/
https://www.oneplanetsummit.fr/en/
https://tvnewsroom.consilium.europa.eu/event/european-council-december-2017-day-1-18ca3/launch-of-the-permanent-structured-cooperation-pesco-1951f
http://www.egmontinstitute.be/content/uploads/2017/10/SPB91-Biscop.pdf?type=pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/32083/en_leaders-agenda-note-on-migration_.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/avservices/video/player.cfm?ref=I148383
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/ep-live/en/plenary/video?debate=1513152420448&streamingLanguage=undefined
https://ec.europa.eu/avservices/video/player.cfm?ref=I148604
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/12/15/remarks-by-president-donald-tusk-on-the-european-council-meetings-on-14-and-15-december-2017/
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need for EMU reform, only 'in their assessment of what needs to be done, as well as in the 

urgency which they attach to this task' (Euro Summit, Leaders' Agenda: Economic and 

Monetary Union, December 2017). In particular, there were deep disagreements over 

completion of the proposed banking union and over how to transform the European 

stability mechanism into a European monetary fund. Whereas the fault line on migration 

is between east and west, Tusk observed, 'When it comes to EMU, the divide is ... between 

north and south,' corresponding to the rift between creditor and debtor countries. Within 

creditor countries there were deep divisions as well, as was abundantly clear during the 

negotiations to form a new coalition government then taking place in Germany. The 

leaders agreed to hold another Euro Summit in March 2018, before the already-planned 

leaders' discussion of EMU at the regularly-scheduled meeting of the European Council in 

June 2018.  

 

3.2.5. European Council of 22 March 2018; Leaders’ Meeting on 

taxation and the Euro Summit of 23 March 2018  

 

As in December 2017, EU leaders convened in four different formats in March 2018. Three 

of the four formats were relevant to the implementation of the Rome Agenda policy 

priorities, namely the regular European Council (22 March 2018), the Leaders’ Meeting on 

taxation (22 March 2018), and the Euro Summit (23 March 2018). The fourth format was an 

Article 50 meeting on Brexit. 

 

The Leaders’ Meeting on taxation was based on a leaders' note on the subject. The debate 

focused on taxation of the digital economy, a growing challenge in the context of national 

tax systems perceived to be no longer suitable for the digital age. President Tusk spoke of 

a 'frank' meeting and expressed the EU leaders' intention 'to work further towards an 

effective and fair solution' on this matter. In keeping with the methodology of Leaders’ 

Meetings, no conclusions were adopted. Also in line with the new working methods 

introduced by the Leaders' Agenda, the EU leaders will revisit the topic and ideally adopt 

conclusions at their June 2018 meeting. The European Commission released proposals on 

the subject on 20 March 2018, one day before the Leaders’ Meeting.  

 

The Leaders' Agenda foresaw research and innovation as a second possible topic for 

discussion in a Leaders’ Meeting at the March European Council. However, the subject did 

not come up for discussion. 

 

The regular European Council focused on three policy clusters identified in Rome, namely 

'A prosperous and sustainable Europe', 'A social Europe,' and 'A stronger Europe on the 

global scene' (see Figure 11). The European Council discussed single market strategies ('A 

Prosperous and Sustainable Europe') and trade defence instruments, free trade agreements 

and screening of investments ('A stronger Europe on the global scene'), both of which were 

Leaders' Agenda topics. Outside of the Leaders' Agenda, but as a follow up to its 

December 2017 conclusions, the European Council considered progress made on the 

European Pillar of Social Rights ('A Social Europe') and invited the Council to examine the 

European Commission's proposal on a European Labour Authority.  

 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/12/14/remarks-by-president-donald-tusk-ahead-of-the-european-council-meetings/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/33333/en_leaders-agenda_note-on-taxation.pdf
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/tusk-tells-eu-leaders-that-tax-system-is-not-fit-for-purpose-1.3433716
https://video.consilium.europa.eu/en/webcast/812b51fe-850b-4a21-9976-ba3c24bbe8f2
https://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/business/company-tax/fair-taxation-digital-economy_en
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-18-1624_en.htm
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Figure 11 – Rome Agenda policy priorities addressed by  

European Council of 22 March 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: EPRS. 

 

Although climate and energy featured high on the Leaders' Agenda schedule for March 

2018, these topics were not retained in the annotated draft agenda, hinting at the possibility 

of their removal from the discussion. Furthermore, climate and energy were also absent 

from President Tusk's invitation letter. Nevertheless the European Council briefly referred 

to climate in its conclusions and invited the European Commission 'to present a long-term 

EU greenhouse gas emissions reductions strategy' based on Paris Agreement engagements.  

 

The fourth policy cluster, 'A safe and secure Europe', was absent from the European 

Council conclusions. The topics belonging to this cluster – migration and internal security 

– were not among those mentioned in the Leaders' Agenda for the March 2018 summit. 

However, Prime Minister Borissov reported on the progress made in reforming the 

European Common Asylum System (migration being a priority of the Bulgarian Council 

Presidency). Migration featured prominently in President Tajani's speech at the opening of 

the European Council. He spoke, inter alia, of the European Parliament's call for a 'Marshall 

Plan for Africa' aimed at stabilising the continent and giving 'hope to millions of Africans 

who are prepared to leave their home country because they feel they have no other choice'.  

 

The summit was marked by a dense international agenda. The poisoning of the former 

Russian spy, Sergei Skripal, in Salisbury (commonly referred to as the 'Salisbury attack') 

and the US decision to set new tariffs on imported steel and aluminium dominated the 

debates. This shifted attention away from the other agenda points, including the single 

market strategies, the European semester and social issues, a development that confirmed 

the European Council's willingness and ability to react rapidly to crises and focus on highly 

sensitive issues. It also demonstrated that the Leaders' Agenda is a 'living document', 

capable of adapting to the needs and realities of the day. The 'Stronger Europe on the global 

scene' policy cluster, which also included a debate on the Western Balkans and one on 

Turkey, accounted for 55 % of the European Council conclusions. This is the highest 

attention received by this policy cluster at a summit since the Rome Declaration.  

 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/21594/leaders-agenda.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/nl/press/press-releases/2018/03/20/invitation-letter-by-president-donald-tusk-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meetings-on-22-and-23-march-2018/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/33457/22-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf
https://mno.hu/kulfold/orban-viktor-szelmalomharcot-vivott-brusszelben-2455405
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/asylum_en
https://eu2018bg.bg/en/home
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/the-president/en/newsroom/speech-by-the-president-of-the-european-parliament-antonio-tajani-at-the-european-council-meeting
https://euobserver.com/uk-referendum/141432
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2016/573283/EPRS_IDA(2016)573283_EN.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/21594/leaders-agenda.pdf
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The Salisbury attack allowed EU leaders first and foremost to display political unity and 

solidarity with a Member State. The Heads of State or Government not only condemned 

the attack but also stressed that it was 'highly likely' that Russia was responsible for it. 

Analysts had doubted that such a common position could be reached, owing to persistent 

diverging national interests. One analyst called the outcome 'reciprocal niceness, 

compromise, or true tit for tat', and pointed to Cyprus' and Greece's need to secure EU 

political unity and support in condemning Turkey's actions in the Eastern Mediterranean 

and the Aegean Sea. In addition other measures were agreed in the margins of or just 

following the European Council. At European level, the EU recalled for consultations with 

the EU Head of Delegation in Russia, and, at national level, 19 Member States decided to 

expel Russian diplomats. Further measures, including further expulsions within this 

common EU framework cannot be ruled out, but for the moment there is no strengthening 

of existing sanctions against Russia.   

 

The European Council went beyond a declaratory posture and seized the opportunity to 

take a proactive stance on European security, a subject which was not initially envisaged 

for discussion at the March summit. EU leaders agreed on the need 'to strengthen resilience 

to Chemical, Biological, Radiological and Nuclear-related risk', including through more 

cooperation at the EU level, among the Member States, and with NATO. President Tusk 

prompted this development in his invitation letter, when he called for the EU 'to bolster 

[its] capabilities to address hybrid threats, including in the areas of cyber strategic 

communication and counter-intelligence'. As if to demonstrate President Tusk's influence, 

these words appeared unchanged in the European Council conclusions. EU leaders are 

expected to come back to this topic in June 2018, when they will discuss the EU's future 

orientation in security and defence.   

 

In his post-summit press conference, Commission President Junker spoke of a summit of 

'unity, determination and pragmatism'. He described the US decision to offer the EU a 

temporary exemption from the new tariffs on imported steel and aluminium, until 1 May 

2018, as 'good/bad news,' with the EU aiming for a permanent exemption. He also 

considered the resolution of all pending technical issues by the mentioned date unlikely, 

on account of their broad range. EU leaders underlined the European Commission's right, 

under WTO rules, to respond in an 'appropriate' and 'proportionate' manner to US 

measures, while also stressing their 'support for a dialogue on trade issues of common 

concern' with the US.  

 

The Euro Summit, held in EU-19 format, was a follow up to the December 2017 Euro 

Summit, held under the Leaders' Agenda in an inclusive (EU-27) format. EU leaders 

discussed developments in the euro area, progress on the banking union, and the gradual 

completion of economic and monetary union. As in December 2017, the discussion on EMU 

was based on a Leaders' Agenda note. The note considered, inter alia, the possibility of 

creating a fiscal capacity for the euro area. The outcome of the December 2017 and March 

2018 Euro Summit debates is expected to feed into the June 2018 debate, when concrete 

decisions are anticipated. Only then will it be possible to see the impact of the Leaders' 

Agenda notes on concrete EMU decisions.  

 

 

https://euobserver.com/foreign/141422
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/brussels-playbook/politico-brussels-playbook-presented-by-google-summit-highs-and-lows-which-road-to-rome-art-of-the-deal-or-no-deal/
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/42012/federica-mogherini-holds-consultations-head-eu-delegation-russia_en
https://www.politico.eu/article/russia-whos-expelling-diplomats-and-who-isnt-united-states-ukraine-uk/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2018/03/20/invitation-letter-by-president-donald-tusk-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meetings-on-22-and-23-march-2018/http:/www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2018/03/20/invitation-letter-by-president-donald-tusk-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meetings-on-22-and-23-march-2018/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/leaders-agenda/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/leaders-agenda/
https://video.consilium.europa.eu/en/webcast/b9814406-56ae-4596-90a4-f4c2ab1c86b7
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/33427/en_leaders-agenda_note-on-emu.pdf
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4. General analysis 

This chapter takes stock of the European Council's activities more or less midway between 

the Rome Declaration and the Sibiu summit. It assesses the European Council's policy 

delivery, the significance of the Leaders' Agenda, and the contributions of various actors 

to the Future of Europe debate. It concludes with an outlook for the next steps on the road 

to Sibiu. 

 

4.1. Policy delivery  

The Bratislava Declaration emphasised the importance of 'better delivery', and identified 

'concrete measures' that the European Council needed to take in key policy areas, often by 

a certain date. But the 'Bratislava method' did not entail any changes to how the European 

Council went about its business. The change of method came about later in the process, 

with the introduction in October 2017 of the Leader's Agenda. The latter has the merit of 

introducing dedicated debates allowing the Heads of State or Government to focus on a 

handful of policy priorities rather than try to address several topics at the same time, with 

the aim of achieving, through a sequence of informal and formal meetings, better policy 

delivery. The method proved beneficial in December 2017 in the case of education and 

culture but its main test is yet to come as decisions in the most sensitive policy areas, 

migration and EMU, are expected by June 2018.  

 
Figure 12: Rome Agenda policy priorities addressed by  

European Council from June 2017 to March 2018 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: EPRS. 

 

The Rome Agenda confirmed the European Council's commitment to the Bratislava policy 

priorities – migration, external and internal security and economics – while, as argued in 

Chapter 3, grouping them differently in four policy clusters. The European Council has 

kept the policy clusters identified in Rome constantly on its agenda. Items falling under 

the 'stronger Europe on the global scene' cluster have been regularly on the agenda over 

the past year. Two other clusters have featured frequently among the topics discussed at 
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the regular European Council meetings, namely 'safe and secure Europe' and 'prosperous 

and sustainable Europe' (see Figure 12). The policy clusters are expected to continue to 

feature high on the European Council agenda until the summit in Sibiu in May 2019, in 

keeping with the Leaders' Agenda.  

 

Often policy priorities belonging to one cluster have been discussed as part of a different 

cluster, as shown in Table 4. For example, counterterrorism ('A safe and secure Europe') 

was absent from the October 2017 European Council agenda, whereas combatting on-line 

terrorism and organised crime were discussed as part of the debate on Europe's digital 

transformation ('A prosperous and sustainable Europe'). Migration is another example of 

cross-fertilisation between clusters, helping to strengthen the internal-external security 

nexus, regardless of the seemingly clear-cut separation between internal and external 

security introduced in the Rome Declaration and Agenda.  

 

4.2.  Leaders' Agenda 

Just as the proof of the pudding is in the eating, the proof of the Leaders' Agenda will be 

in the results that it achieves. The problem of evaluation is three-fold. First, the timeframe 

of the Leaders' Agenda is relatively short (21 months). Second, the number of items 

discussed at Leaders’ Meetings is relatively small. Third, it is impossible to know how these 

contentious issues might have fared if dealt with in the usual way, that is, if primed for the 

European Council by means of draft conclusions.  

 

Despite this disclaimer, the Leaders' Agenda has clearly made a crucial contribution to the 

Future of Europe debate and, most significantly, to the functioning of the European 

Council. It not only defined the main issues and set out the work-plan for the European 

Council up to June 2019, but also fundamentally changed the European Council's working 

methods. Yet, at first glance, the Leaders' Agenda looked less ambitious, especially when 

compared to some of the lofty rhetoric and soaring ambition contained in many 

contributions to the Future of Europe debate. However, President Tusk and others never 

envisioned the Leaders' Agenda as the culmination of that debate, which continued 

unabated. Rather, by improving the working methods of the European Council, the 

Leaders' Agenda sought to increase the likelihood of reaching political agreement on a 

range of contentious policy issues, which in turn would result in tangible achievements. 

Although the Commission described it merely as a means of reinforcing the Bratislava 

method, the Leaders' Agenda represents a radical change in the way the European Council 

operates. It is nothing less than the operational arm of the Future of Europe debate. 

 

It is important to note that the purpose of the Leaders' Agenda was not to fix a broken 

system, for the simple reason that the European Council was far from broken. President 

Tusk launched the Leaders' Agenda in order to facilitate consensus among the Heads of 

State or Government on otherwise intractable issues.  His ideas was that open, free flowing 

exchanges on such issues, in a special format of the European Council (the Leaders’ 

Meetings), would help the Heads of State or Government to reach agreement in the months 

ahead, allowing them to approve conclusions at a subsequent, regular meeting of the 

European Council. Whereas draft conclusions shape discussions and often constrain 

participants at regular summits, short notes prepared by the President himself drive the 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-18-743_en.pdf
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leaders' discussions. In that context, it should be underlined that the formal leaders 

meetings continued to generate good results in a range of policy areas, as the European 

Council publication, The Bratislava Roadmap: One Year On, made clear. Since September 

2016, the publication noted, 'the EU has made significant progress and can demonstrate 

tangible results. The Bratislava method [of highlighting challenges that need to be tackled] 

is working. 

 

While the Leaders' Agenda was an innovative tool for the European Council and has had 

a significant impact on its working methods, and to some degree also on its relations with 

the other institutions, the Leaders' Agenda did not reinvent the wheel regarding policy 

priorities or institutional debates. Rather, it was a 'management tool' intended to 

operationalise the debate on the Future of Europe. It drew mainly on three sources: (1) 

either prior commitments of the European Council, such as the obligation, contained in the 

European Council conclusions of 26-27 June 2014, to discuss high level appointments, 

including the Spitzenkandidaten process, or legal obligations of the European Council, such 

as the requirement under Article 14(2) TEU to adopt a decision establishing the 

composition of the European Parliament; (2) the Rome and Bratislava Declarations, which 

outlined the policy priorities to be discussed at EU level by the European Council; and (3) 

new ideas presented in the meantime by President Macron and President Juncker, on 

issues such as transnational lists for European Parliament elections (see Figure 13).  

 
Figure 13 – Three influences on the Leaders' Agenda  
 

 
Source: EPRS.  
  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/21597/bratislava-implementation-report.pdf
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4.3. Contributions of various actors 

Many actors have contributed in different ways and at different moments to the follow up 

on the Rome declaration regarding both the Future of Europe debate and the delivery of 

policy priorities.  

 

4.3.1. Strengthened position of the European Council President 

Today's European Council has many more members and covers many more topics than 

the original European Council. In that context, the President has a critical role to play. In 

contrast to the rotating presidency of pre-Lisbon Treaty days, the standing President has 

the time to meet national leaders before summit meetings, as well as dedicated staff within 

his cabinet and the Council secretariat to help prepare and guide discussions on a wide 

range of topics.  

 

The Leaders' Agenda is very much a post-Lisbon presidency initiative. More to the point, 

it is very much a President Tusk initiative. Always a forceful president, though unlikely in 

his first term to go out on a limb, he may have felt more inclined than previously to take 

bolder initiatives after being elected to a second term. 

 

Arguably, over the last 12 months, and in particular through the Leaders' Agenda, the role 

of the European Council President has become even more important. The tendency of the 

European Council President to use his invitation letters for summit meetings, as well as 

speeches and tweets, to shape European Council discussions, started before Bratislava and 

intensified after the Rome Declaration. The recently introduced leaders' notes provide an 

additional tool for Mr. Tusk to steer the discussions (and decisions) of the European 

Council according to his views. The critical reaction of some Member States and EU 

institutions to the first version of his Leaders' Agenda note on migration, in December 2017, 

confirms a tendency on President Tusk's part to express personal views on policy issues 

rather than being solely a chairman of the European Council. Moreover, given that no 

formal conclusions are issued after Leaders’ Meetings, the remarks of the European 

Council President carry additional weight. 

 

4.3.2. Rotating Council presidency 

The rotating presidency of the Council of the EU lost much of its prestige and political 

importance following the advent of the standing European Council president. No longer 

responsible for preparing and chairing EU summits, the leader of the country in the 

rotating presidency became a normal member of the European Council. However, recently 

it seems that the rotating presidency is again acquiring a special role in the European 

Council. As President Tusk reminded the other EU leaders in October 2017, 'In Bratislava 

[in September 2016] we agreed to intensify our focus on implementation by deciding that 

the heads of State or Government representing the [rotating] presidency would report on 

progress at every ordinary meeting of the European Council. I suggest to develop this 

practice by ensuring that the reports are clearer and provide a better basis for us to draw 

political conclusions for our work'. Thus, at the beginning of each regularly scheduled 

meeting of the European Council, the leader of the country in the rotating presidency 

provides an overview of progress in implementing the conclusions agreed to at the last 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/10/17/tusk-invitation-letter-euco/
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such meeting. This amounts to a new, important responsibility within the European 

Council for the rotating presidency. Furthermore, when looking at the summits since 

Rome, one can see that several of them are taking place in the country and are closely 

related to the priorities of the council presidency, such as the informal dinner in the 

margins of the Digital Summit under the Estonian Presidency, the EU-Western Balkans 

Summit during the Bulgarian Presidency, and the informal meeting on security under the 

Austrian Presidency. 

 

4.3.3. Varying influence of the Commission (proposals) 

Following the Rome Declaration, and in particular in the phase of contributions to the 

Future of Europe debate, there was a certain competition or rivalry between the European 

Commission and the European Council regarding which of these institutions was taking 

the lead in the debate. Before Rome, the Commission issued its white paper on the Future 

of Europe and foresaw that the European Council would draw first conclusions at its 

December 2017 meeting. In the end, the European Council did not follow the Commission's 

proposed schedule.  

 
As announced in its white paper, the Commission published a series of reflection papers, 

between April-June 2017, the immediate aftermath of the Rome Declaration, on some of 

the priority policy areas.  

 

As outlined above, following the election of Emanuel Macron as French President, 

President Juncker tried to seize the moment and provide the Commission's vision on the 

Future of Europe in his State of the Union speech of 13 September as well as through the 

Commission's roadmap for the period July 2017 to June 2019. In his letter accompanying 

the roadmap, President Juncker wrote that he 'would welcome an initial discussion on the 

Future of Europe and on this concrete roadmap at our informal dinner in Tallinn on 

28 September'. While this discussion on the Future of Europe did take place in Tallinn, it 

provided the European Council, and in particular President Tusk, with the opportunity to 

take charge of the debate, resulting afterwards in the Leaders' Agenda. In addition, while 

the Commission's roadmap included a list of many, though not all, of the summits planned 

or proposed for the period from September 2017 to June 2019, such as the meeting in Sibiu, 

President Tusk took the liberty of changing the date of the Sibiu summit.  

 

Since then the Commission has contributed enthusiastically to the leaders' discussions. On 

most occasions, the Commission has submitted lengthy papers or legislative proposals in 

advance of the meetings of EU Heads of State or Government (see Annex 1). In these 

contributions, the Commission has also adopted the language of the European Council in 

the Leaders' Agenda, referring to these meetings as Leaders’ Meetings. These preparatory 

documents aside, President Juncker has also participated fully in the meetings themselves, 

forcefully defending the Commission's views on the Future of Europe, with varying 

degrees of success. For example, before the informal European Council of February 2018, 

President Tusk clearly indicated that other institutional issues, such as the possibility of a 

merger of the presidents of the Commission and the European Council, would not be 

addressed. President Juncker nevertheless raised the idea at the European Council. 

According to President Tusk, the other leaders did not show any 'appetite' for this. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/white_paper_on_the_future_of_europe_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/white-paper-future-europe-reflections-and-scenarios-eu27_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/roadmap-factsheet-tallinn_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/education/news/20171411-strengthening-european-identity-through-education-and-culture_en
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2018/02/23/remarks-by-president-donald-tusk-following-the-informal-meeting-of-the-27-heads-of-state-or-government-on-23-february-2018/
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4.3.4. Varying national contributions 

Just like in the run up to Rome, over the last 12 months contributions to the Future of 

Europe debate have come from national leaders individually and also collectively, in the 

form of declarations or statements issued after summits of particular consortia of countries. 

As noted earlier, President Macron's speech at the Sorbonne in September 2017 was the 

most comprehensive and widely referenced national contribution to the post-Rome stage 

of the Future of Europe debate. Other noteworthy individual contributions included a 

speech by the Portuguese Prime Minister, at the College of Europe in Bruges on 

15 September. He stressed that EU reform should take place in the framework of the 

current Treaties, respond to citizens' needs rather than engaging in institutional debates, 

and prioritise existing projects over possible new ones. In a speech in October 2017, the 

Polish prime minister laid out a vision radically different from that of President Macron, 

notably by emphasising intergovernmental cooperation rather than supranational 

integration as the best way forward, with all Member States travelling at the same speed. 

The contributions of groups of national leaders, such as the Visegrad Four, were noted in 

Chapter 2. 

 

4.3.5. European Parliament involvement 

The European Parliament also played a very active part in following up on the Rome 

Declaration and the Future of Europe debate, just as it did before Rome. The framework 

that the European Parliament set for the debate on the Future of Europe, with its three 

resolutions in February 2017 on possible institutional changes, on improving the 

functioning of the EU, and on budgetary capacity for the euro area, was still valid in the 

period following Rome. Therefore, the contribution of the European Parliament was, 

besides its paper in October 2017, less about launching new ideas but more about keeping 

the debate on the Future of Europe on the agenda, and being at the centre of it. The 

Parliament continued to adopt thematic resolutions pertaining to the different policy 

priorities discussed by the European Council, as was the case with the resolutions on the 

new skills agenda for Europe, part of the 'social Europe' cluster, or on the fight against 

cybercrime, part of the 'safe and secure Europe' cluster.  

 
Parliament has contributed in three ways to the debate on the Future of Europe. The first 

is by organising a series of debates with Heads of State or Government on their views on 

the Future of Europe. This has allowed the European Parliament to exchange its views on 

the Future of Europe with members of the European Council and thereby contribute to 

European Council discussions on the Future of Europe. The second way is with the 

traditional speech by the European Parliament president at the beginning of each formal 

European Council meeting. The change in the European Parliament presidency at the start 

of 2017 meant that Antonio Tajani has addressed the European Council at its regular 

meetings from 2017 on, replacing Martin Schulz, who had done so during his 

unprecedented two terms in the office (January 2012-January 2017). In a veiled reference 

to the more political style of his predecessor, President Tajani told the European Council, 

when he first addressed the body in March 2017 that 'I was elected on the basis of a clear 

pledge: to act as the spokesman for the European Parliament, not its Prime Minister'.  

 

https://www.coleurope.eu/system/files_force/speech-files/20170915_discours_bruges_fr_pmportugal.pdf?download=1
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P8-TA-2017-0048&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P8-TA-2017-0049+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P8-TA-2017-0049+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P8-TA-2017-0050+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2017/2002(INI)&l=en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2017/2068(INI)&l=en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2017/2068(INI)&l=en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/the-president/en/newsroom/ep-president-speech-at-the-european-council
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Unlike his predecessors, President Tajani has been present at nearly all meetings (whether 

formal, informal or purely dinner meetings) of EU Heads of State or Government during 

this time, and even contributed to the informal meeting in Tallinn where the Leaders' 

Agenda was designed. This inclusion of the European Parliament president could be 

partially explained by his non-confrontational interactions with the European Council. 

However, in his speeches to the European Council, he has stressed the European 

Parliament's views on the Future of Europe, in particular on such important issues as the 

MFF and the spitzenkandidaten process.  

 

The third way for the European Parliament to contribute to the European Council's 

discussions has been in the form of the European Council President's reports to Parliament 

following a European Council meeting. While being only ex-post, these discussions give 

the European Parliament the opportunity to comment on the views of the European 

Council and send messages via the European Council President to the EU Heads of State 

or Government. President Tusk reported to the European Parliament after three of the four 

regular European Council meetings in 2017 (March, October, and December).11  

 

4.4. Striving for unity while tackling contentious issues  

Unity has clearly been the leitmotif running through the European Council's statements 

since 23 June 2016. The outcome of the UK referendum of June 2016 has made the EU-27 

leaders' desire for unity a constant feature of their discussions, and is reflected both in the 

Bratislava Declaration and in the recent Rome Declaration. President Tusk has continued 

stressing the need to strive for unity, in the follow up to Rome and with the creation of the 

Leader's Agenda. He has made it very clear that as long as he is president, he 'will be the 

guardian of European unity'. 'It is not only my formal role as the president of the European 

Council, but — above all — it is my true belief. Because unity is, in fact, our most important 

strength'. Indeed, he listed 'the unity of the EU' as the third guiding principle of the 

Leaders' Agenda. This desire for unity has been was challenged numerous times in the 12 

months since the Rome Declaration, for example regarding migration and EMU.  

 

All policy issues are potentially divisive in any political process; some are inherently more 

divisive than others. The items included in Leaders’ Meetings have mainly been those 

deemed especially sensitive because of their high political salience and history of having 

engendered divergent national positions, or likelihood of engendering divergent national 

positions. More specifically, Leaders’ Meetings have sought to address issues such as those 

included on the Bratislava scorecard for which effort was still needed, or on which work 

was so far deemed insufficient.  

 

Consequently, one could argue that the new working methods, in particular the leaders' 

notes and the informal leader's meetings, were attempts to keep this unity while juggling 

the numerous controversial issues regarding both policies and institutional affairs. 

Nevertheless, the working methods of the Leaders' Agenda have also provided the option 

for some Member States to advance if they could not find agreement on some of some of 

these controversial issues. As President Tusk stated, 'if the first [leaders'] discussion does 

                                                 
11 He reported on the June 2017 European Council via a written report sent on 12 July 2017.  

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/the-president/en/newsroom/ep-president-speech-at-the-european-council
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/20462/sn00060-en16.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/09/29/tusk-doorstep-tallinn/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/10/17/tusk-invitation-letter-euco/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/23612/20170712-h-e-mr-antonio-tajani.pdf


From Rome to Sibiu: The European Council and the Future of Europe debate 

PE 615.667 43  

not succeed, we will need to decide whether to make another attempt at solving the issue, 

or [see] if the only way forward is enhanced cooperation'. 

 

4.5. Outlook on the road to Sibiu 

In April 2018 it has been 13 months since the signing of the Rome Declaration, and there 

are another 13 months to go until Sibiu. Many different developments are possible in this 

time. However, one of the advantages of the Leaders' Agenda is that it provides a detailed 

schedule for the upcoming debates in the European Council until the European elections 

in May 2019. Regarding policy priorities, many important debates are still outstanding, 

such as on internal security. Others, such as on migration, have been subject to an initial 

leaders' discussion only (see Figure 14). 

 
 
Figure 14 – Meetings of Heads of State or Government until June 2019 

 
Source: EPRS. 
 
After the first informal debate on institutional issues, the timetable outlined in the Leaders' 

Agenda calls for the European Council to take a decision on the composition of the 

European Parliament on 28 June 2018. Concerning the MFF timetable, there appears to be 

a clear divergence in views between the EU institutions, with the Commission and 

Parliament preferring an early conclusion, and the European Council favouring 

finalisation at a later stage (see EPRS briefing). The Leaders' Agenda currently envisages 

the European Council coming back to the MFF at its 13-14 December 2018 and 20-21 June 

2019 meetings. At the latter, Heads of State or Government are also expected to put forward 

their proposals on high-level appointments. Other outstanding decisions on institutional 

issues, which need to be addressed before the next European elections, include the choice 

of the number of EU commissioners. President Juncker recently reminded Heads of State 

or Government that they 'will have to decide whether to maintain a European Commission 

with one member from each Member State, or make it smaller'. 

 

On 9 May 2019, under the Romanian Council presidency, EU leaders will gather in Sibiu 

for a summit that could be more than merely ceremonial. The European Council and the 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/615644/EPRS_BRI%282018%29615644_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/communication-institutional-options-for-making-the-european-union-work-more-efficient_en.pdf
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European Commission seem to have a different understanding of what this meeting will 

be about. The Commission on the one hand sees in its roadmap the aim of the meeting as 

being 'to take first decisions by unanimity on the Future of Europe,' thereby choosing one 

of the five options outlined in its white paper, although the European Council has not taken 

a position on this matter. The Heads of State or Government on the other hand consider 

the purpose of the meeting to be a discussion about 'the implementation of the Leaders' 

Agenda and preparation of the Strategic Agenda 2019-2024'. In any case, as Sibiu is 

supposed to be an informal event, the outcome of the discussion will not be translated into 

conclusions until the formal European Council of 20-21 June 2019, which will mark the end 

of the Leaders' Agenda. 

 

Over the coming months, the debate in the European Parliament on the Future of Europe 

will continue, as various Heads of State or Government, including Emmanuel Macron, 

have confirmed their willingness to address plenary sessions (see Annex 2). 
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Conclusion 

Milestones bearing the names of cities, such as Rome, Maastricht and Lisbon, mark the 

course of European integration. Sibiu, in Romania, could become another such milestone, 

in May 2019. Although it will not result in a Treaty change, it will be important nonetheless. 

For one thing, Sibiu will be the first meeting of EU leaders following the UK's withdrawal 

from the EU, if Brexit proceeds as planned. The leaders of the remaining Member States 

(the term 'EU-27' being redundant by that time) will undoubtedly once again reaffirm their 

commitment to the European project. For another thing, the Sibiu summit will take place 

less than two weeks before the 2019 European Parliament elections, the results of which, 

in terms of voter turnout and levels of support for pro-EU parties, may well be decisive for 

the EU's immediate development. The European Council's post-Bratislava and post-Rome 

emphasis on policy delivery, a recurring theme in this paper, aims in part to boost voter 

turnout and undermine support for Eurosceptical parties at the European Parliament 

elections in 2019. As seen in Chapter 1, in the 12 months following the Rome Declaration 

citizens' support for the EU has improved significantly, with many more people viewing 

the Future of Europe in a more positive light than before. As the last summit before voters 

go to the polls, Sibiu will give EU leaders a crucial opportunity to remind citizens of the 

benefits of economic and political integration, and the importance of voting at European 

level. 

 

Sibiu may be significant as well for possibly marking the end of the Future of Europe 

debate, at least in its current iteration. The debate began immediately after the UK's Brexit 

referendum, in June 2016, and is likely to wind down when the UK leaves the EU, shortly 

before the Sibiu summit. The debate since Rome included signature speeches in September 

2017 by President Macron and President Juncker, and contributions by national leaders in 

the European Parliament. Those speeches spurred the European Council to redouble its 

efforts to deliver concrete results, and paved the way for the Leaders' Agenda, which 

operationalised the debate on the Future of Europe. At the core of the Leaders' Agenda was 

a new working method: Leaders’ Meetings. The issues reserved for Leaders’ Meetings, 

scheduled to take place at a series of formal and informal summits from October 2017 to 

June 2019, have high political salience, and are therefore especially contentious. During the 

period covered by this paper (March 2017-March 2018), Leaders’ Meetings have covered 

policy areas such as migration and EMU reform, institutional affairs such as the future of 

the Spitzenkandidaten process, and the MFF, which addresses both policy and institutional 

aspects of the EU.  

 

Leaders’ Meetings take place in a special format of the European Council. So do meetings 

of the EU-27 to discuss Brexit. In addition, the EU leaders revived the Euro Summit in 

December 2017, after a hiatus of more than two years. At the same time, the European 

Council continues to meet in the usual way, formally and informally. These arrangements 

suggest that the European Council is a protean body, capable of adjusting to changing 

political circumstances and organisational needs.  

 

The Leaders' Agenda reaffirms the European Council's centrality in the EU system, as 

President Tusk intended, and has led as well to an increase in the role of its president in 
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the steering and agenda-setting process within the European Council. Proponents of 'new 

intergovernmentalism' privilege the role of the European Council in EU politics and policy-

making, owing to developments stretching back to the time of the Maastricht Treaty.12 The 

prominence of the European Council during the recent crisis years, notably from 2008 to 

2015, accelerated the trend towards greater intergovernmentalism in the EU. With the 

waning of the crisis, the ascendancy of the European Council might have come into 

question. Instead, the Leader's Agenda suggests that the European Council will remain 

pre-eminent and that new intergovernmentalism is here to stay. 

 

The standing European Council president was one of the most important institutional 

innovations of the Lisbon Treaty. The value of the new position became especially apparent 

during the crisis years. With a receding sense of urgency in the EU, President Tusk may 

have wanted to stress the importance of his office by introducing a new European Council 

working method that put the presidency in the driving seat with respect to agenda setting 

and decision shaping. Though inspired by the Future of Europe debate and by concerns 

among some EU leaders that the European Council was becoming less efficient, the 

Leaders' Agenda was very much President Tusk's initiative, which allowed him to seize 

the opportunity presented by a specific moment in the EU's development. 

 

Since the Bratislava Declaration and Roadmap, and even more since the Rome Declaration, 

EU citizens' support for the EU has improved, thereby helping the EU leaders to achieve 

their essential objective of regaining citizens' trust. The other main objective of the 

Bratislava and Rome processes was to make a real difference in implementing policy 

priorities. This analysis showed that Heads of State or Government have constantly kept 

the policy priorities identified in Bratislava and reconfirmed in Rome at the forefront of 

their agenda. The debate on the Rome Agenda policy clusters advanced at both informal 

Leaders’ Meetings and regularly scheduled European Council meetings. Some of the most 

sensitive policy priorities, notably migration and EMU, were discussed at Leaders’ 

Meetings, while policy items already on track before Rome, such as defence, have been 

discussed at regular European Council meetings only.  

 

Will the Leaders' Agenda make a difference regarding the most challenging policy 

priorities? It is too early to say at this point, only halfway along the road from Rome to 

Sibiu. The leaders' discussions on migration, in December 2017, and on EMU reform, at the 

Euro Summits in December 2017 and March 2018, are due to yield results at the June 2018 

European Council. The same is true of the February 2018 leaders' discussion on 

institutional affairs, whereas the leaders' discussion on the MFF, also in February 2018, 

marked the beginning of a process that may not conclude until the end of 2019. Moreover, 

the resolution of some of these issues may depend on circumstances well beyond the 

European Council's control. For instance, the flow of migrants into the EU is currently 

relatively low, but could increase again in the near future, thereby jeopardising agreement 

on migration among EU leaders. Economic and political developments in the Member 

States are relevant as well. For instance, the outcome of the French presidential elections 

                                                 
12 See C. Bickerton, D. Hodson and U. Puetter, 'The New Intergovernmentalism: European 
Integration in the Post-Maastricht Era', Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 53/4, 2015, pp. 703-
722. 
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was a catalyst for implementation of the Rome Declaration. Similarly, the formation in 

March 2018 of a new grand coalition in Germany, which may presage another Franco-

German initiative on the Future of Europe, notably on EMU reform, could drive the process 

up to Sibiu.  

 

A lot has happened regarding the Future of Europe debate and the tackling of policy 

priorities in the 12 months since the Rome Declaration. Although most initiatives have yet 

to bear fruit, it is clear to see that the European Union, and in particular the European 

Council, has followed up on the pledges made in Rome. At the very least, developments 

so far along the road from Rome to Sibiu reveal why the European Council has become so 

important for the functioning of the EU. 
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Annex 1 – European Commission contributions to Leaders’ 

Meetings  

Date of meeting Place of meeting Issue Leaders' formation 

September Tallinn Future of Europe Informal dinner 

November 2017 Gothenburg 
Education and 

culture 
Informal dinner 

December 2017 Brussels Migration Informal Leaders’ Meeting 

December 2017 Brussels EMU Euro Summit 

February 2018 Brussels Institutional issues Informal European Council 

February 2018 Brussels MFF Informal European Council 

March 2018 Brussels Tax Informal Leaders’ Meeting 

Source: EPRS. 
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Annex 2 – Heads of State and Government addressing 

European Parliament on the Future of Europe  

Name Country Position Date Main points 

Leo 
Varadkar 

Ireland 
Prime 

minister 
17 January 

 Safeguard the Good Friday Agreement and 

avoid a hard border after Brexit 

 Supports EU's enlargement 

 Completion of the single market and the single 

digital market 

 Supports the development of a common 

asylum policy 

 Supports the closure of tax loopholes 

Andrej 
Plenković 

Croatia 
Prime 

minister 
6 February 

 Strengthen common foreign, security and 

defence policies 

 Supports EU enlargement 

 Protection of external borders 

 Reform of the Common Asylum System 

 Completion of the Single Market and the single 

digital market 

 Joining the euro area and the Schengen area in 

due course 

António 
Costa 

Portugal 
Prime 

minister 
14 March 

 Deepening of economic and monetary union 

 Considerable increase in the resources 

available to the European Union 

 Inclusive and social growth as a means to 

combat challenges related to climate, 

migration, security and the economy 

Emanuel 
Macron 

France President April  

Charles 
Michel 

Belgium 
Prime 

minister 
May  

Xavier 
Bettel 

Luxembourg 
Prime 

minister 
May  

Source: EPRS. 

 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/ep-live/en/plenary/video?debate=1516181905672
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/ep-live/en/plenary/video?debate=1517904727051
https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/ep-plenary-session---debate-with-the-prime-minister-of-portugal-antnio-costa-on-the-future-of-europe-statement-by-antnio-costa-prime-minister-of-portugal_I152096-V_rv
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Annex 3 – European Council attention to Bratislava policy commitments 

Policy measures from the Bratislava roadmap13 
Oct 

2016 
Dec 

2016 
Feb 

2017 
March 
2017 

June 
2017 

Oct 
2017 

Dec 
2017 

March 
2018 

Migration and external borders         

Further bring down number of irregular migrants          

Ensure full control of EU's external borders and get back to Schengen         

Broaden consensus on long-term migration policy and apply the principles of responsibility and 
solidarity 

       
 

Full commitment to implementing the EU-Turkey statement          

Continued support to the countries of the Western Balkans         

Assistance to Bulgaria's border protection with Turkey  
14        

Continue support to other frontline states         

Full capacity for rapid reaction of the European Border and Coast Guard         
Cooperation with third countries, reduced flows of illegal migration and increased return rates         

Internal and external security         

Support Member States in ensuring internal security and fighting terrorism         

Intensified cooperation and information-exchange among security services of the Member States          

Adoption of measures to ensure all persons crossing external EU borders will be checked against the 
relevant interconnected databases 

       
 

Set up a Travel Information and Authorisation System (ETIAS) to allow advance checks and, if 
necessary, deny entry to visa-exempt travellers  

       
 

Systematic effort against radicalisation (expulsions, entry bans when warranted and EU support of 
preventative action by Member States)  

       
 

Strengthen EU cooperation on external security and defence          

Decide on a concrete implementation plan on security and defence          
Decide on how to make better use of the options in the Treaties, especially as regards capabilities         

                                                 
13 An earlier version of this table was published in 'From Bratislava to Rome: The European Council's role in shaping a common future for EU-27'. 
14 The October 2016 European Council did not address the issue, as EU assistance to Bulgaria was already provided before the meeting. 
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Policy measures from the Bratislava roadmap13 
Oct 

2016 
Dec 

2016 
Feb 

2017 
March 
2017 

June 
2017 

Oct 
2017 

Dec 
2017 

March 
2018 

Start implementing the joint declaration with NATO immediately         

Economic and social development, youth         

Decision on the European Fund for Strategic Investment          
Review progress on the different single market strategies (digital single market, capital markets 
union, energy union)  

       
 

Address how to ensure a robust trade policy that reaps the benefits of open markets while taking into 
account concerns of citizens  

        

Decisions on EU support fighting youth unemployment          

 

 

Legend: = discussed, =completed, = not discussed,    = not relevant because fulfilled 
 

Source: EPRS. 
 

Bratislava Process Rome Process 
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