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Therole of the European political parties, often under-estimatedin the past,
has increased significantly over the years. Today, they are important
coordinators within the EU political system, carrying out a variety of
activities that can be classified conceptually as ‘vertical’, ‘horizontal’ and
‘diagonal’ coordination.

This EPRS study explores the growing 'politicisation’ of the European
Council and the increased coordination role which European political
parties appear to play in the context of the European Council.

The parties’ main coordination activities are clearly their respective 'pre-
summits’, held just ahead of European Council meetings. These pre-
summits serve multiple purposes for the parties — including coordinating
positions for the imminent European Council discussions, long-term
strategising, communication, socialising and networking — with the
importance of each varying betweenthe different parties.

A case study looking at the nomination of the EU’s new institutional
leadership in 2019 illustrates the importance of the European political
parties’ rolein coordinating betweenEU leaders in the European Council.
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European political parties and the European Council: A pattern of ever closer coordination?

Executive summary

European political parties matter. They matter for the functioning of the European Union in
general, in the context of the European Council, and when choosing the EU’s institutional
leadership.Inthe EU’s multi-level political system, power is shared between different actors and
levels. To keep the EU functioning, a high degree of coordination is needed, to which European
political parties make an important contribution.

The role of European political parties, often under-estimated in the past, has increased
significantly. Milestones in this development have been the reference to political parties in the
Maastricht Treaty and the provision of legal statusto them, their directaccess to EU funding, and
theintroduction of the Spitzenkandidaten system, giving them a significant role in the European
Parliament elections.

With the increasing institutionalisation of European political parties, and the increased role of the
European Council, the coordination activities of the three main European political parties - the
European People’s Party (EPP), the Party of European Socialists (PES) and the Alliance of Liberals
and Democrats for Europe (ALDE) - in relation tothe European Council have also increased. These
activities can be classified conceptually as ‘vertical’, ‘horizontal’ and ‘diagonal’ coordination: the
firstrepresents the bridge between nationaland European level; the second helps to overcome
silos between the EU institutions;and the third concerns interactionsacross Member States. Such
activities indicate that European political parties are both ‘arenas’ and ‘actors’ when it comes to
coordinating positions between Member States and promoting a smoother functioning of the
EU.

The main way that European political parties coordinate among the members of the European
Council affiliated to their political families is by organising ‘pre-summit’ meetings, bringing
together their parties’ leaderships immediately ahead of a European Council meeting. The pre-
summits can serve multiple purposes for European political parties, including coordinating
positions for the imminent European Council discussions, long-term strategising,
communication, socialising and networking. The importance of each of these functions varies
between the different parties, and between the status of different participants at a pre-summit
(for example, whether a personis an EU Head of State or Government or a national opposition
leader).

The organisation of, and participation in, pre-summit meetings has developed over time and
continues to evolve. The number of pre-summit meetings has increased over the past decade,
notonly dueto theincreased numberof European Council meetings, butalso because EU Heads
of State or Government appear to see the usefulness of these coordination activities and request
more of them.

As further evidence of the European political families’ communication activities regarding the
European Council, this studyalso providesan analysis of the Twitteractivity of European political
parties and groups in the European Parliament. The findings show that all political families use
Twitter in the context of the European Council, but that theiractivities vary between, and within,
political parties and political groups as to the scope, number and regularity of their tweets.

The conclusions of the study support the argument that the EU is becoming increasingly
'politicised', and thatthisapplies particularly to the European Council. This growing politicisation,
and the increased coordination role of the European political parties in the context of the
European Council, need to be seen as two complementary processes reinforcing one another.
The politicisation of the European Council has led to furtherattention being paid to this body by
the European political parties, which in turn has further increased the politicisation of the
European Council. Moreover, the fact that European political parties are strengthening their
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coordination activities, based on growing demand by their affiliates who are members of the
European Council, would support this claim.

The politicisation of the European Council has been particularly evident in the nominations of
the EU’s institutional leadership over the last decade and a half. As the party political balance in
the European Council and the European Parliament has shifted in comparison to previous
institutional cycles, so has the mix of party political backgrounds of the EU’s new institutional
leaders, nominatedat the outset of each cycle.

To fully appreciate the coordinating role of European political parties with regard to the European
Council, it is necessary to look beyond the party political affiliation of the Heads of State or
Government alone,and consider the number of coalition governments in Member Statesand in
which the national affiliates of European political parties are involved.

A case study looking atthe nomination of the EU’snew institutional leadership in 2019 llustrates
the important coordination role of European political parties between the EU Heads of State or
Government in the European Council. The novel approach of using negotiators for the main
European political parties, with internal European political party decisions overturning
preliminary deals between groups of EU Heads of State or Government — as well as the
interruptions of a decisive European Council meeting to allow European party political
formations to meet - show the extent to which affiliation to European political families played a
structuringrole in the nomination process in 2019.

The study suggeststhat European political parties, which havelong been under-estimated, play
a very significant role in the functioning of the European Union, and argues that they ought to
be recognised for what they really provide for the Europeansystem,namely oiling the wheels of
the EUinstitutionalmachinery, in particularthrough facilitating coordinationacrossinstitutional
barriers.
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Introduction

Political parties are an essential part of our democratic systems and help to shape political life. They
link national politics with European politics and bring European citizens closerto the EU institutions.
While a strong, competitive party system is generally considered necessary for anydemocracy,' the
role of European political parties in the current functioning of the European Union has often been
overlooked or under-estimated.

From the early days in the history of the EU, different party political families started gradually to
organise themselves at European level. In the wake of successive EU treaty changes, which
strengthened the European Parliament (EP), the role of political groups in the Parliament became
more significant. The Parliament’s growing role triggered a dual process: it fostered the
transformation of transnational associations of national political parties into proper parties at
European level?and led to growing politicisation of the EU.

One definition of 'politicisation’ sees it as ‘the process through which European integration has
become the subject of public discussion, debate, and contestation’.? Political parties are shaping
this process, while at the same time being impacted by it. Politicisation has also been understood -
and this is complementary-as ‘the demandfor, or the act of, transporting an issue or an institution
into the sphere of politics - making previously unpolitical matters political’.

Academics have paid increasing attention to political families at European level. Initially, research
focused mainly on the European political groups in the European Parliament, but later research
papers also looked at how the European political parties organise themselves outside the
Parliament and in relation to other EU institutions.” Some of the later research has also examined
how the growing party politicisation extends to the European Council,® and has identified the
growing influence of national politics on Member State positionsin the European Council.”

The European Councilis, along with the European Parliament, the EU institution that has probably
gained mostininfluence throughthe treaty changesof recentdecades and de facto developments,
including its growing role as crisis manager, which is not set out in the Treaties.? Its activities have
increased over time and have become more institutionalised.’

But how have European political parties adapted to the increased role of the European Council? To
answer this question, this paperexamines how the three main European political parties, which are
also those with most representation in the European Council - the European People’s Party (EPP),
the Party of European Socialists (PES) and the Alliance of Liberalsand Democrats for Europe (ALDE) —
haveintegrated the growingrole and activities of the European Councilinto their own activities.

There are many actors and interests that influence European Council members (for instance,
national interests, coalition partners, European geographical alliances) in their decision-making
process. This makes it difficult to measure the specific influence of European political parties’
activities on European Council decisions, which is also notthe intention of this paper. Rather, it aims
to demonstrate how European political parties coordinate the members of the European Coundi
belonging to their political family, and provide examples of how the European Council has become
more politicised.

The main hypothesis is that European political parties have strengthened their focus on the
European Council, and that the members of the European Council have realised the added value of
coordinating with the other EU Heads of State or Government from their respective European
political party. The research contributes to knowledge about the European Council and the
European political parties, adding new empirical evidence on these parties’ activities, particularly
their ‘pre-summits’, which political families hold justahead of the meetings of the European Coundi.
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Chapter 1 looks briefly look at what European parties are and how their role and legal basis has
developed historically, while also outlining the political parties that exist at European level. As the
development of European parties is closely linked to the political groups in the European
Parliament, this chapter also looks at the relationship between European political parties and the
political groups in the Parliament, providing state-of-the-art data on the cohesiveness between
political parties and their corresponding political groupsin the Parliament. It will also conceptualise
the coordination role of European political parties by introducing the concepts of ‘horizontal,
‘vertical’,and ‘diagonal’ coordination.

Chapter 2 begins by outlining the members of the European Council by political family and
examining how this membership has developed over time. In this section, the paper will also
provide another dimension to the link between political parties and the European Council through
a unique overview of the party political make-up of the different (coalition) governments in the
Member States and their respective affiliations to European political parties and/or political groups
in the European Parliament.

Chapter 3 examines the coordination activities of the three main European political parties, the EPP,
PES and ALDE, around European Council meetings. The focus will be on the pre-summits,assessing
the functions of these pre-summits, the number and types of participants, the frequency of
meetings and the parties’ communication about them. As social media, and notably Twitter, have
become an important part of political communication, this study will build on the methodology
developed in previous EPRS work on theTwitter activity of the members of the European Council. It
will assemble and analyse a unique dataset on the Twitter activities of the three main European
political parties and political groups in the Parliamentin the context of the European Council.

As European political parties are assumed to be most influential in the European Council on
institutional issues, Chapter 4 examines, through a case study, the nomination of the EU’s new
institutional leadership in 2019. First, the chapter briefly reviews the academic debate on the
influence of European political parties on EuropeanCouncil decisions. Then, it outlines the political
make-up of the European Council when the new institutional leaders were nominated in 2009 and
2014, as well as the political affiliation of the office-holders nominated. Lastly, it examines the
various steps taken by the European Council in selecting the EU’s new institutional leadership in
2019, and assesses to what extent politicisation affected a particular institutional decision by the
European Council and how the coordination role of European political parties functioned in this
context.


https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_STU(2021)654200

European political parties and the European Council: A pattern of ever closer coordination?

1. European political parties

European political parties — which, in academicliterature, are also referred to as transnational party
federations,'® Europarties,” or transnational political party networks'™ — can be described as
‘federations of national political parties from several Member States which are united by political
affinity’. Requlation (EU, Euratom) No 1141/2014, which governs European political parties at EU
level (see below), defines them as an ‘association of citizens, which pursues political objectives, and
is either recognised by, orestablishedin accordance with, the laws of atleast one EU Member State'.

The official role of European political parties, as outlinedin the Treaties, is to ‘contribute to forming
European politicalawareness and toexpressing the will of citizens of the Union’ (Article 10(4) of the
Treaty on European Union). Regulation (EU, Euratom) No 1141/2014 fleshes this outin more detail,
stating that they ‘have a key role to play in articulating the voices of citizens at European level by
bridging the gap between politics at national leveland at Union level’ (Recital 4). This vertical form
of coordination, linking theEuropeanand nationallevels, is only one of the waysin which European
political parties coordinate on EU-related political activities (see Section 1.4 below).

While the existence and growing role of European political parties has, in the past, been ‘one of the
best kept secrets in Brussels’," today there is extensive literature on European political parties,
including in-depth analyses of individual political parties and comprehensive overviews of the
development of European political parties. ™

Some academics debate whether European political parties are real parties compared to political
parties in nation states.”” However,assessing European political parties based on the characteristics
of national parties is misleading. The European Unionis a special form of political system, being a
multi-levelgovernance systemwhere responsibilities and competences are divided both vertically
and horizontally betweeninstitutions. Some identify the EU as a federal unionin the making, which
has developed out of sovereign Member States (and notthrougha decentralisation process) andin
which the Member States and national political parties play a centralrole.™

Consequently,European political parties should be considered within this special EU framework and
assessed in connection with their capacity to coordinate between the different institutions and
between the different levels in the multi-level system —and not based on the definition of national
political parties in nation states.

Before formally gaining this coordination role, legal provisions on European political parties went
through a numberof developments, including treaty reformsand changes in secondary legislation.
These aspects willnow be examined in more detail.

1.1. Historical development and legal basis for European political
parties

The role and activities of European political parties have increased significantly over time. Informal
gatherings of like-minded national political partiesacross Europe have taken place since the 1950s,
and the first transnational alliances of political parties at European level were founded before the
first direct elections to the EuropeanParliamentin 1979.

The Confederation of the Socialist Parties of the European Community, later to become theParty of
European Socialists (PES), was founded in 1973." The EuropeanLiberal Democrat and Reform Party
(ELDR) - later called the Federation of Liberaland DemocratParties in Europe, before becomingthe
Alliance of Liberals and Democratsfor Europe (ALDE) Party —and the European People’s Party (EPP)
were established in 1976.8In 1981, the European Free Alliance (EFA) joined them atEuropeanlevel.


https://eur-lex.europa.eu/summary/glossary/eu_parties_status.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32014R1141&from=EN
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Compared to its competitors, the EPP was the most advanced in its structural and organisational
development, because the party was, from the beginning, more independent than the other
European political parties from their corresponding political group in the European Parliament; for
example, the EPP had its own secretariat outsidethe Parliament.™

Over the years, there have been numerous political and legal developments regarding European
political parties, the three most significant developments being:

7 In1992, when the Maastricht Treaty gave European political partieslegal standingin the
EU Treaties for the first time. This changed the nature of the European political parties,
which had remained ratherinformal until then.

> In 2004, when European political parties were granted direct access to annual funding
from the European Parliament.?” Numerous additional European political parties were
created around this time.

> In 2013/2014, the introduction of the Spitzenkandidaten system provided European
political parties with a role in campaigning for the European Parliamentary elections in
2014, and laterin 2019.

1.1.1. Development of Treaty articles on European political parties

Although they had been active at European level for a number of decades, the Maastricht Treaty
was thefirst EU treaty to acknowledge European political parties. While the Amsterdam Treaty did
notadd any further provisions, the Nice Treaty introduced several precisionsregarding the status of
European political parties. It provided for the adoption of a regulation governing European political
parties under the co-decision procedure, thus paving the way for the adoption of the first EU
regulation governing political parties, Regulation (EC) No 2004/2003 (paragraph 2 of Article 191).

Eventhen, the Nice Treaty stressed that futureregulations governing political parties should include
rules on the funding of European political parties.Itincluded a declaration which specified that the
funding for political parties at European level would come from the budget of the European
Communities, and should not be used to fund political parties at national level.

The changes introduced with the Lisbon Treaty were rather procedural, notably splitting former
Article 191 into two articles: Article 10(4) TEU and Article 224 TFEU. While the former outlines the
importance of European political parties to ‘forming European political awarenessandto expressing
the will of citizens of the Union’, the latter stipulates thatthe European Parliamentand the Coundi
shall, following the ordinary legislative procedure, lay down the regulations governing political
parties at Europeanleveland, in particular, the rules on their funding.


https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32003R2004
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Table 1 - Developmentof Treaty articles on European political parties

Year .
Treaty signed Article Text

Political parties at European level areimportant as a factor
for integrationwithin the Union. They contribute toforming
a European awareness and to expressing the political will of
the citizens of the Union.

Maastricht 1992 138a

Amsterdam 1997 191 No content changes, only the numbering of the article.

Political parties at European level are importantas a
factor for integration within the Union. They contribute to
forming a European awareness and to expressing the
political will of the citizens of the Union.

—_
—_

The Council, acting in accordance with theprocedure
referred to in Article 251, shall lay down theregulations
governing political parties at Europeanlevel and in

LE 2001 patrticular the rules regarding their funding.

The funding for political parties at European level provided
outof the budget ofthe European Communities may notbe
Declarationon used to fund, either directly or indirectly, political parties at
Article 191 national level. The provisions on the funding for political
patrties shall apply, onthe samebatsis, to all the political
forces represented in the European Parliament.

Political parties at European level contribute to forming

Article 10(4) TEU = European political awareness and to expressing the will
of citizens of the Union.

The European Parliament and the Council, acting in
Lisbon 2007 accordance with the ordinary legislative procedure, by
means of regulations, shall lay down the regulations
governing political parties at European level referred to in
Article 10(4) of the Treaty on European Union andin
particular the rules regarding their funding.

Article 224 TFEU

Source: EPRS.

While the Treaties provided a legal basis, described theirrole, andoutlined the legislative procedure
applicable for adopting the legal act governing European political parties, it was then up to the co-
legislators to flesh out thespecificrules for establishing,governingand financing European political
parties.

1.1.2. Secondary EU law

As specified in Article 191 of the Nice Treaty, on 4 November 2003 the Parliament and the Coundl
adopted Regulation (EC) No 2004/2003 on the rules governing political parties at European level
and their funding, which came into force in July 2004. Since then, European political parties have
received annualfunding fromthe European Parliament’s partof the EU budget. The Regulation was
amended in 2007 and replaced in 2014 by Reqgulation (EU, Euratom) 1141/2014, later amended in
2018. Recently, on 25 November 2021, the Commission put forwarda proposal to recast Regulation
(EU, Euratom) 1141/2014. Some of the main adaptationsincluded:

7> a clearer separation between political parties and political groups in the European
Parliament;
7> since 2014, European political parties may acquire Europeanlegal personality;


https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:11992M/TXT&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:12002M/TXT&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:12001C/TXT&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:12001C/TXT&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12012M%2FTXT
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32003R2004
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32014R1141
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021PC0734
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> thepossibility to create European political foundations;

7 theability to use the fundsfor campaigning ahead of European Parliamentary elections;
# measures toincrease transparency of decision-makingand funding.

Table 2 - Evolution of EU legislationon European political parties

Regulation (EC)
2004/2003

November2003

Regulation (EC)

December 2007
1524/2007

Regulation (EU,

October2014
Euratom) 1141/2014

Regulation (EU,

April 2018
Euratom) 2018/673

2021 proposal TBC
(COM(2021)734)

Source: EPRS.

July 2004

December 2007

January 2017

May 2018

TBC

Access to annual funding from the
European Parliament.

Clearer separation between political
parties and political groups in the EP.

Ability to use theirfunds for
campaigning in EP elections.

Foundationsincludedinthe
Regulation.

Increased transparency in party
funding and decision-making
structures.

Creation of the Authority on
European Political Parties and
Political Foundations.

Only political parties — and no longer
individuals - are to be takeninto
accountforthe purpose of minimum
representation requirements.?’

Modifications to the criteria for
distributing EU funds.

They can have memberslocatedin
countries outside the EU but
belonging to the Council of Europe.
Increases transparency requirements
as regards political advertising and
donations.

They may receive financial income
from their own economic activities.
They can use EU fundsin national
referendum campaigns onissues
related to the implementation of the
EU treaties.

The review of Requlation (EC) 2004/2003 in December 2007 included the possibility to create and

fund European political foundations. Currently,a European political foundation is defined as an
entity which is formally affiliated with a European political party and underpins and complements
the objectives of that party. It should performone or more of the following tasks:


https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32003R2004
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32003R2004
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32007R1524
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32007R1524
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32014R1141
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32014R1141
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32018R0673
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32018R0673
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021PC0734
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32003R2004
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> observing, analysing and contributing to the debate on European public policy issues
and onthe process of European integration;

# developing activities linked to European public policy issues, such as organising and
supporting seminars, training,conferences and studies on such issues betweenrelevant
stakeholders, including youth organisationsand otherrepresentatives of civil society;

> developing cooperationin order to promote democracy, including in third countries;

> serving asaframeworkfor national political foundations, academics and other relevant
actors to work together at European level.?

In November 2021, the European Commission proposed to recast the Regulation on European
political parties and foundationsto addressloopholesand makeadditionalimprovements.?

1.1.3. Authority and register

One of the main changes brought about by Regulation (EU, Euratom) 1141/2014 was the creation
of anindependent Authority for European Political Parties and European Political Foundations (the
Authority). Therole of the Authority is to register and de-register, control and, if necessary, impose
sanctions on European political parties and foundations. The Authority regularly verifies that, upon
being registered, European political parties and foundations continue to comply with the
requirements set out in Regulation (EU, Euratom) 1141/2014, including if they fail to respect
fundamental European values. The Authority also manages the register of European political parties
and European political foundations.

1.1.4. European political parties at the beginning of 2022
Atthebeginning of 2022, there were 10 European political parties registered with the Authority:

Alliance of Liberals and Democratsfor Europe Party (ALDE)
European People’s Party (EPP)

Party of European Socialists (PES)

European Democratic Party (EDP)

European Free Alliance (EFA)

European Green Party

Party of the European Left

European Conservativesand Reformists Party (ECR)
European Christian Political Movement (ECPM)

Identity and Democracy Party (ID)

R e Ll P T T Tl e T

Figure 1 - Year of foundation of European political parties

1973 1976 1981 2002 2004 2009 2014

Party oflEulro pean European People’s European Free ChriEtL:;%plggl?tical European Green ConsEel::gFt)ﬁr?eg and ; Identity BII;d
Sodialists Party Alliance oot Party Reformists Party emocracy Party
Alliance of Liberals Party of the

and Democrats for

Europe Party European Left

-
—

European
Democratic Party

Source: EPRS.


https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32014R1141
https://www.appf.europa.eu/appf/en/home/the-authority
https://www.appf.europa.eu/appf/en/parties-and-foundations/registered-parties
https://www.appf.europa.eu/appf/en/parties-and-foundations/registered-foundations
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/appf/en/parties-and-foundations/registered-parties.html
https://www.aldeparty.eu/
https://www.epp.eu/
https://www.pes.eu/
https://www.democrats.eu/en
https://e-f-a.org/
https://europeangreens.eu/
https://www.european-left.org/
https://ecrparty.eu/
https://ecpm.info/
https://www.id-party.eu/
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Due to the close relationship between European political parties and the political groups in the
European Parliament, including in some cases the sharing of certain tasks regarding coordination
towards the European Council (see below), it is worthwhile examining the relationship between
individual political groups in the Parliament and European political partiesin more detail.

1.2. Overlap between EP political groups and European political
parties

European political partiesare closely linked, butnotall to the same degree, to political groupsin the
European Parliament and have developed in close coordination with them at European level. In
many cases, European political parties have developed out of the political groups in the
Parliament.*

While being closely linked politically, these two types of organisationare now legally andfinancially
separate. Prior to 2004, since when they could get direct EU funding, European political parties were
very much dependent on thefinancial and logistical support of the affiliated political groupin the
EP; their legaland financialindependence from their respective groups in the EP has developed and
strengthened over time.”

While European political partiesdo not always have a one-to-one match with political groups, each
political party has a corresponding political foundation (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2 — Overview of the European political parties, their related political groupsinthe EP,

and European political foundations
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Source: EPRS, based on information from the Authority.

Notable differences between political parties and political groups include i) their focus, and i) their
membership.

While political groups in the European Parliament are clearly focused on activities relating to
legislative, budgetary and scrutiny work in Parliament, the scope of political parties is wider,
including their activities in different EU institutions.

Parties and political groups can also differ based on their membership. National parties can be
members of a European political party without being affiliatedto the corresponding political group;
for example, because they do not have any Members of the European Parliament (MEPs). At the
same time, not all MEPs in a political group come from national parties that are members of the
corresponding European political party. Some of these MEPs then affiliate themselves individually
to a European political party. Oneimportantpoint showing the closenessand coherence between
European political parties and political groups is the overlap among their MEPs. Academics have
measured this by examining the numberof MEPs in a political group thatcome from national parties
affiliated to the respective European political party.*


http://www.appf.europa.eu/
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Figure 3 shows that the highest proportion of MEPs in European Parliament political groups, by far,
comes from the corresponding European political party. However, most political groups draw some
of their MEPs from national parties; these national parties are not necessarily associated with the
same political party at EU level, and their MEPs are sometimes affiliated to different European

political groups.

Figure 3 — Overlap of MEPs between political parties and political groups in the ninth

parliamentary term (2019-2024)

European political party

Political Group in EP

EPP group

p—— _——

S&D Group

114 Other

Renew Europe Group 100

70  Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe Party

Group of the Greens 73

56 Identity and Democracy Party

fistian Political Movement

Source: EPRS.?#

The analysis identifies the following findings about the relationship between political groups in the

European Parliamentand European political parties:

>

>

10

the EPP group has MEPs from national parties associated with the EPP party and from
the European Christian Political Movement;

the S&D group has MEPs whose national parties belong to the PES or the European
Democratic Party (EDP);

Renew Europe has an overlap bothwith ALDE and the EDP;

the ECR group includes MEPs from three European political parties — the ECR party, the
European Free Alliance and the European Christian Political Movement;

the Group of the Greens includes MEPs whose national parties are affiliated with the
European Green Party and MEPs whose national parties are affiliated with the European
Free Alliance;

the Left group contains MEPs linked to the Left party and MEPs linked to the European
Free Alliance;

theldentity and Democracy (ID) group is the only one whose Members come from only
one European political party.


https://www.democrats.eu/en
https://www.democrats.eu/en
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Figure 4 — Percentage of MEPs in a political group associated with the respective political

party through their national party?®
@
Party EPP PES IDP ECR ALDE EGP The Left Party

Source: EPRS.

Figure 4 illustrates the overlap between political parties at European level and political groups
during the ninth term of the European Parliament. It shows that the EPP group has the highest
overlap with their main corresponding political party atEuropean level, with 96 %.? The S&D group,
thelDgroup andthe ECRgroupallhave around 80 % of their MEPs coming fromthe national parties,
which arerespectively members of the PES, ID party and ECR party.

Around 70 % of Renew Europe and Green MEPs are affiliated to ALDE and the European Green party,
respectively, throughtheir national
political party. The lowest overlap
between a political group and the
corresponding European party,
based on the affiliation of MEPs to

o . national member associations, is
EPP group _ 97 msth between the European Left party

96 moth and the Left group, which only

. amounts to around44 %.

>0 -3 o Comparing these findings with

similar analysis from previous
89 legislatures shows that all political

ALDE/ Renew Europe 74 K .
70 groups, with the exception of the
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The Greens/ EFA 4 84 their corresponding political party
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totheeighth terms. Thisis linked to

ECR _75 % the fact that the political groups

78 opened their doors to an

increasing number of MEPs who

GUE/ NGL 56 were not affiliated to national
44 political parties that are members

of their political party. From the

D eighth to the ninth terms, all
I political groups experienced a

decrease in overlaps, with the
exception of the ECR.

Figure 5 — Development of overlap between political
group and main corresponding political party

in percentage 100% Legislature

Source: Calossi and Cicchiand EPRS.

Anotherimportant featureillustratingthe close interconnection betweena European political party
and the affiliated political group in the EP is that the highest political bodies in the political parties
often include the president of the corresponding political group and other current MEPs.
Sometimes, European Commissioners are also part of the governance structure of European political
parties; this of course facilitates the horizontal coordination role of European political parties
between the different EU institutions (see below).

11
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In general, it has been observed that European Commissioners have become more outspoken about
their political background and active in their respective European parties than in the past, which is
another example of the increased politicisation of the EU. Former Commission President Jean-
Claude Juncker actively promoted greater visibility of the political affiliation of Commissioners by
encouraging his Commissioners to attend the pre-summit and other meetings of their respective
European political parties.** In some European parties, Commissionersare even vice-presidents.

1.3. European political parties’ different forms and levels of
coordination

Academics and representatives of the main European political parties agree that one of the main
functions of European political partiesis to act as coordinators.* This coordination role of European
political parties can take three differentforms:i) vertical, ii) horizontal, andiii) diagonal.

1.3.1. Vertical coordination

Article 10(4) TEU specifies that ‘political parties at European level contribute to forming European
political awareness and to expressing the will of citizens of the Union’. This clearly indicates the
important vertical coordination role of European political parties in providing the link between the
national and the European level. European political parties have been described as the ‘bridge
between the Brussels Bubble and national politics’.*> They do this, for example, by informing their
national members about developments at European level, but also by bringing their members’
nationalissues to the Europeanlevel.

. _ o . Academics identify the Convention
Figure 6 — Vertical coordination between national  on the Future of Europe in 2001-

parties at national and European level 2002 as another example, showing
Erranean love that ‘the big political families (and

' S especially the well-organised
centre-right European People’s

Party and centrist Liberals) were

I crucial in the Convention’s final

weeks. They established bridges
between MEPs and national

} i i Z parliamentarians. The  party

i i | frameworks fostered links that
l l became quite close.”®

Another example of the verticl

coordination role of European
political parties is their activities
linking the European and national
levels when nominating their party
Source: EPRS. Spitzenkandidaten in the context of
the EP elections.

These personalities arethefirst to be considered, and in some cases, suchas in 2014, one of them is
actually elected as European Commission President. Academics have described European political
parties as gatekeepers, which (pre-)select the range of options fromwhich voterscan choose.*

12
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1.3.2. Horizontal coordination

While vertical coordination takes place between different levels, notably the national and the
European levels, horizontal coordinationrefers to coordinationat the samelevel, the Europeanlevel,
but between different actors, namely the EU institutions.

European political parties stress the
Figure 7 — Horizontal coordination among national  danger of working in silos and the
partiesin EU institutions importance of coordinating the
different actors. It is not enough
only to coordinate between prime

] = <H ministers or between European
Commissioners from the same
European European European political family; it is essential to do
Council Commission Parliament soacross the EU institutions.®
& Council

Consequently, European political
parties are important actors in
ensuring that policies between the
B EU institutions are coherent. As
they have representatives in all
4 European institutions, they play
this coordination role throughout
the whole policy cycle. One could
even consider European political
Source: EPRS. parties to be a marketplace where
representatives of the different EU

institutions can meet.*

Both academics and practitioners stress the uniqueness of pre-summit meetings of European
political parties in bringing representatives of the main EU institutions (the European Parliament,
the European Commission, the Council of the European Union,and the European Council) together
on a regular basis in an institutionalised setting, allowing them to contribute to political
coordination.” The pre-summit meetings — as well as the pre-Council thematic working groups of
European political parties — provide the ideal fora for this horizontal coordination, acting as a hub
forinterinstitutional discussions andthus oiling the wheels of the EU’s institutional machinery.

1.3.3. Diagonal coordination

The diagonal coordinationrole of European political parties consists of facilitating communication
and EU-related activities between theirmembers from different EU Member States. Of course, there
are possibilities for direct bilateral relations between national members of the same European
political family; however, through their activities and events, European political parties often
stimulate the creation of these bilateral personal relations.

Furthermore, they provide a forum, and function as a facilitator, for these relations and for
coordination, especially if a discussion involves national parties from more thantwo Member States.
Moreover, as European political parties sometimes have various affiliates from the same Member
State, the European political party can help to coordinate cooperation between different national
parties from the same political family.

13
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Figure 8 — Diagonal coordination among national partiesin Member States

N\
7\

Source: EPRS.

While party congresses provide an example of this diagonal coordination, the more frequent pre-
summit meetingsand the pre-Council thematic working groups of European political parties play a
substantialrole in party coordination. The PES even mentions inits statutes thatits ministerial and
pre-Council meetings are aimed at improving ‘the coordination of PES Heads of State and
Government or Ministersand develop[ing] common positionsfor European Council meetings’.

All these forms of coordination - vertical, horizontal and diagonal - indicate that European political
parties are both ‘arenas’ and ‘actors’ when it comes to coordinating positions between Member
States and a smoother functioning of the EU.*® On the one hand, they provide various forain which
national political parties and representatives of the European institutions meet and discuss EU
affairs; on the other hand, they steer processes and activities which can then influence the policy
choices of other actors, including Member Statesand EU institutions.
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2. Party political make-up of the European Council

What are the party political majorities in the European Council? Have they been the same over the
past two decades?

To answer these questions, this chapter examines the political affiliation of the members of the
European Council and the changing party political balance therein over time. It also provides an
overview of the party political make-up of the national governments, outlining to which European
political parties and/or political groupsin the EP they are affiliated.

2.1. Political affiliation of EU leadersin the European Council

2.1.1. Members of the European Council

The European Council consists of the 27 Heads of State or Government of the EU Member States,
who arevoting members, togetherwith the Presidentof the European Counciland the President of
the European Commission, who haveno vote (Article 15(2) TEU). The great majority of leadersin the
European Council (24) are heads of government, while a small number (four) hold the office of head
of state.*

In the past, there were some national discussions aboutwho should represent their country in the
European Council, the head of state or the head of government.* These debates have, in general,
been settled, but come up again sometimes if the head of state and the head of governmentin a
Member State belong to different political parties (e.g. Romania in 2018). In some cases, such as in
Bulgaria in 2021, when a country has no government with full powers, but only a caretaker
government, the (independent) President attended the meetings of the European Council.

2.1.2. Party affiliation in the European Council

It is important to recall that the members of the European Council are politicians, who not only
represent the nationalinterest of their country, but also the views of their national parties, which in
many cases they also lead. These national parties are, in most cases, affiliated to European political
parties and their MEPs belong to the respective European political groups.

As outlined above, regarding the overlap between European political partiesand political groups in
the EP, the national party of an MEP is not always also affiliated to the ‘corresponding’ European
political party; this principle applies in generalalso to EU Heads of State or Government. However,
here the differenceis rather limited, with only sporadic variations over time. Currently, there are only
two exceptions: 1) French President Emmanuel Macron, whose national party is a member of the
Renew Europe political group in the EP but is nota member of thecorresponding European political
party, ALDE; 2) the sameis true for Slovakian Prime Minister Eduard Heger, whose national party is
notamember of the EPP, but whose MEPs sitin the EPP group in the EP.*

2.1.3. Changesin the balance

Thelength of anindividual EU Head of State or Government’s membership of the European Coundi
is not set down in the EU Treaties, but is directly linked to changes in the composition of national
governments orthe term of office of a head of state in the EU Member States. These changes impact
the balance between the different Europeanpolitical parties represented in the European Council.

Academicresearch on partisan composition of the European Council identifies three distinct periods
between 1985 and 2004: a conservative predominance in the second half of the 1980s and the first
half of the 1990s; a socialist predominance in the second half of the 1990s; and a conservative and
liberal predominancein the first half of the 2000s.*
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Figure 9 — European party affiliation of European Council Members (2002-2022)
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Source: EPRS.

Figure 9 shows that, since 2002, on an annual average the EPP has included 39 % of EU Heads of
State or Government, 27 % belonged to the PES and 20 % came from ALDE-affiliated national
parties. The high point for the EPP was in 2012-2013, when 52 % belonged to this party family. The
PES hadits highpointin 2002, with 47 %, and the high point for ALDE was in 2018-2019, with 29 %.
The liberal family was, for decades, in third place in respect of affiliated European Council members,
but between 2017 and 2020 it had the second highest number of affiliated Heads of State or
Government in the European Council, which also partly explained its growing coordination
activities.

While in numerical terms all of the three main political parties have had high and low points since
the 2000s, it would neither be possible nor accurate to determine periods where one or the other
main party ‘'dominated’ the European Council. The post-2004 period should rather be considered as
the end of single-party dominancein the European Counciland an era ofincreased party diversity.
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Figure 10 - Affiliation of EU Heads of State or Governmentto political groupsin the EP

s
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NB: The charts above show the situation on 1 January of the year concerned.

Source: EPRS.

Figure 10 shows that the ideological heterogeneity in the European Council has increased and the
diversity of political affiliations has broadened over time. For example, while in 2005 96 % of Heads
of State or Government in the European Council were active members of one of the three big
political families (EPP, PES or ALDE), this percentage hasdeclined continuously, reaching 71 % at the
start of 2022.

From the second half of the 2000s, one can observe a constant increase in European Coundl
members from other European parties, who are members of national political parties that are not
attached to European political partiesor thatare categorised as independent. More specifically, the
rise of independent and non-attached EU heads of state can be explained by the fact that:i) some
EU Member States thatjoined in 2004 are represented by a party-politically neutral head of state
(for example, in the case of Lithuania); i) the increased frequency of national governments being
led by a person without, at least temporarily, any party-political affiliation (e.g. Austria, Italy, France);
andiii) national political parties leaving European political parties (e.g. the UKand Hungary, where
the Conservatives and Fidesz, respectively, left the EPP).

When looking at the affiliation to political groups in the EP at the beginning of 2022, the European
Council included eight members from the EPP, seven from the S&D, six from Renew Europe, two
from the ECR, three non-affiliated membersand two independent members.

2.2. Party coalitions

In the case of the European Council, takinginto consideration only the European political parties to
which the members of the European Council are affiliated does not always provide a full picture of
the political reality.

At the beginning of 2022, 18 EU heads of governmentin the European Council led a coalition
governmentin their Member State, including a total of 68 different national parties (see Table 3). As
they need to take the views of their coalition partner(s) into account, they cannot follow their own
party lineto the same degree as ifthey were the head of a single-party government.
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Former European Council President Herman Van Rompuy stated that,in the European Council, ‘we
have to agree not with 28 leaders, we have to agree with potentially 60 or 70 leaders’.® This
multitude of actors behind the scenes is, of course, another argument for the important role of
European political parties as vertical, horizontal and diagonal coordinators.
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Table 3 - National political parties that are part of Member State governments and their
affiliation to European political parties and/or political groups in the EP

HoG  No Party and group affiliation of HoG (1)/ Coalition partners (2-7)

MS in of 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Head of Government (HoG) and national political party names
U paties p g pg pg pg pg pg pyg
BE  Yes 7 . . Y . ® . o . ® . 1. Alexander de Croo, Open VLD 2. Belgian Socialist P. 3. RM 4. Ecolo

5.C&D 6. Forward 7. Groen
1. Kiril Petkov, PP (electoral alliance of VOLT, SEC and PDS) 2. BSP 3. TN
4.DB (electoral alliance of DSB, Yes Bulgaria and the Green Movement)

BG Yes 4 ® o0 ® o0 ® o0

aZ Ys 5 OO @ ® 00 o0 1. Petr Fiala, ODS 2. Pirati 3. STAN 4. TOP 09 5. KDU-CSL
DK Yes 1 o0 1. Mette Frederiksen, The Social Democrats
DE  Yes 3 00 o0 1. 0laf Scholz, SPD 2. Griine 3. FDP
EE  Yes 2 1. Kaja Kallas, The Estonian Center Party 2. Reform
E Yes 3 o0 00 1. Michedl Martin/ Fianna Fail 2. Fine Gael 3. Green Party
EL  Yes 1 o0 1. Kyriakos Mitsotakis, New Democracy
BE Ys 5 00 00 00 00 00 1. Pedro Sanchez /PSOE, 2. PSC 3. Podemos 4. United Left 5. PCE
FR  HNo 1 1. Jean Castex, La République En Marche! 2. MoDem 3. RAD 4. Agir 5. TDP
H Ys 2 @0@® ©0 1. Andrej Plenkovi¢, HDZ 2. SDSS
1. Mario Draghi, Independent 2. Lega 3. Partito Democratico 4. Forza
" Rl © o0 o0 00 ©® @ s taliavivas. Articolo Uno 7. Movimento 5 Stell
o Ys 1 0@ 1. Nicos Anastasiades, DISY
IV Yes 5 00 @ ® 00 1. Arturs Kri$janis Karins, New Unity 2. AP! 3. JKP 4. KPV LV 5. NA
T No 3 ® . ® 1P;)Ir|t1;_r;nda Simonyté, Homeland Union 2. Liberal Movement 3. Freedom
1. Xavier Bettel, Democratic Party 2. Luxembourg Socialist Workers'Party
o 3 oo oo 3.The Greens
HU Yes 2 ® o0 1.Viktor Orbdn, Fidesz 2. KDNP
M Yes 1 o0 1. Robert Abela, Partit Laburista
NL Yes 5 o0 o0 1. Mark Rutte, YVD 2. CDA 3. D66 4. CU
AT Ys 2 00 00 1.Karl Nehammer, GVP 2. Die Griinen
PL Ys 3 00 00 00 1. Mateusz Morawiecki, PiS 2. Porozumienie 3. Solidarna Polska
PT Yes 1 O . 1. Antonio Costa, Partido Sodialista
N 3 @@ o0 1. Florin Citu, PNL 2. USR PLUS, RMDSZ
Sl Yes ;I 900 L BN T ] 1.Janez Jansa, EPP 2. SMC 3. N.SI
SK Yes 3 @ ® o0 @ 1. Eduard Heger, OF'aNQ 2. SR 3. 5a5 4. 7
1.5anna Marin, Social Democratic Party of Finland 2. Centre Party 3. Left
| = s 00 ® o0 Alliance 4. VIHR 5. SFPRKP
SE Ys 1 ©O@ 1. Magdalena Andersson, SAP
European political party (p) Political group in the European Parliament (g)
@ ® @ @® R
® s @ The European Left @ s @ The Left
ALDE No affiliation Renew Europe o
@ European Green Party Independent @ Greens/EFA ) Independent
D European Democratic Party @0

Source: EPRS.
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The analysis confirmsthe tendency to havemorecoalition governments (with an increased number
of parties) in the EU than in the past, with only Cyprus, Denmark, Greece, Malta, Portugal, Sweden
and France* currently nothavinga coalition government.

Figure 11 - Number of Member States with affiliates of

European political partiesingovernment
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The analysis of this data by
European political  party
illustrates that the affiliates of
European political parties
participate in many more
Member State governments
than only those where they
hold the office of prime
minister.

While, for some European
political parties, the difference
between the number of prime
ministers affiliated to them and
the number of coalition
governments to which their
affiliates belong is rather small,
such as for the ECR, in other
cases it is wider. For example,
EPP  members provide the
head of government in eight
countries, but they take partin

15 national governments. The difference is even more significant in the case of the Green party,
which has no members in the European Council, but is part of eight national governments.

Thedataalso showthat,in 12 Member States, the nationalgovernmentincludes numerous parties
that are affiliated to the sameEuropean political party, notably in Belgium, Czechia, Estonia, Finland,
France, Italy, Latvia, Poland, Romania, Slovenia, Spain and the Netherlands.

Figure 12 — Number of Member States with affiliates of

European political groupsin government
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As outlined above, political
parties are not equal to the
political groups in the EP, nor
is their membership. Thus,
when examining the national
political parties in coalition
governments, one sees a
slightly varied picture. Some
of the main differences are
that:

i) the EPP group has nine
instead of eight affiliated
prime ministers;

i) the liberal family has six
instead of five affiliated heads

ofgovernment;
iiil the Green group has
national affiliates in nine

Member State governments
(seealso Table 3).
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In the past, there have been occasions where prime ministers could not take decisions in the
European Council because their coalition partners did not agree. It has even happened that prime
ministers of coalition governments accepted, for reasons of solidarity and the need for consensus,
decisions in the European Council, knowing very well that this would end their coalition
governmentat home and cost them their job.* One such example wasthe break-up of the Slovakian
Government in 2009 over European Council decisionsduring the eurocrisisand the subsequentloss
of office for the Prime Minister Iveta Radicova.

Another telling example of the influence of a junior coalition partner on the position of a Member
State in the European Council was the appointment of Ursula von der Leyen as European Coundil
nominee for the office of European Commission President. Due to the particular views of her
coalition partner, the German Social Democrats (SPD), the then German Chancellor, Angela Merkel,
could not formally endorse a candidate from her own country and her national party (CDU). The
then President of the European Council, Donald Tusk, reported that Germany had abstained on the
candidate for Commission President ‘due to some issues in the coalition government, while
personally Chancellor Merkel supported the whole package’.

The appointmentof Ursula vonder Leyen as candidate for European Commission President not only
provides an example of the influence of political parties in coalition governments, but also
constitutes an ideal case study for the activities of European political parties in the workings of the
European Counciland willbe examined in Chapter 4.
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3. European political parties’ coordinationin the context of
EuropeanCouncilmeetings

Having analysed the party political affiliation of EU Heads of State or Government in the European
Council and the changes over time, this chapter will look at how the three largest and oldest
European political parties —the EPP, the PES and ALDE - carry out coordination activities with regard
tothe European Council.*

3.1. Pre-summits

3.1.1. Historical development

The main activity of the political families in relation to the European Council is clearly the holding of a
meeting of the parties’ leadersimmediately before European Council meetings, known as ‘pre-summits’.
The holdingof such pre-summitsis nearly as oldas the European political parties themselves.

Academics have made an overview of the first pre-summit meetings, which initially were neither
regular nor institutionalised. The Socialists had their first pre-summit meeting in 1974, the EPP in
1980. The frequency of these meetings increased in the late 1980s due to theincreasing European
integration process and therole played by the European Council in this context. The 1990s saw the
first pre-summit meetings organised by ELDR, the predecessorof ALDE.*

In the early years, these meetingstook place on anirregularbasisand therewas no clear distinction
between meetings of the parties’ political leadership and meetings dedicated toa specific European
Council meeting including only the members of the European Council at that point in time. At
different periods, and fordifferent reasons (e.g. the increasingnumber of members of the European
Council being affiliated to a European political party, the growing role of European political parties,
the increased number of meetings of the European Council, or a stronger initiative from the
leadership of a given European party), the various political parties relaunched and formalised their
activities with respect to the European Council.

Today, allthree major European political parties place a high significance on pre-summit meetings.
The EPP advertises their ‘EPP Summit’ as ‘the most important event for the EPP’. Consequently,
observers argue that, for the EPP, the pre-European Council meetings’lie at the heart of its political
machine’.* Their importance was already entrenched by former, and long-serving, German
Chancellor Helmut Kohl, and former Belgian Prime Minister Wilfried Martens, whowas EPP President
from 1990 to 2013. They established the principle that attendance of EPP summits was mandatory,
andthatline has been followed ever since, with Angela Merkel never missing one.*

ALDE reported thatthe partyintroduced regular pre-summit meetings with prime ministersin 2003;
until then, ALDE had organised ‘leaders meetings’ (among the chairs of their national parties). For
the party, this was also the beginning of an increased focus on the European Council, with pre-
summits becoming more institutionalised over time and their agendas more focused on the
European Council's agenda.

For the PES, the election in 2004 of former Danish Prime Minister Poul Nyrup Rasmussen saw the
beginning of a stronger approach aimed at turning the party into a real actor, among other
European parties, and formalising the relationship with prime ministers. As of 2007, a pre-summit
took place twice ayearand, since 2014, a preparatory meeting has been organisedfor nearly every
European Council meeting (see Figure 13 below). The party refers to them either as a ‘European
Council preparation meeting’, a 'PES Pre Council meeting’, or a ‘PES EU Council Preparation

Meeting'.
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3.1.2. Institutionalisation of pre-summits

While the level of formality of pre-summit meetings is reported to vary between the three political
families, all of them have institutionalised these meetings over time. The EPP is the only European
political party that refers to pre-summits in its statutes, an addition included on the initiative of
former German Chancellor Helmut Kohl, and that defines their competence and composition in its
internalregulations. Nevertheless, all parties also have other, often statutory, formats bringing the
leaders of their affiliated parties together, but not specifically for the European Council. Examples
include the PES Leaders Conference and the ALDEParty Leadersin Government meeting.

Both academics and participants categorise EPP pre-summits as more structured and formal (with
an invitation letter, agenda and minutes), with those of the Socialists and ALDE/Renew Europe®
being less structured/formal.”

3.1.3. Functions of the pre-summits

Pre-summits ahead of European Council meetings serve multiple purposes for European political
parties, including the coordination of positions for the imminent European Council discussions,
long-term strategising,and anopportunity forcommunication, socialising and networking, with the
importance of each varying between the different parties. Moreover, the objectives and benefits
often vary between the different participants at a pre-summit.

Coordination of positions for the imminent European Council

For some political parties, the overarching aim of these meetingsis to gather the Heads of State or
Government and leadership of a political family to discuss an imminent meeting of the European
Council and coordinate positions on the main topics. The EPP states that the function of the EPP
summit is to ‘to discuss and prepare an agenda, and reach common positions, priorto meetings of
the European Council'.

European political parties confirm that they often reach informal decisions on the sequencing and
choreographyfor the European Council by agreeing between each other who will speak on which
point, using which argument and/or example, and what should be avoided. Some political families
occasionally have one ortwo leaders speaking on behalf of the other leaders from the same political
family.>For example, on the topic of Brexit, it was agreed that Leo Varadkar, the Irish Taoiseach at
the time, was the ‘EPP coordinator who spoke in the European Council or in meetings with the
President of the European Council on behalf of the EPP.

In most cases, pre-summits do not really serve (yet) the purpose of finding joint (formal) positions
on policy issues. This is so for various reasons:

> Pre-summits come very late in the game, as they take place on the same day as the
European Council meeting. This does not leave a lot of time to find common positions
on policy and topics, if these have not been cleared in advance.

> The draft European Council conclusions have already been distributed and largely
agreed.

> Thereareotherlayersof policy coordination such as geographical groups (e.g. Visegrad,
Benelux), but also other forums such as Coreper (the Committee of the Permanent
Representatives of the Governments of the Member Statesto the EuropeanUnion) and
the General Affairs Council (GACQ).

> Notall prime ministers would sign aformal document.*

However, if Heads of State or Government have not made up their mind yet, andif it is on a very
urgentissue, thereis someroomfor policy coordination.In any case, party representativesindicate
that the coordination of policy positions has evolved over time andis a growing process, particularly
in relation to pre-Council or thematic networkmeetings (see Section 3.2).
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Conversely, institutional issues, such as the nomination of the European Commission President,
have been referred to as examples for which real decisions have been made (see Chapter 4).

Long-term strategising

The EPP statutes state that ‘the EPP Summit prepares the positionto be taken by the EPP Heads of
State and of Governmentat the European Counciland issuesrecommendations on the strategy and
political orientation of the association’. PES representatives also indicate that the pre-summit
meetings serve strategic reflections. Experts argue that pre-summits ‘provide a valuable opportunity
for members of the European Council, senior Commissioners, and MEPs to reflect together, along
political party lines, on ways of approaching items on the European Council’s agenda’.>* This
reinforces not only the view that pre-summits contribute to strategic planning by political parties
regarding their activities in relationto the European Council, but also that European political parties
fulfil a role of horizontal political coordination between the different EU institutions.

Socialising and networking

While all parties see pre-summits as important for socialising, for some this is the main function of
pre-summits.While in the EPP new prime ministers are already known - because they have already
participated in joint events (e.g. a party congress) or have been attending pre-summits due to the
positions they held within the parties’ governance structure — for other parties a pre-summit
provides an opportunity for long-serving prime ministers and new prime ministers from the same
political family to meet. For pre-summit meetings for which the participation is less exclusive, such
as those of the PES (see participants below), they provide the opportunity for Member States’
opposition leaders or prime ministers from non-EU countries to meet EU Heads of State or
Government.The awareness of belongingas a political leader to a bigger political family is unifying
and fosters the habit of talking to each other, also outside meetings organised by the respective
European political party.*”

The pre-summit also provides an opportunity to networkand hold bilateral meetings. During or in
the context of a pre-summit meeting, bilateral meetings have become very frequent, with political
parties having a specificroom on stand-by for requestsfor such meetings.

Pre-summits as a communication opportunity

For all European political parties, a pre-summit also offers an opportunity to communicate to the
press and via social media (for their Twitter activities around a pre-summit, see Section 3.3). Just as
with other aspects of pre-summits, such as participants and attendance, party communication
around pre-summit meetings has changed over time. The liberal family used to organise press
conferences, but stopped them in order to maximise the little time they had to discuss between
themselves and because prime ministers prefer to carry out these interviews at the European
Council meetings, where more press representatives are gathered; some press representatives still
attend for doorstep comments, however The PES always has doorstep interviews and gave, and
sometimes stilldoes give, press conferencesat the outset of the pressummitor at theend, involving
the PES President and one prime minister.

Pre-summit meetings could also be an opportunity to issue joint statements by the prime ministers
from the party family. Some political parties have tried to do this from time to time, but these
attempts have mostlybeen abandoned for both practical and political reasons. It takes a lot of effort
to agree a joint statement, which takes time, and there is no time available around pre-summits.
Moreover, on many issues, there are prime ministers with divergingopinionsfrom the mainstream,
and if the aim were to have allHead of States or Government of that party signing a joint statement,
this would lead to negotiations ahead of the negotiationsin the European Council.
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For some parties, the idea of providing prime ministers with a draft statement to sign would go
against the principle of a free discussion at the pre-summit. In the case of the PES, its President
makes a statement at the end of a pre-summit trying to give a reflection of the debate and on the
main lines that the political family is supporting.

Pre-summits of European political families — which not only EU Heads of State or Government
attend, but also, for instance, national opposition leaders — provide those other actors with the
opportunity of accessto the highestleadersin the EU and to communicate thisto their own national
audience. Likewise, for theleadersof many smaller countriesit isimportant tobe seen together with
leaders from the largest EU Member States, and pre-summits provide a photo opportunity for the
national press for all of them.>¢

Facilitating the discussions in the European Council

Political party representatives feel that, althoughthisis not the main function of a pre-summit, these
can sometimes help to smooth discussions and to reach consensus in the subsequent meeting of
the European Council.”” While sometimes disagreements or differences in positions can already be
reduced during the discussionsamong the respective political families ahead of a European Coundi
meeting, the complexity in the European Council is already lessened by the fact thatthe majority of
European Council members hail from threemain political families instead of 27 different ones.

3.1.4. Participants and attendance

There are two main approaches regarding the potential participants at European political parties’
pre-summits:a very exclusive approach, currently preferred by ALDE and Renew Europe, anda very
inclusive approach, favoured by PES, with the EPP’s approach being in the middle.

Table 4 — Categories of potential participants at pre-summit meetings of political parties

ALDE/Renew
Possible type of participants Europe

Head of State or Government

Highest-ranking member of a national party in
governmentand/or leaders whoare not Head of State N N
or Government

President of the largest opposition partyin each
Member State v v

EU institutional leaders (European Commission
President, European Parliament President, European

Council President, High Representative on Foreignand v v v
Security Policy)

European Commissioners N N N

European Party President(s) N N N

EP group chair v v vV
Secretary-General of the political party \J J
President of the Committee of the Regions NI
Non-affiliated observers N

Source: EPRS.
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The EPP statutes providefor the possible participation of the following people:

> themembersofthe EPPPresidency;

* themembers of the EuropeanCouncil (Heads of State or Government);

7> a Vice-President of the European Commission to represent the members of the
Commission in the absence of the President, as far as he or sheis a member of an EPP
Ordinary Member Party;

> presidents of parties in coalition governmentsin EU Member States in cases where the
Head of Governmentis nota member of an EPP Ordinary Member Party;

> thepresident ofthe largest opposition partyin each EU Member State;

> where EPP Ordinary Member Parties are candidates only in complementary regions (i.e.
in different regions of a Member State), the president of each party is invited (e.g. the
CSU in Germany);

> thePresident hastheright toinvite otherpersons to the meetings of the EPP Summit;

> in practice, the Secretary-General of the EPP group also attends the meetings.

Regarding the number of participants at EPP pre-summits, Helmut Kohl wanted to reduce the
participants to only Heads of State or Government. However, to increase the activity of some
national political leaders in the governance bodies of the EPP, it was agreed to follow a more
inclusive approach, letting themattend in their function as Vice-Presidents of the EPP, if they would
take on active roles. Over the years, the approach varied sometimes between being more exclusive
and moreinclusive, depending on the demand of European Councilmembers for more exclusivity
andthe pressure fromnon-European Councilmembersalso to attend those meetings.*®

It is interesting to see that some political parties have undergone contrary developments overtime.
While the ALDE approach used to be more inclusive, with guests such as leaders of national
opposition parties from their party family attending, since 2003 ALDE pre-summits are only for
members of the European Council and the party leadership.* Yet, as a result of the creation of
Renew Europe, and with the group in the EP taking over the hosting of the pre-summits, the
participation has slightly increased (e.g. by also including the Renaissance party president in
addition to the presidents of ALDEand EDF).While EU Heads of State or Governmentfrom the liberal
family have a ‘plus one’ option to bring advisers to the building, these do not sit in the meeting
room. The Secretary-Generalis also in the building, but does not sit at the leaders’ discussiontable.
ALDE has other formats that bring a larger group of ALDE-affiliated national political leaders
together, such as the ALDE Party Leadersin Government meetings.

PES pre-summit meetings have always been veryinclusive, including:

Heads of State or Government;

the President of PES;

the PES Secretary-General;

deputy prime ministers, where PES affiliates are in government (e.g. Olaf Scholz in

Germany, previously) orimportant figures of the national party in government (e.g. Paul

Magnette in Belgium);

> automaticguests, such as:theleader of the S&D group; the President of the EP (if he or
sheis affiliated to the political family); European Commissioners;

> other guests: opposition party leaders, when elections are occurring soon in that

country, which aim to give them visibility; primeministersfromother European political

parties (e.g. former Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras or the former President of

Cyprus, Dimitris Christofias); the President of the Committee of the Regions; from time

to time, prime ministers from accession countries.

R T T F
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Up until 2012, PES-affiliated EU Heads of State or Government attended pre-summits alone; since
then, they can be accompanied by one additional person, the secretary of state or their sherpa.
Today, they sometimes bring both. These people arealso in the room, but not sitting at the main
table. PES’s inclusive approachis also based on the philosophy of overcoming silos, where the risk
is to only coordinate among prime ministers or only among Commissioners. It aims to connect the
various party affiliates in different EU institutions and across the Member States, therebyachieving
horizontal, verticaland diagonal coordination.

In practice, the attendance for all European political parties is, most of the time, lower thanformally
possible (i.e.not everyone who could participate doesactually attend). Academics highlighted that,
in the past, the socialdemocrats had difficulties in ensuring the attendance of all of their Heads of
State or Government at pre-summit meetings, with regular prominent absentees being Tony Blair
and Gerhard Schroder.’

Participants confirm that getting all affiliated Heads of State or Government to attend European
Council pre-summits is still more problematic for some parties than for others, with the EPP being
theoneamongthe three main parties that seems to be able to ensure the highest attendance rate
over time; but the other two political families are nowadays not far off. The participation of
prominent figures in the European political family such as the former French President, Frangois
Hollande, the former Italian Premier, Matteo Renzi, or the former President of the European
Parliament, Martin Schulz, also attracted other EU leaders, motivating them to participate at pre-
summit meetings.

The increased attendance is probably linked to the importance current prime ministers place on
meetings with peers from their own political family. ALDE reports that, back in 2003, when the pre-
meetings first started, it was a top-down approach by the ALDE party leadership to organise these
meetings, while todayit is verymucha processdriven by demand from the affiliated prime ministers.

PES representatives report that their prime ministers not only demand more pre-summit type
meetings, but that some of them would even prefer, for efficiency reasons, to meet from time to
time only among the members of the European Council. Sometimes this type of more reduced
meeting has taken place in the context of pre-summits or at meetings in the Member States (eqg.
twice in Paris in 2016, organised by the Elysée).

Liberal prime ministers sometimes organise meetings without their group or party to coordinate
among themselves. One example was a meeting in the margins of the ALDE/Renew Europe pre-
summit, ahead of the informal working dinner of the members of the European Councilin Slovenia
on 5 October 2021.%

Examining the available information (such as party press releases) showsthat attendance at physical
EPP summits in recent years represented, on average, between 17 and 26 announced main
participants.® Publicly available information for the PES shows that attendance at their meetings
varied between 17 and 30 confirmed participants between March 2019 and March 2020 (not
counting the ‘plus one’ options).** Based on available information, there were between 13 and 17
main participants at the ALDE pre-summit meetings in the period between December 2015 and
June 2021.%

3.1.5. Number of pre-summits

Around 2012, allthree main European political parties started increasing thenumber of pre-summits
held in the context of European Council meetings. Figure 13 shows the number of European Coundi
meetings each year since 2007 and the corresponding pre-summit meetings of the European
political parties.® The comparison between the different political parties enables a number of
conclusions to bedrawn:
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Figure 13 - Pre-summit meetings held in the context of European Council meetings
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Source: EPRS, based partially on information from political parties.
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The number of pre-summits per year have, on average, steadily increasedfor all parties.
For observers, this greater number of pre-summits and the higher attendance thereof
seems to indicate an increased politicisationof the EU.%’

For the PES, the number of pre-summitsnot only increasedas an absolute number but
alsoin relation to the totalnumber of European Council meetings.In 2019, the number
of PES pre-summits actually exceeded the number of European Council meetings, asthe
PES held two pre-summits beforeandduring the 30 June-3 July European Council.
The absence of any PES pre-summitsin 2011 could be explained by the fact that the PES
changedits President thatyear andthatthe party’sactivities probably concentrated on
organising the election of their next President and of a new Secretary-General the
following year.

Since 2015, the PES has organised the highest number of pre-summitsevery year. This
may seem an unexpected observation, as their communicationabout their pre-summits
is less visual than that of other parties.

The pre-summits of PES and the EPP covered, most of the time, all formal European
Councilmeetingsinayear.

As ALDE’s average after 2015 is around four pre-summits a year, it seems that ALDE
mainly holds pre-summits forregular European Council meetings, while the PES andthe
EPP also hold many pre-summits beforeinformal European Council meetings.

The coronavirus crisis clearly changed the trends of previous years. While ALDE
increased its pre-summit meetings (also due to the increased number of European
Council meetings in these years), the EPP and the PES had substantially fewer pre-
summit meetingsthanin recentyears.
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Figure 14 shows how often the EPP,
the PES and Renew Europe held pre-
summit meetings between October
2019 and October 2021.%®

The data show that all three have
held nearly the same numberof pre-
summits. With 16 pre-summits, the
PES organised the highest number
of meetings in this period, while the
EPP and Renew Europe both hosted
14 confirmed pre-summits.

In terms of which European Coundi
meetings were preceded by pre-
summits organised by the various
political families, and which
meetings were not, one sees a large
consistency between the three
families. In most cases, when a
European Councilwas not preceded
by a pre-summit (seven occasions),
none of the three hosted a pre-
summit; on only three occasions did
some political families host a pre-
summit, while others did not.

Figure 15 classifies the pre-summits of the political families by type of corresponding European
Council meeting: regular, special, informal dinner, and video-conference.

Figure 15 - Pre-summit meetings by type of European Council meeting between October
2019 and October 2021
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The analysis shows that:

7> AllEuropean parties held a pre-summit for the six regular in-person European Coundi
meetings.

7> For the four in-person special meetings, the PES was the only European political party
to organise a pre-summit everytime, with theEPP holding two pre-summits and Renew
Europethree. The assumed absence of an EPP pre-summit ahead of the 20-21 February
2020 special European Council meeting on the 2021-2027 Multiannual Financial
Framework is particularly interesting. On the one hand, it is surprising that, for such a
potentiallyimportantmeeting (i.e. the attempted agreement on the next MFF), the EPP
would not try to coordinate its Heads of State or Government. On the other hand, the
absence of a pre-summit could also confirm that, for MFF-related questions, other
dividing lines take precedence over party political ones.

> As regards the 11 video-conferences held by the EU leaders in the period observed
(October 2019-October 2021), European political families held (online) pre-summits at
less than half of them (five for PES and EPP, and four for Renew Europe).

> While the informal dinner meeting of EU Heads of State or Government in Brno in
October 2021 was used by the EPP and the PES to hold a pre-summit,® the informal
dinner of EU Heads of State or Government in Porto in May 2021 was not used by any
party for a pre-summit meeting. However, some used the occasion for ‘leaders
meetings’ or party conventions.

> Overall, the total number of pre-summits held in that period was very similar among
European political families (PES 16, EPP and Renew Europe 14) and in fact equal when
considering only regularEuropean Council meetings.

Pre-summits during the Covid-19 pandemic

All political families tried to continue the pre-summit meetings process as well as possible during
the peak of the pandemic, with varying regularity.” Holding pre-summits online had the potential
toincrease the overallnumber of participants (also with theiradvisersin the room).At its online pre-
summit on 26 March 2020, the PES counted 30 participants (not counting advisers). At the same
time, online meetings oftenreduced the participationof manyhigh-level participants. Forexample,
only one of the six PES members of the European Council participated in the 26 March 2020 pre-
summit, confirming the low interest of prime ministers in online meetings. A tweet on the EPP’s
online pre-summit in February 2021 also indicated that a lot fewer prime ministers and heads of
state participated than usually at a pre-summit. Feedback from all main European political parties
confirm that the political leaders are not too fond of having these virtual meetings, as they limit
many of the benefits of the physical meetings, notably the limitation of participants, bilateral break-
out meetings and the possibility to speakjust ‘amongst peers’.”!

3.2. Pre-council and ministerial meetings

European Council meetings cannot be assessed without considering the wider context of the
preparatory activities in the Council (GACand Coreper). Equally, tofully appreciate the coordination
activities of European political parties as regards European Council meetings, the pre-summits of
the European political families should also be seen amid complementary and preparatory activities
by European political parties at the level of national ministers.

In addition to their pre-summit meetings,overthe years European political parties have built up pre-
Council or ministerial meetings (where normally only those national affiliates holding a ministerial
post in the national governments participate). These ministerial meetings have developed more
recently than the pre-summit meetings, and the EPP even refers to them as the ‘offshoot’ of their
pre-summit meetings.
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The EPP, for example, started in 2007 to hold such meetings prior to the meetings of the Council of
the EU and currently has at least 10 different formats (foreign affairs, defence, general affairs,
economic and financial affairs, interior affairs, justice, agriculture, energy, health, and trade). ALDE
started in 2015 with formats for telecoms, transport, agriculture and fisheries, and recently
expanded them to general affairs and competition. The historically strongest and oldest PES pre-
Council formats are EPSCO and ECOFIN, but the PES has recently added others, notably general
affairs, agriculture, competition and education pre-Council meetings.

Political parties stressthe importance of ministerial meetings in preparation for pre-summits as they
prepare the debate, establishcommon policy positionsand identify the hottopics forthe European
Counciland corresponding pre-summits. These meetings are another example of European political
parties’ diagonal, horizontal and vertical coordination activities, as they include not only their
affiliates from the different Member States but also representatives from the political group in the
EP and often Commissioners.

Party representatives indicate that the policy coordination at these meetings is a lot strongerthan
at the pre-summit meetings with the prime ministers. The EPP describes the function of these
ministerial meetingsas aiming to'harmonise the positions of EPP ministers towards the full meeting
of the Council; and drafting declarations and resolutions’. Similarly, PES ministers very often make
joint statementson policy issues at their pre-Council meetings.

3.3. Twitter communication by European political families on the
European Counciland on the pre-summit meetings

Social media, and notably Twitter, has become an additional important communication tool for
politicians and political parties. While taking into consideration that it is only one form of
communication, examining the Twitter activities of European political parties can illustrate their
growing activism in the context of the European Council and its meetings.

This section will analyse how the three main European political families, both parties and groups,
tweet about the European Council and their related activities. The analysis will start by examining
the general use of Twitter by political families and the share of European Council-related tweetsin
their overall Twitter activity, before looking at the main topics each political family tweets about in
the context of the European Council.

As outlined above,one of thefunctions, although not the mainone, of the pre-summits of European
political parties is to create media events and to communicate their views and political positions.
Consequently, particular focus will be placed on the Twitter activities of European political parties
and political groups in the European Parliament before, duringand after their pre-summit meetings.
While focusing mainly on the Twitter activities of European political parties, the section will also
briefly outline ifand how European political parties are mentionedin the tweets of EU leadersin the
European Council.

3.3.1. Total use of Twitter

The data collected for this study, covering the period from October 2019 to October 2021,? show
that, in all three cases, itis the group which tweets more on average than the corresponding party
does. However, the difference varies substantially. While the EPP group tweeted on average 292
times per month,the EPP party tweetsonly 60 times. Forthe social democratic family, the difference
is smaller, with the S&D group tweeting 200 times onaverage per month and the PES 176 per month.
Forthe same period,Renew Europe has issued 246 tweets on average a month, while ALDE tweeted
131 times.
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The dataalso showthat the selected European political parties and political groups in the European
Parliament all tweet more than the average EU Heads of State or Government, who on average tweet

50 times amonth.”

3.3.2. Relation between total tweets and tweets on the European Council

Figure 16 —Total EUCO tweets
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Source: EPRS.

When considering not the total numbers, but the
European Council-related tweetsas a percentage
of all tweets made by each party or group, the
picture changes. Figure 17 shows that, while the
EPP has the lowest number of total tweets, it has
the highest percentage related to the European
Council. Proportionately, the PES tweets more on
the European Councilthanthe S&D group; forthe
liberal family, it is the other way around, with the
party tweeting less than the political group.
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When examining the total European Council
related tweets by the EPP, the PES and ALDE,
and their respective political groups in the
European Parliament, the analysis shows that,
in absolute terms, the PES tweets most on the
European Council, followed in joint second
place by the EPP party and the S&D group.
Close behind are the EPP group and the Renew
Europe group, while the one that tweets least
by far on the European Councilis ALDE.

Figure 17 — European Council-related tweets
as a percentage of total tweets, by party and

group
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3.3.3. Mainissues in European Council-related tweets by political families

Table 5 - Top five topics by party and group, October2019to October 202174

Topic Topic Topic
No3 No4 No5
Pre-summit External policy = Western Balkans Covid-19 Enlargement
2l 74 % 20% 11 % 10 % 9%
. Pre-summit Social policy Economic policy MFF Rule of law
52% 32% 28% 15 % 13%
. Pre-summit Western Balkans Enlargement Rule of law Energy
92% 33% 25% 14 % 8%
EPP MFF EP plenary External policy Rule of law Next Generation EU
Group 70% 60 % 46 % 44 % 35%
EP plenary MFF Social policy Pre-summit Climate policy
sl 74 % 50% 38% 35% 27 %
Renew  Pre-summit Rule of law Climate policy Covid-19 External policy
Europe 77 % 18 % 14 % 14 % 14 %

Source: EPRS.

Table 5 shows the five main topics mentioned in the tweets by the political families in the context
of the European Council. The analysis showsthat, for all political parties, the main issue mentioned
in their tweets are the respective pre-summits of their political family.

When looking at the political groups, one sees a different focus. While Renew Europe - which, as
was mentioned earlier, organisesthe pre-summits for its political family — also had the pre-summit
as the main topic, the other two groups tweeted less often about it. Conversely,the EPP group and
the S&D group both had the EP plenary debate on the European Counciland the MFF as their two
main topics, justin reverse order. The onetopic thatappeared in the top five issues of all parties and
groups analysed was therule of law.

When comparing the top five issues of each European political party with the top five issues of their
corresponding political group, the analysis shows a limited overlap. While there is an overlap of
threeissues between thePES and the S&D, the overlap between ALDE and Renew Europe is only on
two issues and between the EPPand the EPP group only on oneissue.

The breakdown by individual topic, beyond the topfive, is furtherdetailed in Table 6.
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Table 6 — Overview of topics addressed by each European political party and group
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The analysis shows that political group tweets include a higher variety of issues (S&D - 27 issues,
EPP group - 26, and Renew Europe- 23) than those of the European political parties (EPP - 20 issues,
PES — 17,and ALDE - 8).

The issues about which all groups and parties tweeted were energy, enlargement, the rule of law,
the Eastern Partnership and external policy. Issueson which only one or two of them tweeted were
agriculture and fisheries,cohesion policy, cybersecurity, terrorism,and health.

3.3.4. Pre-summit related tweets

Asoutlined above, the pre-summits are major coordination activities by European political families
around European Council meetings. When examining the percentage of tweets concentrating on
pre-summits in relation to the overall European Council-related tweets (see Figure 18), there are
severalinterestingfindings:

> The ALDE party only tweets on pre-summits, i.e. they do not tweet on the European
Council outside the context of pre-summits.

> The EPP group does not tweet at all on the pre-summits, which could indicate a clear
separation between group and party on communication activities regarding pre-
summits.

> TheS&Dand the PES differ markedly in their focus on pre-summits as part of their overall
European Council-related tweets: the former tweet less than 10 % and the latter over
70 % of their European Council-relatedtweets about pre-summit meetings.

Figure 18 — Pre-summittweets/Other EUCO tweets, per party and group
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Figure 19 - Total pre-summit tweets by pre-summit
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Source: EPRS.
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As these figures concern the total
amount of tweets over a two-year
period, it is worth breaking them
down by the number of tweets for
each pre-summit event related toa
European Council meeting.

Assessing the tweets of the hosts
of the pre-summit events (i.e. the
EPP party, the PES and Renew
Europe), one sees that the PES had
tweets about all of its pre-summits.
Renew Europe and the EPP party
tweeted less regularly about their
pre-summits, with some not being
tweeted about at all (this was the
case for Renew Europe’s pre-
summits on 23 April and 19 June
2020, and the EPP party’s pre-
summits in December 2020 and
March 2021). The analysis also
shows that the EPP party tweeted
from only three pre-summit
meetings, equal to 80 % of their
overall pre-summit tweets.

Figure 20 clusters the European Council-related tweets of the political family in relation to their

relative timing (i.e. before, during or after the meeting).

Figure 20 - Timing of European Council-related tweets

Source: EPRS.
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The analysis shows that all parties and political groups overwhelmingly tweet before the European
Council meeting. This appears logical, as many tweets are focused on the political families’
respective pre-summits. Likewise, it could be expected that both the EPP group and the S&D group
tweet proportionately more after the European Council meeting than their respective political
parties, as they focus strongly on the outcome, with a view to the subsequent plenary debate with
the European Council President. It is, however, surprising that the EPP party does not tweet at all
after a European Councilmeeting, and hardly during these meetings, which could again indicate a
separation of communication focus betweengroupand party.

3.3.5. Hashtags used by political groups and parties

To complete the analysis of the tweets by the European political partiesand their respective political
groups in the European Parliament, Figure 21 provides an overview of the hashtags used in that
context. Besides the main hashtagsfor the European Council, namely #EUCO, popularand constant
hashtags were those of the political families. Other hashtags used relate to the maintopics overthe
period, such as the MFF, Belarus and Covid-19, as well as major events (e.g. COP 25, EU-Western
Balkans summit).

Figure 21 — Hashtags used by European political parties in the context of the European
Council
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3.3.6. Twitter activities of EU leaders on European political parties

Examining the tweets of EU leaders on European political parties can provide an additional indicator
to illustrate the EU Heads of State or Government’s recognition of the increased role of European
political parties at EU level, notably regarding the European Council.

Previous EPRS research on the Twitter activity of the members of the European Council for the
period January 2019 to June 2020 had shown that, while not a majorissue in their Twitter activity
(1.3%), 19 of the 34 EU leaders examined had tweeted about interaction within, but also between,
European political parties and/or the European political groups in the European Parliament.

The former Irish Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar, was by far the most active on this issue (26 tweets),
followed by the Spanish Prime Minister, Pedro Sanchez (12), the President of Cyprus, Nicos
Bulgaria, Boyko Borissov (6) and the Romanian President, Klaus lohannis (6). With the exception of
Pedro Sanchez, all the others are members of the EPP political family. However, if tweets regarding
European political parties are taken as a percentage of their total European tweets, Boyko Borissov
(16 %), Leo Varadkar (8 %), and the Prime Minister of Finland, Sanna Marin (6 %), were most active.

As a result of majority patterns during the period under analysis, more EU leaders from the EPP
family satin the European Councilthan fromotherpolitical families at that time. This could provide
an explanation for the numbers of overall tweets on each European political party by EU leaders;
these focused extensively on the EPP, which had a share of around 66 % of all such tweets on
European political parties, while the S&D political family was the subject of around 18 % of these
tweets and the Renew Europe family was the subject of 6.8 % of them. Some of the tweets (5.7 %)
referred to the various political families or political groups in the European Parliament in general.
Another explanation for the substantial number of tweets on theEPP is that EPP-affiliated EU Heads
of State or Government have largely integrated their European political party into their Twitter
discourse.

Very often, tweets about European political parties concerned their summits, which often preceded
European Council meetings, as well as stand-alone meetings. Other tweets concerned meetings of
EU Heads of State or Government, or support fora specificlead candidate from a European political
party for the position of President of the European Commission, or the negotiations between
representativesof the European political parties on the package of EU top jobs.
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4. European political parties in the context of nominating or
appointinginstitutionalleadersin the European Council

Do European political parties matter in the choice of the EU’s institutional leadership? And if so, has
their involvement, particularly in the context of the European Council, developed over recent
institutional cycles? To answer these questions, this chapter willexamine the case study of the EU’s
new institutionalleadershipin July 2019. Before doingso, it will present the academic debate on the
influence of political parties on the European Council’s decisions and action, followed by an
overview of the balance of European party families in the European Council during previous
nominations of the EU’s institutional leadership in 2009 and 2014.

4.1. Literature review on the influence of European political
partieson the outcomes of European Council meetings

A number of academics who carry out research on European political parties have also examined
whether they have an impact on decisions (related to policy or treaty changes) of the European
Council.”” While pointing to European political parties’ limited capacity to influence government
leaders’ decisions on the EU’s main policy orientations in the European Council,”® they also argue
that 'the strategicimportance of party networks within and around the European Council facilitated
negotiations and decision-making, providing an alternative or supplementary channel for
influence’.”

It is generally accepted that European parties have often been able to influence treaty reforms as
well as the selection of key individuals for high-ranking EU jobs, such as the European Commission
and European Council Presidents.”® Research has concentrated particularly on how one or several
European political parties have influenced EU treaty reforms; the substantial body of literature
includes, for example, research on the EPP’s role in relation to the Single European Act (SEA), the
Maastricht Treaty,and the Amsterdam Treaty,”” and the PES in relation to the employment chapter
ofthe Amsterdam Treaty.®

The conclusions of this research indicate that the impact of European political parties varies over
timeand issues and across partyfamilies. To establish why this is the case, academics have argued
that thereare three conditions for party divides to matter for the outcomes of a European Coundi
meeting:

1 decision-making in the European Council is more likely to become party-politicised,
the moreissues are split along a left-right spectrum;

2 political outcomes are morelikely to reflectdistinct partisan preferences, thegreater
the dominance of one particular transnational party in the European Council;

3 transnational parties are more likely to influence the process and the outcome of
negotiations,the greater their cohesion and capacity for mobilisation.?'

As conditions 1and 2 are notreally in the hands of the European political partiesand their national
members, the main factor for exercising influence is their own mobilisation, which seems to have
increased over theyears(see Section 3.1).

In addition to the mobilisation of the party members, the internal cohesiveness of the European
political parties (i.e. how similar the political positions of the various national affiliates are) is also
crucial for the effectiveness of all political families. If they cannot produce a clear line due to their
varying internal positions, they will be less influential on decisions made by EU institutions, notably
the European Council.®
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Academics argue that conditions were very good for the EPP party at the time of the Single
European Act and the Maastricht Treaty, while they were at their best possible for the PES at the
time of the Amsterdam Treaty. Back then, the attendance of socialist or social democrat Heads of
State or Government at PES conferences increased. For example, the party leaders’ conference in
Malmo in June 1997 was attended by all nine socialist or social democrat Heads of State or
Government. In parallel, several PES member parties won elections, including those in the UK and
France. This development changed the balance of political power in the European Council; as a
result, PES leaders were successful in integrating the employment and social chapters in the
Amsterdam T Treaty.® Based on these results, academics arguethat‘the agenda and outcomes of the
treaty negotiationswere to a large extent shaped through transnational (Euro) party networks’.®

Analysts also argue that the impact of party political alliances appears more significant when the
European Council debates socio-economic issues or high-level appointments. An example of the
influence of European political parties in the context of socio-economicissues was the reorientation
of the Lisbon Agenda, which moved towards competitiveness during a period when there was a
liberal-conservative majority in the European Council. However, as issues on the agenda of the
European Council are rarely split along the traditional left-right spectrum, and most European
Council meetings do not deal with treaty reforms, negotiations along party lines are rather rare in
the European Council.®

Alliances between different Member States in the European Council are often issue-specific, vary
over timeand cut acrosspartylines. A clear example of the importance of cross-partyalliances were
the 2021-2027 MFF negotiations in the European Council, on which the main dividing lines were
between different groups of Member States, (frugals, Germany and France, southern Europe,
eastern Europe), andeach of these groups of countries included Heads of State or Government from
all the main political families.%

4.2. Appointing institutional leadersin the past

Before examining the selection of the EU’s new institutional leadership in 2019, it is worthwhile
looking briefly at the party political background of the EU’s institutional leadership during previous
institutional cycles.

It has been argued that, until 2004, the influence of the European political parties was almost non-
existent on the decisionappointing the next European Commission President. In 2004, the European
People’s Party organised itself forthe firsttime and demanded that the largest party should get that
position. This was the moment when party politics visibly entered the process of nominating the
Commission President, and it can clearly be seen that this continued in the subsequent EU
institutional cycles.

Figure 22 shows that, both in 2009 and 2014, the set of EU institutional leaders (i.e. European Coundil
President, European Commission President, European Parliament President and High
Representative) was made up entirely of people belonging either to the PES or to the EPP political
family. The only high-level position for which no obvious party affiliation could be identified was for
the office of President of the European Central Bank.
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Figure 22 — Overview of high-level office holders since the 2009 EP elections and their party
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When considering the party political backgrounds of the selected leaders of the EU institutions, it
confirms that the choice of the EU’s institutional leadership is also related to the candidate’s
affiliation to the different European political parties, with the nominations reflecting the party-
political balance in the European Council and the European Parliament at the time. Figure 23
outlines the political weight of the main European political families in the European Counciland the
European Parliamentin 2009,2014 and 2019.

When EU leaders agreed
to nominate José Manuel
Durao Barroso for a
second term as European

Figure 23 - Political balance at the time of appointing the EU
institutional leadership
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Former President Van Rompuy acknowledged that, besides his personality, being a member of the
EPP helped his case. Although the President of the Commission was already from the EPP, due to
the political balance in the European Council it was considered obvious that the President of the
European Council should also come from the EPP. In his view, the samereasoning applied toCharles
Michel’s election as European Council President in 2019. Besides his earlier performance as a
member of the European Council, his election had todo with the factthathe was a liberal; asa result
of the shiftin the political balance in the European Council, the liberals were entitled to one of the
main postsinthe EU.%
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In 2014, the balance between the three main European political families was 12 for the EPP, seven
forthe PES and four for ALDE; the 26-27 June 2014 European Council meeting agreed to nominate
Jean-Claude Juncker, a member of the EPP, as European Commission President. The subsequent
special European Council meeting on 16 July did not reach an agreement on the next European
Council President, but the special European Council meeting of 30 August did elect Donald Tusk,
the Polish Prime Minister, who also belonged to the EPP family. In July 2019, the numerical strength
of theliberal political family reached a peak in the European Council, with eight out of 27 EU Heads
of State or Government, including French President Emanuel Macron (whose MEPs were to merge
with the ALDE political group in the European Parliament to create the Renew Europe group).

Looking at the three mostrecent nominations of the European Council Presidentand the European
Commission President, one sees not only that the changing political balance in the European
institutions had animpact on the choice of EU institutional leaders, but also that the dates of their
respective appointments by the European Council became increasingly close, and in July
2019occurred on the same day. This provides additional evidence for the assertionthat the choice
of the EU’s political leadership has been, first and foremost, an agreement between the main
political parties, taking theirrelative numerical strength into consideration.

4.3. Case study: European political parties’ involvement in the
2019 selection of institutional leaders

4.3.1. The Spitzenkandidaten process

The Lisbon Treaty, which came into force in 2009, states that while ‘EU leaders in the European
Council propose the candidate for the President of the European Commission’, they should do so
while ‘taking into account’ the results of the European elections and ‘after having held the
appropriate consultations’ (Article 17(7) TEU). To strengthen this link between the elections to the
European Parliament and the nomination of the European Commission President, Parliament, in a
2012 resolution, urged the European political parties to ‘'nominatecandidatesfor the Presidency of
the Commission’,and expressed its expectation that those candidates would play a ‘leading rolein
the parliamentary electoral campaign’.®

This resulted in the introduction of the Spitzenkandidaten (i.e. lead candidates) process, whereby
European political parties would nominate candidates for the office of European Commission
President.”® These candidates would then campaign across Europe as part of the European
Parliament elections, and the presidency of the Commission would go to the candidate of the
European political family thatgained themostvotes in the elections (i.e. which would be capable of
marshalling sufficient parliamentary support). This should make the nomination not only more
‘political’, but also give citizens more say over who should head the EU executive.’ It could also be
argued that the Spitzenkandidaten system providedan opportunity for European political parties to
strengthentheir position and legitimacyin the EU’s political system.*

Other objectives of the Spitzenkandidaten process were to

> increase publicinterest, and consequently voterturnout, in the EP elections;

> boostthe profileand the influence of the European political parties;

> strengthenthe political legitimacy of the Commission President and, by association, the
Commission as awhole;

> bolsterthe EP’s institutional standing vis-a-vis the European Council, and;

7 shift the constitutional nature of the EU in a more parliamentary direction by firmly tying
the outcome of the elections to the selection of the head of the EU executive.®
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In 2014, the Spitzenkandidaten process was a success, as one of the lead candidates, namely Jean-
Claude Juncker, the formerPrime Minister of Luxembourg, was nominated by the European Coundi,
and later elected by the European Parliament, as European Commission President. An important
element of this success in 2014 was that the main political groups in Parliament at that moment -
the EPP, the S&D and ALDE - had expressed their support for the Spitzenkandidaten process, and
after the election quickly agreed on Jean-Claude Juncker. Martin Schulz’s role at that moment was
crucial, since he, as the lead candidate for the social democrats, quickly conceded the elections to
Jean-Claude Juncker. Observers explain this behaviour by underlining that, for Martin Schulz
‘Parliament came before party, anda speedy victory by the European Parliament overthe European
Council was therefore moreimportant thana protracted struggle between the parties’.**

With a view to the new institutional cycle startingin 2019, just like in 2014, the European political
parties nominated Spitzenkandidaten who would run election campaigns as candidates for the
office of European Commission President. However,they did so much earlier thistime around, with
specific party internal nomination processes for the selection of these candidates.” The resulting
individual lead candidates for the EPP and the PES were Manfred Weber,Chairman of the EPP group
in the EP, and Frans Timmermans, First Vice-President of the European Commission, respectively.
ALDE did not propose a single lead candidate but went with a ‘team’ of seven members, including
Guy Verhofstadt, former Belgian Prime Minister and chair of the ALDE group in the European
Parliament, and Margrethe Vestager, the European Commissioner for competition policy.

Whether or not the Spitzenkandidaten approach would workin 2019 as it did in 2014 depended on
a number of variables, an important one being the agreement between the political families. The
Secretary-General of the European Parliament, Klaus Welle, statedahead of the elections that ‘after
the [2019] election results are out, parties will very quickly need to come back together to make
decisions ... in 24 to 48 hours’, otherwise delay could ‘derail the process’ and opponents of the
process within the European Council would seize the opportunity.

4.3.2. The discussions in the European Council and between political parties

Ahead of the European Parliament elections

The Spitzenkandidaten process,and its success, surprised the members of the European Council in
2014. Informed observers argue that the objections of the EU Heads of State or Government were
‘serious and numerous’® and they vowed to be more proactive the next time around. Published
interviews with the Prime Minister of Latvia, Kri$janis Karins, and the former Prime Minister of Malta,
Joseph Muscat, confirm that the vast majority of European Council leaders were against the
Spitzenkandidaten system. Joseph Muscat indicated that ‘most in [the European] Council are
irritated with the idea that this is being changed to a situation where Parliament proposes,
[European] Council rubber stamps and Parliament then has the final say’. KriSjanis Karins
acknowledged he might be in the minority when it comes to wanting to give voters a say on who
will become the Commission President, but that ‘in [the European] Council, | am one of 28, soon |
suppose27’.

Already in its conclusions of 26-27 June 2014, the European Council stated that ‘once the new
European Commission is effectivelyin place, [it] will consider the processfor the appointment of the
President of the European Commission for the future, respectingthe European Treaties'.

As early as February 2018, at their informal meeting 15 months before the European Parliament
elections, the members of the European Council discussed whether the European Council should
‘automatically accept the outcome of a Spitzenkandidaten process or should the European Coundi
autonomously decide how to take account of the elections, havingheld appropriate consultations’.
The results of the deliberations showed that the European Council ‘cannot guarantee in advance
thatit willpropose one of the lead candidates for President of the European Commission... [as] there
is no automaticityin this process'.
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Jean-Claude Juncker, the President of the European Commission at the time, displayed the
diverging views between the EU institutions. He stressed in his State of the European Unionspeech
in September 2018 that he ‘would like next year’s elections to be a landmark for European
democracy’ and ‘would like to see the Spitzenkandidaten process - that small step forward for
European democracy - repeated.

The next occasion where all the members of the European Council jointly discussed the selection
process for the next EU institutional leadership was at the Sibiu Summit of 9 May 2019. At that
meeting, President Tusk informed EU leaders about how he intended to proceed to reach
agreementin a ‘swift, smooth and effective way’on the new EU leadership. He emphasised that the
rules setin the Treaties were to be followed for the appointments of the President of the European
Council (Article 15(5) TEU), the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security
Policy (Article 18(1) TEU), and the President of the European Central Bank (Article 283(2) TFEU), and
for the proposal of a candidate for the President of the European Commission (Article 17(7) TEU).
President Tusk added that the nominations for the new EU leadership should reflect the EU’s
demography and geographical balance, but also gender and political balances. Finally, he stressed
that these decisions were to be taken by consensus, if possible, but that he ‘would not shy away
from putting [them] tothe vote'if needed.” To conclude the processin time for the June European
Councilmeeting, he called a meeting of all 28 EU leaders on 28 May, immediately after the European
Parliament elections.

These examples illustrate how the European Council as an institution prepared itself ahead of the
European Parliament elections to be ready with a joint approach, at least on the procedure, if not
on the candidate.

Outside the European Council meetings, its members started to organise themselves by party
family. While in 2014 EU prime ministers belonging to different European political parties had held
discussions on the nominations for theinstitutional cycle beginning in 2014, these rather informal
discussions became much more structured for the nomination of the EU’sinstitutional leadership in
2019. It was reported that the European Council members affiliated to ALDE agreedat an ALDE pre-
summit that Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte and Belgian Prime Minister Charles Michel could
contact the PES-affiliated prime ministers to discuss their positions. The PES representatives also
received an informalmandate from their PES peers to enter into these discussions.” Subsequently,
liberaland social democrat prime ministers met in the margins of the Sibiu Summit.

After the EP elections

This increased consultationinvolving members of the European Council, organised by party political
affiliation, became even more formalised following the elections to the European Parliament, held
between 23 and 26 May 2019. The objectives of the informal meeting of EU-28 Heads of State or
Government on 28 May 2019 were three-fold: to take stock of the election results; to discuss the
principles and method for nominating high-level EU officials; and to start the nomination process.
Following the meeting, President Tusk reported that the ‘discussions confirmed the agreement
reached by the leaders in February last year [2018], that the European Council will exercise its role
when electing the Commission president, meaning - in accordance with the Treaties — that there
can be no automaticity’. He also recalled the need for a balance in the positions, which reflects ‘the
diversity ofthe Union when it comes to geography, the size of countries,gender as well as political
affiliation’. So, while confirming the ‘package’ approach, as well as political affiliation, as one of the
criteria, President Tusk also mentioned thatthe ‘ECB is not for party competition’.

Beforehand andin the margins of this European Council meeting, socialist and liberal Heads of State
or Government met as representatives for their European political parties, stressing that the new
institutional leadership should reflect the new majorities in the European Parliament, including
socialdemocrats and liberals.
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At that same summit,President Tuskreceived the mandate fromthe European Council to carry out
consultationsamong itsmembers, including those affiliated to smaller political forces (e.g. ECR, with
its Polish member in the European Council) and non-attached actors (e.g.the Italian Prime Minster).
In parallel, six EU Heads of State or Government - the prime ministers of Croatia (Andrej Plenkovi¢,
EPP), Latvia (KriSjanis Karins, EPP), the Netherlands (Mark Rutte, ALDE), Belgium (Charles Michel,
ALDE), Spain (Pedro Sanchez, PES) and Portugal (Antonio Costa, PES) — were nominated as
negotiatorsfor their political families to discuss the high-levelappointments informally. They were
also to represent the views of the three main political families in the European Council in the
discussions with President Tusk.Since the European Council did not (and stilldoes not) include any
Green EU Head of State or Government, the Green family was not included in this process. The
negotiatorscommunicated on social media abouttheir meetings on 7 June and 20 June.

Observers and participants commented that this organisation by political party family presented a
‘new approach to negotiations within the European Council’,and was ‘a sign of the significance of
political party positions within the European Council’. *° It clearly showed that party affiliation was
the structural element for the negotiations, which could theoretically also have been divided along
geographicallines, but was not.

The European Council also gave Donald Tusk a mandate ‘to engage in consultations with the
European Parliament, as foreseen by the Treaty’. Indeed, Declaration 11 annexed to the Lisbon
Treaty stipulates that ‘the EuropeanParliament and European Council are jointly responsible for the
smooth runningofthe process leading to the election of the President of the European Commission.
Prior to the decision of the European Council, representatives of the European Parliamentand of the
European Council willthus conduct the necessary consultations ...".

This procedure was used for the first time in 2019, as back in 2014 the Parliament had rapidly
declared its firm support for the EPP Spitzenkandidat, Jean-Claude Juncker, who was subsequently
proposed by the European Council. This time, the Parliament had not declared its support for a
common candidate, and a more formal consultation procedure was thus required. On 5 June,
President Tusk and the President of the European Parliament, Antonio Tajani, held consultations on
the high-levelappointmentsahead of the June European Council meeting.President Tusk also met
individually with leaders of some of the main political groups, and on 18 June he met with the
Parliament’s Conference of Presidents, which is the main political decision-making body in the
House and is made up of the leaders of all the political groups.

The discussions for the nominations of the EU’s high-level appointments continued among EU
Heads of State or Government at the European Council meeting of 20-21 June 2019; prior to the
meeting, President Tusk had changed his view from ‘cautiously optimistic to more cautious than
optimistic’. Communication on social media showed that negotiations were very much based on
European political party affiliation. The negotiators of the PES and ALDE met in the margins of the
20-21 June summit, first with, and later without, the EPP negotiators, but with Emmanuel Macron;
the latter was not a negotiator himself, but was one of the most important EU Heads of State or
Government fromthe Europeanliberal political family.

Following the meeting, President Tusk concluded that, based on his ‘consultations and statements
made within the European Parliament, there was no majority on any candidate’, with diverging
views among EU leaders, notably German Chancellor Angela Merkel and French President
Emmanuel Macron, on theimpact of this lack of a majority on the Spitzenkandidaten process itself.
Considering this lack of agreement, another special European Council meeting was scheduled for
30 June.

Between the European Council of 20-21 June and the one starting on 30June, many individual and
multilateral meetings were held between political party representatives, groups of Member States
and between EU institutions. President Tusk, for instance, held individual meetings with the leaders
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of several of the political groups in Parliament on 24 June. As part of the various discussions, a
number of different leadership packages were considered.

Among the many discussions and speculations, one constellation, termed the ‘Osaka deal’, was
considered more seriously; it originated from discussions between a group of senior EU prime
ministers from all three main European political parties in the margins of the G20 summit, held on
28-29 June 2019 in Osaka, Japan.'® This package would have included Frans Timmermans, one of
the Spitzenkandidaten, as President of the European Commission. Observers and political party
representatives indicated that the Osaka package fell through, among other reasons, due to
objections from the EPPand some centraland eastern European Member States.

The EPP had a clear position regarding the package of institutional leader positions: as the party
having gained the most votesin the elections for the European Parliament, it considered that it was
entitled to obtain the office of European Commission President. The Osakadeal, althoughincluding
a Spitzenkandidat as European Commission President, did not fulfil this objective. This was made
very clear by the majority of EPP leaders at the EPP pre-summit on 30 June 2019, which discussed
the proposed leaders package in greatdetail.’' This example shows how internal European political
party decisions havethe power to overturn preliminary deals between a group of EU Heads of State
or Government.

Later on 30 June 2019, the European Council convened for a special meeting with the aim of
agreeing on the leadership package. This European Council meeting lasted from 30 June to 2 July,
the second longest in EU history after the European Council in Nice of 7-10 December 2000. The
meeting was interrupted on several occasions;during some of these interruptions, EU Heads of State
or Government gathered according to their European party family affiliation to deliberate, but they
also met representatives of different political families to consider the various options on the table.
Section 3.1 above, on pre-summits, shows that the PES held two formal pre-summit meetings, one
justahead of (30 June) and one (2 July) during the European Council meeting.

Stopping a European Council meeting for deliberations within political families is a new
phenomenon; it had not happened in this form in the past, and clearly indicates the increased
politicisation of the European Council.'*

In the end, the EuropeanCouncil agreed on a package of candidatesfor the high-level EU positions:

7 UrsulavonderLeyen (EPP, Germany) for European Commission President;

# Charles Michel (ALDE, Belgium) for European Council President;

> Josep Borrell (PES, Spain) for High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and
Security Policy;

> Christine Lagarde (Independent, France) for Presidentof the European Central Bank.

Thefinal result agreed by the EU Heads of State or Governmentshoweda clear division of the posts
between the European political parties, confirming the politicisation of the European Council and
theimportant role of European political parties.
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Conclusion

This study began with the question of if and how European political parties have adapted their
activities to the increased role of the European Council. The research makes it apparent that
European political parties should not justbe equatedwith national political parties operating at the
European level. They have been designedfor a multi-level form of governance andfunctionin a way
which is appropriate to a more multinational and multicultural environment, and they need to be
examined accordingly.

The role of political parties at European level, and notably regarding the European Council, has
developed in phases over time. Key moments for the strengthening of their role and capacity to
influence were, to a similar degree for all political parties, the establishment of an EU legal status,
the provision of official EU funding, and later the introduction of the Spitzenkandidaten process for
selecting the European Commission President.

The study has demonstrated that European political parties play an important coordination role
within the EU political system. While the level of coordination varies between the different European
political parties, all of them have coordination as their main raison d'étre and their respective
activities for that purpose have increased overtime, notablyregarding the preparation of European
Council meetings among the EU Heads of State or Government affiliated to their political family.
Coordination activities can be classified conceptually under ‘vertical’, ‘horizontal and ‘diagonal
coordination: the first represents the bridge between the national and European level; the second
is the harmonisation between the EU institutions; and the third concerns the interactions across
Member States. The analysis hasshown thatall these forms of coordinationindicate that European
political parties are both ‘arenas’and ‘actors’in relation to the functioning of the EU.

The numerical strength of the three main political parties has fluctuated overtime, with each party
having had high and low points. Since the2000s, however, it would neitherbe possible nor accurate
to determine periodswhere oneor the other European party would have ‘"dominated’ the European
Council; the post-2004 period should rather be considered as the end of single-party dominance in
the European Counciland an era of increased partydiversity.

The analysis highlights the need not only to consider the balance of the European political families
within the European Council itself, but also to take accountof the different political make-up of the
governments in the Member States. European political families can alsoinfluence European Coundi
proceedings through other channels, as their national affiliates are often in national coalition
governments, albeit without providing the prime minister. This increases the importance of the
coordination within and between European political parties,and across Member States.

At different moments in time, the three main political parties (the EPP, the PES and ALDE)
relaunched and formalised their activities with respect to the European Council. The expanded
scope of their coordinationactivities was often the resultofa vision by strong personalitiesin their
political family and/or due to the changing political balance in the European Council.

European political parties’ main coordination activities in the context of the European Council are
clearly their respective pre-summits just ahead of European Council meetings. These pre-summits
serve multiple purposes - including coordinating positions for the imminent European Council
discussions, long-term strategising, communication, socialising and networking - with the
importance of each varying between the different parties. As European political parties have
different philosophies regarding the number and type of participants, ranging from a rather
exclusive format to a more inclusive approach, the main purpose also varies between the different
types of participant (for example, a head of government, an opposition leader, or a national leader
from a non-Member State).
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The evidence shows a clear increasein pre-summit meetings across the different political families in
recentyears, which is linked not only to theincrease in the number of European Council meetings,
butalsototheincreased attention EU leaders in the European Council pay to these events and the
benefit they see in them. The decision to hold a pre-summit is often linked to the nature of the
specific meeting of the European Council (i.e. whether it is formal or informal), with fewer pre-
summits being organised for informal meetings.

The research shows that the number of pre-summits, as well as the participants therein, was
substantially impacted by restrictions set on physical meetings during the Covid-19 pandemic On
the one hand, the need to hold pre-summits virtually had the potential to increase the overall
number of participants; on the other hand, the participation of many of the highest-level
participants was reduced, as political leaders are not too fond of virtual meetings, which have
neither the exclusivity and ‘privacy’ nor themedia echo of physical meetings.

To provide additional evidence for the European political families’ communication activities
regarding the European Council, this study carried outan analysis of the Twitter activity of European
political parties and groups in the EP. This analysis shows thatall political families use Twitter, but it
identifies some variety between, and within, political parties and political groups, concerning the
scope, number and regularity of their tweetsaboutthe European Council.

If one considers the substantial efforts that political parties put into coordinating their respective
European Council members, notably by organising pre-summits, as well as ensuring horizontal
coordination between the different EU institutions, one must conclude that the regular coordination
in the European party political meetings has a clear purpose and leads to real benefits in the
European Council. If these coordination meetings were inefficient, they would probably stop
holding them. However, clearly identifying and proving the impact of the actions of a specific
political actor, such as a political party, on European Council conclusions and decisions can be
challenging.

To test the hypothesis that European political parties have strengthened their focus on the
European Council, and that their coordination can, in certain cases, have direct consequences on
the decisions of the European Council, the study examined the case study of the nomination of the
new institutional leadership in 2019. The comparison with the nominations of the EU’s institutional
leadership in 2009 and 2014 showed the changing balance between political parties in the
European Parliamentand the European Council and the consequences on the allocation of high-
level positions per political family. It also indicated that the dates of their respective selections by
the European Council becameincreasingly close, occurringon the same day in July 2019, indicating
more structured coordination within and between European political parties.

The influence of European political parties not only depends on their numerical strength in the
European Council, but also on the internal cohesiveness of a political family (i.e. how similar the
political positions are between the various national affiliates).If they cannotdevelopa joint position,
due to conflicting internal views, their influence in the discussions with other European political
parties and on the decisions of the EU institutions will be limited. However, if they reach a
coordinated position, it is more likely that this convergence of views can result in realimpact.

The case study revealed and confirmed numerous facts concerning European political parties and
the European Council. Firstly, European political parties and their pre-summits can have an impact
ondecisions of the European Council, as has been the case notably with the nomination of the EU’s
institutional leadership. Previous research has shown that this influence is more limited on policy
issues, particularly if theyare notclearly split on a left-right spectrum. Secondly, the European Union
and the European Councilhave become more politicised, also due to the European political parties
and the Spitzenkandidaten process.
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The use of new structural elements for selecting the EU institutional leadership in 2019 has
highlighted the developing party politicisation of the European Council. The nomination of six EU
Heads of State or Government as negotiators for the three main political families in the high-level
appointment process, and the interruption of a decisive European Council meeting to allow EU
leaders to deliberate on the proposals within their own European political families, are two examples
of this development.

The growing politicisation of the EU, and notably of the European Council, and the increased
coordination role of the European political parties in the context of the European Council, need to
be seen as two complementary trends which reinforce one another. The politicisation of the
European Council leads to increasedattention being paid to thisbody by European political parties,
which in turn further reinforces the politicisation of the European Council. Moreover, the fact that
European political parties are strengthening their coordination activities, based on growing
demand by their affiliates who are members of the European Council, supports this claim.

The study clearly shows that European political parties, whose impact has long been under-
estimated, contribute significantly to the functioning of the European Union, and argues that they
should be recognised for what they really do for the European system, namely oiling the wheels of
the EU institutional machinery, not least through facilitating coordination across institutional
barriers.

49



EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service

REFERENCES

Anglmayer, I., Statute and funding of European political parties under Regulation 1141/2014, EPRS, European
Parliament, 2021.

Bardi, L., et al, The European Ambition: The Group of the European People’s Party and European Integration,
NOMOS, 2020.

Bauters, H., The role of political parties at European level on the democratic deficit: Challenges and opportunities,
Ghent University, 2020.

Calossi, E. with Cicchi, L., European Parliament Political groups and the European Political Parties, Quaderni del
circolorosselli (QCR),Volume 39,No. 2,2019.

Dinan, D., Relations between the European Council and the European Parliament, EPRS, European Parliament,
2018.

Delwit, P., Kiilahdi, E. and Van de Walle, C.(eds.), The Europarties Organisation and Influence, Centre d'étude de la
vie politique of the Free University of Brussels (ULB), 2004.

Drachenberg, R. with Vrijhoeven, M., The role of the European Council in negotiating the 202 1-27 MFF, European
Parliament, EPRS, 2021.

Drachenberg, R. with Philips, E., The Twitter activity of members of the European Council, European Parliament,
EPRS, 2021.

Hertner, I., United in diversity? Europarties and their individual members’ rights, Journal of European Integration,
Vol.41:4,2019.

Janning, J. with Mdller, A., (eds), (Re-) Building Coalitions, DGAPanalyse,No 20,2014.

Johansson, K., “Tracing the Employment Title in the Amsterdam Treaty: Uncovering Transnational Coalitions,
Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 6(1), March 1999.
Johansson, K., Europarty Influence and Its Limits: The Case of the European People’s Party and the Amsterdam
Treaty, Journal of European Integration, Vol. 38:1, 2016.

Johansson, K., The role of Europarties in EU treaty reform: Theory and practice Acta Politica, Vol. 52:3,2016.

Johansson, K. with Raunio, T., Political Parties in the European Union, Oxford Research Encyclopaedia of Politics,
2019.

Lightfoot, S., The consolidation of Europarties? The ‘Party and the development of political parties in the European
Union, Journal of Representative Democracy, Volume 42:4, 2006.

Schmidt, V., Politicisation in the EU: between national politics and EU political dynamics, Journal of European
Public Policy, Vol. 26:7,2019.

Speht, J., Party Networks at EU level and the emerging added value for Members, Politique européenne, Vol 162,
2005.

Tallberg, J., ‘Bargaining Power in the European Council’, Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 46(3), 2008.

Tallberg, J. with Johansson, K., Party politics in the European Council, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 15(8),
2008.

Van Hecke, S. with Johansson, K., Gipfelpolitik politischer Parteien auf europaischer Ebene in Poguntke, T., et al,
Auf dem Weg zu einer europdischen Parteiendemokratie, Nomos, 2013.

Van Hecke, S., Do Transnational Party Federations Matter? (... and Why Should We Care?), Journal of Contemporary
European Research, Vol. 6:3,2010.

Van Hecke, S., et al, Reconnecting European Political Parties with European Union Citizens, International IDEA
Discussion Paper6,2018.

Wolfs, W. with Van Hecke, S., The Liberalsin Europe, in Liberal Parties in Europe, Routledge, 2019.

50


https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2021/662646/EPRS_STU(2021)662646_EN.pdf
https://cadmus.eui.eu/bitstream/handle/1814/65862/European%20Parliament%20Political%20Groups%20and%20European%20Political%20Parties.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/630288/EPRS_STU(2018)630288_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2021/662611/EPRS_IDA(2021)662611_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2021/654200/EPRS_STU(2021)654200_EN.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/author/Lightfoot%2C+Simon
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00344890600951874
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00344890600951874
https://www.nomos-shop.de/nomos/titel/
https://www.jcer.net/index.php/jcer/issue/view/18
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/publications/reconnecting-european-political-parties-with-european-union-citizens.pdf
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9781351245500/liberal-parties-europe?refId=22930f93-5265-430a-a8fb-360c2138afd5

European political parties and the European Council: A pattern of ever closer coordination?

ENDNOTES

- O 00 N O U b

11

12
13
14

15
16
17
18
19
20

21

22

23
24

25

26

27

28
29

30
31
32

Sartori, G, Parties and party systems: Volume | - a framework for analysis, Cambridge University Press, 1976.
Tallberg, J. and Johansson, K., Party politics inthe European Council, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 15(8), 2008.

Schmidt, V., Politicization in the EU: between national politics and EU political dynamics, Journal of European Public Policy,
Vol.26:7,2019.

Zirn, M., Politicization compared: at national, European, and global levels, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 26, 2019.

Johansson, K. and Raunio, T, Political Parties in the European Union, Oxford Research Encyclopaedia of Politics, 2019.
Tallberg, J. and Johansson, K., 2008.
See Schmidt, V., 2019.

Dinan, D., Relations between the European Council and the European Parliament, EPRS, European Parliament, 2018.

See Anghel, S, Dinan, D.and Drachenberg, R., From Rome toSibiu, EPRS, European Parliament, 2017.

Van Hecke, S., Do Transnational Party Federations Matter? (... and Why Should We Care?), Journal of Contemporary European
Research, Vol.6:3,2010.

Lightfoot, S., The consolidation of Europarties? The ‘Party and the development of political parties in the European Union,
Journal of Representative Democracy, Volume 42:4,2006; Tallberg, J. and Johansson, K., 2008; Johansson, K., Europarty
Influence and Its Limits: The Case of the European People’s Party and the Amsterdam Treaty, Journal of European
Integration, Vol. 38:1,2016; Johansson, K. and Raunio, T., 2019.

Speht, J., Party Networks at EU level and the emerging added value for Members, Politique européenne, Vol 16:2,2005.

Interviews with the author.

For example:Bardi, L, et al, The European Ambition: The Group of the European People’s Party and European Integration,
NOMOS, 2020; Moschonas, G., The Party of European Socialists: The Difficult ‘Construction’ of a European Playerin Delwit,
P.,Kulahci E.and Van de Waelle C. (eds.), The Europarties, Organisation and Influence, Electronic version, Brussels: Editions
de I'Université de Bruxelles, 2004; or Speht, J., 2005.

For an overview of different views, see Lightfoot, S., 2006.

Interviewwiththe author.

For academic research on PES, see also Speht, J., 2005.

For a historical overview of these parties, see Lightfoot, S., 2006.
Interviews with the author.

For an assessment of how the regulation increased the organisational consolidation of political partiesat EU level, see
Lightfoot, S, 2006.

Article 3(1) of the Regulation requires European political parties tobe represented in at least a quarter of the Member States,
i.e.currentlyin seven.

For more information on the role and structure of the different foundations, see Anglmayer, |., Statute and funding of
European political parties under Requlation 1141/2014, EPRS, European Parliament, 2021.

See EPRS |egislative trains.

For an overview of the historical development of the political groups in the European Parliament, see the EPRS study on
‘Political groups in the European Parliament since 1979".

Delwit, P., Kullahci, E. and Van de Walle, C, (eds.), The Europarties Organisation and Influence, Centre d'étude de la vie
politique of the Free University of Brussels (ULB), 2004, and Lightfoot, S., 2006.

Calossi,E. andCicchi, L., EuropeanParliament Politicalgroupsandthe European Political Parties, Quademidelcircolorosselli
(QCR), Volume 39,No.2,2019.

State of play on 2 December 202 1. Individual Membership is not calculated in order to be comparable with the data of other
studies used below.

Individual membership is not calculated in order to be comparable withthe data of other studies used below.

If one included the other 19 MEPs fromthe S&D group who have an individually direct association with the PES and not via
national parties, the PES would have a 97 % overlap with the S&D group. Similarly, adding the 7 additional MEPs who have
adirect and individual membership of the Green party, the overlap between the Green party and the green political group
would be 78 %. Adding 4 MEPs who have a directand individual membership of the ECR party, the overlap between party
and political group would be 84 %. Three additional MEPs with a direct and individual membership of the ID party would
increase the overlap between party and political group to 84 %.In the case of the Left group, 12 additional MEPs have a
direct and individual membership of the Party of the European Left, not via the national parties, which would increase the
overlapto 74 %.

Interviewwiththe author.
Interviews with the author, and Johansson, K. and Raunio, T.,2019.
Interviewwiththe author.

51


https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13501763.2019.1619188
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/630288/EPRS_STU(2018)630288_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_STU(2018)615667
https://www.jcer.net/index.php/jcer/issue/view/18
https://www.tandfonline.com/author/Lightfoot%2C+Simon
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00344890600951874
https://www.academia.edu/37404096/The_Party_of_European_Socialists_The_Difficult_Construction_of_a_European_Player_2004_pdf_pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/author/Lightfoot%2C+Simon
https://www.tandfonline.com/author/Lightfoot%2C+Simon
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2021/662646/EPRS_STU(2021)662646_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2021/662646/EPRS_STU(2021)662646_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-new-push-for-european-democracy/file-statute-and-funding-of-the-european-political-parties-and-foundations
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/637958/EPRS_STU(2019)637958_EN.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/author/Lightfoot%2C+Simon
https://cadmus.eui.eu/bitstream/handle/1814/65862/European%20Parliament%20Political%20Groups%20and%20European%20Political%20Parties.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service

33
34

35
36
37

38
39
40
41
42
43
44

45
46

47
48
xlix
50

51
52
53
54
55

56
57
58
59

60
61
62
63
64

65
66

67
68
69

52

Norman, P.,(2003), The Accidental Constitution: The Story of the European Convention, Brussels: EuroComment, quoted in
Bardi, L, et al,2020.

Van Hecke, S, et al, Reconnecting European Political Parties with European Union Citizens, International IDEA Discussion
Paper 6,2018.

Interviews with the author.
Ibid.

Interviews with the author, and Van Hecke, S. and Johansson K., Gipfelpolitik politischer Parteien auf europaischer Ebene in
Poguntke T, et al, Auf dem Weg zueiner européischen Parteiendemokratie, Nomos, 2013.

Van Hecke, S.and Johansson K., 2013.
The President of Cyprusis both Head of State and Head of Government.
Examplesincluded Romania, Finland and France.

Eduard Heger has participated at several EPP summits as a guest.

Tallberg, J. and Johansson, K., 2008.

Interviewwiththe author.

In France, the government can include individuals from different political parties; however, this is generally not considered
to be aformal coalition as in other countries. See, for example: Guinaudeau, |. and Persico, S., France: electoral necessity and

presidential leadership beyond parties, 2021; or Bergman, T, Back, H. and Hellstrom, J., Coalition Governance in Western
Europe, Oxford University Press, Comparative politics, 2021.

Interviewwiththe author.

The analysislooks only at these three European political parties, because the EPP, PES and ALDE are not only those European
political parties withwhich the most members of the European Council are affiliated; they are also the only ones so far to
hold pre-summit meetings ahead of a European Council meeting.

Fora detailedaccount ofthe historical developmentofpre-European Council meetings, see Van Hecke,S.and Johansson, K.,
2013.

Interviews with the author, and https://www.euractiv.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/linksdossier/EURACTIV-Policx
Brief-European-Political-Parties-and-Foundations-The-tissue-that-connects.pdf.

See https://www.euractiv.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/linksdossier/EURACTIV-Policy-Brief-European-Political-Parties-
and-Foundations-The-tissue-that-connects.pdf

Renew Europe took over as the formal host for the pre-summits of the European liberal political family in October 2019. See
https://www.aldeparty.euffirst renew europe pre summit held in brussels.

Based on author interviews. See also Van Hecke, S. and Johansson K., 2013.
Interviews with the author.

Ibid.

Dinan, D., 2018.

Interviewwiththe author.
Interviews with the author.
Ibid.

Ibid.

There have been exceptions, such as the 17 December 2015 ALDE pre-summit meeting, which included the leader of a
national opposition party.

Interviews with the author.

Tallberg, J. and Johansson, K., 2008.

Interviews with the author.

12 December2019(21); 17 October 2019 (21); 20 June 2019(26); 28 May 2019 (25); 7 May 2019 (17); 10 April 2019 (18).

26 March 2020 (30); 20 February 2020 (22); 12 December 2019 (18); 17 October 2019 (28); 20 June 2019 (26); 21 March 2019
(17).

17 December 2015 (14); 20 October 2016 (15); December 2018 (13); 28 May 2019 (16); 17 October 2019 (14); June 2021 (17).

Sometimes some parties also hold meetings which they label pre-summits at moments where no European Coundil
meeting is taken place, such as in the margins of their party congresses.

Van Hecke, S.and Johansson K., 2013.
This period was chosen as Renew Europe took over the hosting of the pre-summits from ALDE from October 2019 onwards.

ALDE also held a Leaders meeting on that occasion, but not in an exclusive pre-summitformat and with a wider agenda
that went beyond the European Council.


https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/publications/reconnecting-european-political-parties-with-european-union-citizens.pdf
https://www.nomos-shop.de/nomos/titel/
https://twitter.com/eduardheger/status/1408077593769873417
https://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/halshs-03359160/document
https://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/halshs-03359160/document
https://www.euractiv.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/linksdossier/EURACTIV-Policy-Brief-European-Political-Parties-and-Foundations-The-tissue-that-connects.pdf
https://www.euractiv.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/linksdossier/EURACTIV-Policy-Brief-European-Political-Parties-and-Foundations-The-tissue-that-connects.pdf
https://www.euractiv.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/linksdossier/EURACTIV-Policy-Brief-European-Political-Parties-and-Foundations-The-tissue-that-connects.pdf
https://www.euractiv.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/linksdossier/EURACTIV-Policy-Brief-European-Political-Parties-and-Foundations-The-tissue-that-connects.pdf
https://www.aldeparty.eu/first_renew_europe_pre_summit_held_in_brussels
https://europeanmovement.eu/event/alde-party-pre-summit-meeting-4/
https://www.epp.eu/press-releases/epp-leaders-to-meet-for-summit-in-brussels-ahead-of-meeting-of-the-european-council-list-of-participants/
https://www.epp.eu/press-releases/epp-leaders-to-meet-for-summit-in-brussels-ahead-of-meeting-of-the-european-council-list-of-participants-enfr/
https://www.epp.eu/press-releases/epp-leaders-to-meet-for-summit-in-brussels-ahead-of-european-council-list-of-participants-enfr/
https://www.epp.eu/press-releases/epp-leaders-to-meet-for-summit-in-brussels-ahead-of-informal-european-council-list-of-participants/
https://www.epp.eu/press-releases/epp-leaders-to-meet-for-summit-in-sibiu-ahead-of-european-council-on-9-may-list-of-participants/
https://www.epp.eu/press-releases/10-april-epp-leaders-to-meet-for-summit-in-brussels-ahead-of-european-council-list-of-participants/
https://www.pes.eu/en/news-events/news/detail/PES-leaders-Europe-needs-a-Recovery-Plan-to-overcome-the-corona-crisis/
https://www.pes.eu/en/news-events/news/detail/PES-MFF-must-ensure-proper-funding-for-greener-more-social-Europe-with-strengthened-Rule-of-Law/
https://www.pes.eu/en/news-events/news/detail/EU-needs-the-funding-to-match-ambitious-progressive-targets/
https://www.pes.eu/en/news-events/news/detail/Unity-today-at-the-European-Council-will-strengthen-our-Union-for-the-future/
https://www.pes.eu/en/news-events/news/detail/PES-leaders-Frans-Timmermans-is-the-clear-choice-for-Commission-President/
https://www.pes.eu/en/news-events/news/detail/PES-leaders-discuss-progressive-policy-plans-ahead-of-European-Council/
https://europeanmovement.eu/event/alde-party-pre-summit-meeting-4/
https://www.montesquieu-instituut.nl/id/vk0p6sent3zi/agenda/alde_pre_summit_meeting_brussel?ctx=vg9fgoprkxw3&v=1&tab=1&start_tab1=1232
https://www.aldeparty.eu/alde_pre_summit_meeting
https://www.flickr.com/photos/aldeparty/47957114036/in/photostream/
https://www.reneweuropegroup.eu/news/2019-10-17/first-renew-europe-pre-summit-together-with-ambition-and-determination-to-build-a-new-europe-that-delivers
https://www.aldeparty.eu/liberal_leaders_meet_at_pre_summit_ahead_of_euco

European political parties and the European Council: A pattern of ever closer coordination?

70
71
72

73
74
75
76
77
78
79
80
81
82
83

84
85
86
87

88
89

90

91

92
93
94
95

96
97

98
99
100
101
102

Example of a virtual EPP meeting, 25 March 2021.
Interviews with the author.

This particular timeframe was chosen as Renew Europe formally held its first pre-summit meeting for the liberal family on
17 October2019.

Drachenberg, R. with Philips, E., The Twitter activity of members of the European Councdil, European Parliament, EPRS, 2021.

Cumulatively, there are more than 100 % per party orgroup, as an individual tweet can address various issues.

For example:Van Hecke, S., 2010; Johansson, K. and Raunio, T,, 2019; and Johannsson, K., 2016.

Johansson, K., 2016, and Van Hecke, S, et al, 2018.

Bardi, L. et al, The European Ambition: The Group of the European People’s Party and European Integration, NOMOS, 2020.
Johansson, K. and Raunio, T, 2019.

Johansson, K., 2016.

Tallberg, J. and Johansson, K., 2008, or Johannsson, K., 2016

Ibid.

Interviews with the authors.

Johansson, K., Tracing the Employment Title in the Amsterdam Treaty: Uncovering Transnational Coalitions’, Journal of
European Public Policy, Vol. 6(1), March 1999.

Johansson, K., 2016.
Tallberg, J. and Johansson, K., 2008.
See Drachenberg, R, The role of the European Councilin negotiating the 202 1-27 MFF, European Parliament, EPRS, 2021.

For a detailed overview of the election of Herman Van Rompuy as European Council President, see Barber, T., The
Appointments of Herman van Rompuy and Catherine Ashton, Journal of Common Market Studies, Volume 48, 2010.

Interviewwiththe author.

See Tilindyte, L, Election of the President of the European Commission, EPRS, 2019.

Some academics (such as Van Hecke, S, et al, 25 Years of Spitzenkandidaten, Wilfried Martens Centre, policy brief, 2018)
argue that the idea of a Spitzenkandidaten process already originated in the times of the Maastricht Treaty, and consecutive
building blocks led toits realisation in 2014.

For a detailed overview of the Spitzenkandidaten process, see, for example: Bardi, L., et al, The European Ambition: The
Group of the European People’s Party and European Integration, NOMOS, 2020.

Van Hecke, S, et al,2018.
Dinan, D., The European Council in 2019, EPRS, European Parliament, 2021.

Ludlow, P., European Council Briefing Notes 2019/3, Eurocomment, 2019.

For an analysis of the similarities and differences betweenthese nomination processesin 2014 and 2019, see Van Hecke, S,
etal,2018.

Ludlow, P., European Council Briefing Notes 2019/3, Eurocomment, 2019.

The nomination of Jean-Claude Juncker in 2014 for European Commission President was also not taken by consensus, as
the UK and Hungary voted against him.

Interviews with the author.
Ibid.

For more details, see, for example: https://euobserver.com/institutional/145312.

Interviews with the author.
Ibid.

53


https://twitter.com/EPP/status/1375049182143205378
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2021/654200/EPRS_STU(2021)654200_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_IDA(2021)662611
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1468-5965.2010.02093.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1468-5965.2010.02093.x
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/630264/EPRS_BRI(2018)630264_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_STU(2021)694236
https://euobserver.com/institutional/145312

The role of the European political parties, often under-
estimated in the past, has increased significantly over
the years. Today, they are important coordinators
within the EU political system, carrying out a variety of
activities that can be classified conceptually as
‘vertical’, ‘horizontal’ and ‘diagonal’ coordination.

This EPRS study explores the growing 'politicisation’ of
the European Council and the increased coordination
role which European political parties appear to play in
the context of the European Council.

The parties’ main coordination activities are clearly
their respective 'pre-summits’, held just ahead of
European Council meetings. These pre-summits serve

multiple purposes for the parties - including
coordinating positions for the imminent European
Council discussions, long-term strategising,

communication, socialising and networking - with the
importance of each varying between the different
parties.

A case study looking at the nomination of the EU’s new
institutional leadership in 2019 illustrates the
importance of the European political parties’ role in
coordinating between EU leaders in the European
Council.

This is a publication of the European Council Oversight Unit
EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service

This document is prepared for, and addressed to, the Members and staff of the European
Parliament as background material to assist them in their parliamentary work. The content of the
document is the sole responsibility of its author(s) and any opinions expressed herein should not

be taken to represent an official position of the Parliament.

ISBN: 978-92-846-8968-2 DOI: 10.2861/47729 CAT: QA-05-22-035-EN-N

N-N3-S€0-¢2-50-VO



	EPRS_STUD_699.476_Political_parties_and_the_EUCO_cover_final
	EPRS_STUD_699.476_ECOS_European_political_parties_and_the_EUCO_final.rev
	Introduction
	1. European political parties
	1.1. Historical development and legal basis for European political parties
	1.1.1. Development of Treaty articles on European political parties
	Table 1 – Development of Treaty articles on European political parties

	1.1.2. Secondary EU law
	Table 2 – Evolution of EU legislation on European political parties

	1.1.3. Authority and register
	1.1.4. European political parties at the beginning of 2022
	Figure 1 – Year of foundation of European political parties


	1.2. Overlap between EP political groups and European political parties
	Figure 2 – Overview of the European political parties, their related political groups in the EP, and European political foundations
	Figure 3 – Overlap of MEPs between political parties and political groups in the ninth parliamentary term (2019-2024)
	Figure 4 – Percentage of MEPs in a political group associated with the respective political party through their national party27F

	1.3. European political parties’ different forms and levels of coordination
	1.3.1. Vertical coordination
	1.3.2. Horizontal coordination
	1.3.3. Diagonal coordination


	Figure 5 – Development of overlap between political group and main corresponding political party
	Figure 6 – Vertical coordination between national parties at national and European level
	Figure 7 – Horizontal coordination among national parties in EU institutions
	Figure 8 – Diagonal coordination among national parties in Member States
	2. Party political make-up of the European Council
	2.1. Political affiliation of EU leaders in the European Council
	2.1.1. Members of the European Council
	2.1.2. Party affiliation in the European Council
	2.1.3. Changes in the balance
	Figure 10 – Affiliation of EU Heads of State or Government to political groups in the EP


	2.2. Party coalitions
	Table 3 – National political parties that are part of Member State governments and their affiliation to European political parties and/or political groups in the EP


	Figure 9 – European party affiliation of European Council Members (2002-2022)
	Figure 11 – Number of Member States with affiliates of European political parties in government
	Figure 12 – Number of Member States with affiliates of European political groups in government
	3. European political parties’ coordination in the context of European Council meetings
	3.1. Pre-summits
	3.1.1. Historical development
	3.1.2. Institutionalisation of pre-summits
	3.1.3. Functions of the pre-summits
	Coordination of positions for the imminent European Council
	Long-term strategising
	Socialising and networking
	Pre-summits as a communication opportunity
	Facilitating the discussions in the European Council

	3.1.4. Participants and attendance
	Table 4 – Categories of potential participants at pre-summit meetings of political parties

	3.1.5. Number of pre-summits
	Figure 15 – Pre-summit meetings by type of European Council meeting between October 2019 and October 2021
	Pre-summits during the Covid-19 pandemic


	3.2. Pre-council and ministerial meetings
	3.3. Twitter communication by European political families on the European Council and on the pre-summit meetings
	3.3.1. Total use of Twitter
	3.3.2. Relation between total tweets and tweets on the European Council
	3.3.3. Main issues in European Council-related tweets by political families
	Table 5 – Top five topics by party and group, October 2019 to October 202173F
	Table 6 – Overview of topics addressed by each European political party and group

	3.3.4. Pre-summit related tweets
	3.3.5. Hashtags used by political groups and parties
	Figure 21 – Hashtags used by European political parties in the context of the European Council

	3.3.6. Twitter activities of EU leaders on European political parties


	Figure 13 – Pre-summit meetings held in the context of European Council meetings (2007-2021)
	Figure 14 – Pre-summit meetings held in the context of European Council meetings between October 2019 and October 2021
	Figure 16 – Total EUCO tweets
	Figure 17 – European Council-related tweets as a percentage of total tweets, by party and group
	Figure 18 – Pre-summit tweets/Other EUCO tweets, per party and group
	Figure 19 – Total pre-summit tweets by pre-summit meeting host
	Figure 20 – Timing of European Council-related tweets
	4. European political parties in the context of nominating or appointing institutional leaders in the European Council
	4.1. Literature review on the influence of European political parties on the outcomes of European Council meetings
	4.2. Appointing institutional leaders in the past
	Figure 22 – Overview of high-level office holders since the 2009 EP elections and their party affiliation

	4.3. Case study: European political parties’ involvement in the 2019 selection of institutional leaders
	4.3.1. The Spitzenkandidaten process
	4.3.2. The discussions in the European Council and between political parties
	Ahead of the European Parliament elections
	After the EP elections



	Figure 23 – Political balance at the time of appointing the EU institutional leadership
	Conclusion


