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The COVID-19 pandemic dominated the agenda of the European Council in 
2021, as it had for much of 2020. Early in the year, the European Council 
struggled in a series of video-conferences to overcome problems besetting 
the procurement and distribution of vaccines throughout the EU. By 
mid-2021, as the situation improved and the pace of vaccination finally 
picked up, EU leaders welcomed the development of the digital COVID-19 
certificate to facilitate intra-EU travel. Later in the year, as a new variant of 
COVID-19 emerged, EU leaders focused on efforts to overcome vaccine 
hesitancy.  

In the meantime, EU leaders confronted a series of other challenges, in 
areas ranging from economic affairs to climate change and the external 
dimension of migration. As for international affairs, EU leaders were 
preoccupied in 2021 with deteriorating EU-Russia relations; this was not 
unrelated to worrisome developments in Belarus. The improvement of 
transatlantic relations after the advent of a new US administration was one 
of the few bright spots in an otherwise gloomy year. Within the European 
Council, the most notable development was the departure of German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel after 16 years of membership. 
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The European Council in 2021 

 

I 

Executive summary 
EU leaders met nine times in 2021 in various configurations of the European Council. They also held 
three meetings of the Euro Summit, in March, June, and December, all in an inclusive format. Three 
of the European Council meetings – the first meetings of 2021, held in January, February, and 
March – took the form of video-conferences. A resurgence of COVID-19 cases meant that leaders 
could not meet in person but had to meet nonetheless to address the crisis and try to alleviate 
faltering efforts to procure and distribute vaccines throughout the EU.  

The first in-person meeting of 2021 did not take place until 7-8 May: an informal summit in Porto, 
Portugal, primarily to discuss social policy. Things seemed finally to be returning to normal in the 
middle of the year, as the vaccine rollout improved and new cases began to fall. EU leaders held a 
special meeting of the European Council in Brussels in late May, and a regular meeting in June. By 
that time, they were able to welcome the development of the EU digital COVID-19 certificate; call 
for its rapid implementation to facilitate free movement; and devote more time to the global impact 
of the pandemic. 

At the informal European Council meeting in Brdo pri Kranju, Slovenia, in early October, EU leaders 
turned their attention to the EU's role in the world. At the regular European Council meetings in 
October and December, however, EU leaders once again found themselves devoting considerable 
time to the pandemic, as the situation deteriorated following the emergence of a new COVID-19 
variant. This time, EU leaders called for more efforts to overcome vaccine hesitancy, including by 
tackling disinformation. 

In addition to the all-pervasive COVID-19 crisis, EU leaders dealt with a host of other issues in 2021, 
including the single market, industrial policy and digital transformation, in March; implementation 
of the Next Generation EU recovery plan, in June; and trade policy, in late October. EU leaders 
discussed climate policy at their special May meeting and at the regular October meeting, and held 
discussions on the external aspects of migration in June, October, and December. 

In addition to their discussion at the informal May meeting on the EU's international role, EU leaders 
addressed security and defence in February and December, and devoted considerable time at many 
meetings in 2021 discussing a wide range of external affairs, notably developments in Belarus, 
relations with Russia, and relations with Turkey, all of which were troublesome. By contrast, EU-US 
relations were harmonious in 2021 following the advent of the Biden administration. 

Exceptionally, EU leaders discussed rule of law in 2021, on two occasions: in June, to address 
LGBTQI+ rights following the enactment of new legislation in Hungary; and in October, to discuss 
legal developments in Poland.  

The most significant changes in the composition of the European Council were the arrival of Italian 
Prime Minister Mario Draghi in February, and the departure, after 16 years in office, of German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel.  
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1. Introduction 
Speaking at a commemoration of the life of Valéry Giscard d'Estaing, on 2 December 2021, European 
Council President Charles Michel noted that the recently deceased former President of France 
'intended Europe to be ambitious, strong, robust and confident in its future. He wanted it to have 
institutions capable of providing the necessary positive political impetus and asserting Europe's role 
on the international stage. He was thereby instrumental in strengthening the European institutions 
which – to this day – embody this dual democratic legitimacy: that of the Member States, and that 
of the European Parliament'. President Giscard d'Estaing's contribution to strengthening the 
institutions that embody the legitimacy of the Member States was to create 'the institution which I 
have the honour of representing today … the European Council'. 

The European Council of today bears little resemblance to the European Council that President 
Giscard d'Estaing inaugurated in 1974, just as the European Union of today bears little resemblance 
to the European Community of that time. One similarity, however, is the sense of crisis that pervaded 
the European Community in the 1970s and the poly-crisis that continued to grip the EU in 2021. On 
each occasion, the circumstances were completely different, but in each case national leaders were 
central to trying to find solutions. Just as the European Council came about in the 1970s to deal with 
the crisis of that time, the European Council in 2021 was central to forging the EU's response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which ravaged Europe – and the world – for the second year in succession. 

Instead of holding their first meeting in person, in February, as called for in the Leaders' Agenda to 
discuss a variety of important issues, the leaders met in January, via video-conference, exclusively to 
discuss COVID-19. They met again in February and March, in the same format, largely to address 
continuing COVID-19-related concerns, notably the slow and uneven vaccine rollout across the EU. 
Given the political salience of the pandemic, it was essential for EU leaders to be able to address – 
and to be seen to be addressing – those issues. 

Despite the prevailing risk from COVID-19, the remaining EU summits of 2021 took place in person. 
Three were regular meetings of the European Council: in June, October, and December. The other 
summits included informal meetings of Heads of State or Government, in Porto, in early May, and in 
Brdo pri Kranju, Slovenia, in early October. In addition, EU leaders held a special summit in Brussels, 
in late May. There were three meetings of the Euro Summit in 2021, in March, June, and December, 
which piggy-backed on EU summits. 

By mid-2021, as the COVID-19 situation improved and the pace of vaccination finally accelerated, 
EU leaders agreed that a gradual reopening of countries could take place. They welcomed the 
development of the EU digital COVID-19 certificate; called for its rapid implementation to facilitate 
free movement; and devoted more time to the global impact of the pandemic. Later in the year, 
with the situation once again deteriorating due to the emergence of a new COVID-19 variant, EU 
leaders called for more efforts to overcome vaccine hesitancy, including by tackling disinformation. 

Notwithstanding the seriousness of the COVID-crisis, EU leaders dealt with a host of other issues in 
2021. Those included the single market, industrial policy, and digital transformation, at the March 
video-conference; implementation of the Next Generation EU recovery plan, at the June summit; 
trade policy at the October summit; and rapidly rising energy prices at the October and December 
summits. EU leaders discussed climate policy at their special summit in May and at the regular 
October summit. They held three discussions on the external aspects of migration, in June, October, 
and December. EU leaders addressed social policy, a priority of the Portuguese Council Presidency, 
at the informal summit in May. 

External relations were never far from the EU leaders' minds in 2021. They discussed the EU's role in 
the world at the informal summit in early October; and security and defence in February and 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/12/02/discours-du-president-charles-michel-lors-de-l-hommage-europeen-a-valery-giscard-d-estaing/
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December, when they reviewed progress on the Strategic Compass, which aimed to increase the 
EU's capacity to act autonomously. EU leaders devoted considerable time at many meetings in 2021 
to addressing a wide range of international affairs, notably relations with Russia, a growing problem 
throughout the year; developments in Belarus, which intruded dramatically onto the agenda of the 
informal May summit; relations with Turkey, a constant source of frustration for the EU; and EU-US 
relations. 

A special feature of 2021, building on the precedent set in 2020, was the European Council's 
discussion of the rule of law. EU leaders tackled the issue on two occasions: in June, to address 
LGBTQI+ rights following the enactment of new legislation in Hungary; and in October, to discuss 
legal developments in Poland.  

Notwithstanding the stresses caused by COVID-19, the rule of law, and other difficult issues, relations 
among EU leaders seemed somewhat less testy in 2021 than they had been in 2020. Notable 
changes in the composition of the European Council included the arrival of Italian Prime Minister 
Mario Draghi in February, and the departure, after 16 years in office, of German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel. That left Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán and Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte, two 
leaders who are notoriously antagonistic towards each other, as the longest-serving members of 
the European Council. 

This report on the work of the European Council in 2021 is divided into several chapters. The first set 
of chapters look into institutional affairs, such as the schedule and agenda of European Council 
meetings; membership and guests; dynamics within the European Council; the role of the President 
Charles Michel; and relations with the European Parliament. The next set of chapters examine an 
array of daunting issues, such as COVID-19; economic affairs; climate change; migration; and the rule 
of law. The final set of chapters survey international affairs, specifically the European Council's 
approach to the EU's role in the world and relations with third countries. 

The report draws on a wealth of publicly-available, mostly web-based material, including official 
European Council documents; EPRS studies; media reports; think-tank pieces; and tweets. It is 
informed by the author's years of scholarship on the EU and many contacts in Brussels. The author's 
affiliation with the EPRS, as a non-resident visiting fellow, facilitated research for this report.  
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2. Meetings, members, and attendance 

2.1. Introduction 
EU leaders met nine times in 2021 in various configurations of the European Council, as well as 
holding three Euro Summits. Three of the European Council meetings – the first meetings of 2021, 
held in January, February, and March – took the form of video-conferences (formally called 'Video-
conference(s) of the Members of the European Council'). It was disappointing for the EU leaders, 
who had hoped at the end of 2020 to be able to revert to in-person meetings, to have to hold video-
conferences instead. In view of the worsening COVID-19 situation, however, in-person meetings 
were impracticable in the early months of the new year. 

As European Council President Charles Michel remarked after the March video-conference, '… until 
a few days ago we thought that this meeting would be able to take place in person'. Although EU 
Leaders were thoroughly familiar with video-conferencing, the format was far from ideal. According 
to Michel, 'we know that when a meeting takes place in person we can work in ways that are 
impossible, or more difficult, during a video-conference'. 

The first in-person meeting of EU leaders in 2021 did not take place until 7-8 May. This was the 
'Informal meeting of Heads of State or Government' held in Porto. Strictly speaking, it was a hybrid 
of in-person and remote participation, as the German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, and the Dutch 
Prime Minister, Mark Rutte, could not travel because of the COVID-19 situation in their countries and 
took part via video-conference.  

Things seemed finally to return to business as usual when EU leaders held a 'Special meeting of the 
European Council,' in-person, in Brussels on 24-25 May. Similarly, the in-person 'Informal meeting of 
the members of the European Council,' in Brdo pri Kranju, Slovenia, on 5 October, was a routine 
meeting in the sense that EU leader often meet informally once each half-year in the country 
currently in the rotating Council Presidency. The most obvious sign of a return to normality for the 
European Council was the fact that the two regular end-of-half-year meetings, in June and 
December, took place in person, as did the regular October meeting. Nonetheless, the December 
European Council was unusual in that it lasted only one day, rather than spanning the usual two 
days (this was partly because most EU leaders had spent the previous day in Brussels for the Eastern 
Partnership summit). 

2.2. Schedule and discussion items 
Scheduling EU leaders' meetings is not an easy task. EU leaders know that regular European Councils 
take place in March, June, October, and December, but finding the exact days to meet can be tricky. 
Finding mutually agreeable times for other European Council meetings, often at short notice, can 
be fiendishly difficult. To help with agenda-setting in terms of both scheduling meetings and 
deciding their content, Michel, following the precedent set by his immediate predecessor, Donald 
Tusk, presented his first Leaders' Agenda – Leaders' Agenda 2020-2021 – at the October 2020 
European Council. The Leaders' Agenda is a programme for the European Council that sets out a 
schedule of meetings and a provisional list of items for discussion. 

In addition to the discussion items included for each meeting listed in the 2020-2021 Leaders' 
Agenda, Michel explained in the introduction that 'Europe's role in the world will be on the agenda 
of every European Council meeting. Some issues will be linked to international developments, while 
others will be strategic discussions or preparations for important meetings with partners'. The 
Leader's Agenda also included a list of summits with third countries yet to be scheduled: an EU-
African Union summit in Brussels; an informal meeting of EU Leaders with China's President, in 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/01/21/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/02/25-26/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/03/25/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/03/25/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-25-march-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/05/07-08/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/662634/EPRS_BRI(2021)662634_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/662634/EPRS_BRI(2021)662634_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/05/24-25/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/05/24-25/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/06/oral-conclusions-drawn-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-in-brdo-pri-kranju-slovenia/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/06/oral-conclusions-drawn-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-in-brdo-pri-kranju-slovenia/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/06/24-25/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/12/16/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/10/21-22/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2021/12/15/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2021/12/15/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/58872/leaders-agenda-2020-2021-en.pdf
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Brussels; a Western Balkans summit; an Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) (bringing together 53 countries 
from across Europe and Asia); and possibly an EU-CELAC (Community of Latin American and 
Caribbean States) summit. 

2.2.1. The Leaders' Agenda and the real agenda 
The Leaders' Agenda did not call for a meeting of EU leaders in January 2021. EU leaders nonetheless 
held a video-conference on 21 January to discuss the worsening COVID-19 crisis. The first summit of 
the year called for in the Leaders' Agenda was in February, to discuss health as well as security and 
defence. Special meetings of the European Council often take place in February, and are usually the 
first get-togethers of EU leaders in the new year. According to the Leaders' Agenda, the 
February 2021 meeting would take place 'back-to-back' with the Eastern Partnership Summit. 
Reflecting, perhaps, the EU leaders' growing ease and familiarity with video-conferencing, the 
February meeting was spread over 2 days. On 25 February, EU leaders discussed the COVID-19 crisis 
and preparedness for health emergencies. On 26 February, they discussed security and defence as 
well as relations with the southern neighbourhood. The Eastern Partnership Summit did not take 
place until 15 December. 

The European Council ordinarily holds the first of its annual regular meetings in March, over two 
days. Economic affairs traditionally predominate. The Leaders' Agenda duly called for discussion of 
digital-related issues, the single market, and industrial policy at the March meeting, and also for 
discussion of EU-Russia relations. The eastern Mediterranean – notably EU relations with Turkey – 
was added to the agenda following an agreement to do so at the European Council meeting of 
10-11 December 2020. Transatlantic relations were another addition following the inauguration of 
a new, EU-friendly US president. The continuing COVID-19 crisis inevitably intruded onto the agenda 
of what turned out to be a video-conference of the members of the European Council, held on 1 day 
only: 25 March. As anticipated in the Leaders' Agenda, a follow-on Euro Summit discussed the 
international role of the euro.  

Following the March meeting, Michel commented that a relatively packed agenda, squeezed into 
one day, 'promised to be a challenge, to be complicated,' and that the meeting was additionally 
'unusual … due to the presence of an extraordinary guest …'. Michel was referring to US President 
Joseph Biden, who joined the proceedings during the evening. The switch to the video-conference 
format, though far from ideal in most respects, facilitated President Biden's participation. That said, 
President Biden's participation squeezed out the time otherwise available for the planned 
discussion of Russia, which EU leaders agreed to defer until a later date. 

The Leaders Agenda included an informal meeting of Heads of State or Government in Portugal, on 
7-8 May. This was typical of the informal summits that tend to take place once a half-year in the 
country currently in the Council Presidency. In this case, Portugal's social-democratic Prime Minister, 
António Costa, wanted to host a high-level conference for EU leaders with the social partners on 
7 May, followed by an informal meeting of Heads of State or Government, beginning on the evening 
of 7 May and ending in the early afternoon of 8 May. The meetings – first the Social Summit, then 
the informal EU summit – took place in Porto. The actual agenda of the informal EU summit was 
close to what was outlined in the Leaders' Agenda: the social impact of the digital and green 
transformations, and social policy more broadly. Inevitably, EU leaders used the opportunity of 
being together in Porto to discuss the COVID-19 situation – notably the production and distribution 
of vaccines; the digital green certificate; and international solidarity – at their working dinner on 
7 May, together with a discussion of international affairs. The Leaders' Agenda mentioned that the 
Porto summit, as it came to be called, would take place 'back-to-back' with the EU-India leaders' 
meeting, which was indeed the case (Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi joined the meeting 
virtually).  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/01/21/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/02/25-26/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2021/12/15/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/12/10-11/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/12/10-11/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/03/25/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/03/25/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/euro-summit/2021/03/25/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/03/25/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-25-march-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/05/07-08/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2021/05/08/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2021/05/08/
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The special European Council on 24-25 May was not anticipated in the Leaders' Agenda. Instead, 
Michel called for the summit about 4 weeks before it took place in order to discuss issues, such as 
Russia, that EU leaders had not had time to address earlier in the year, and other foreign policy issues 
to which they wanted to devote some attention, such as relations with the United Kingdom (UK), 
the situation in the Middle East and in Mali, and preparations for the EU-US summit in mid-June. EU 
leaders also wanted to tackle COVID-19 and climate change, which they did on the second day of 
the summit. 

The discussion of international issues on the first day took an unexpected turn following the forced 
diversion to Minsk of a commercial flight, from Athens to Vilnius, by Belarusian authorities and the 
ensuing arrest of two Belarusian dissidents. That happened on 23 May, the day before the summit 
began. Outraged by the actions of Belarus, with which the EU was already on a collision course, EU 
leaders worked late into the night of 24-25 May discussing how best to deal with the situation, 
including what further sanctions to impose on the regime of President Aleksandr Lukashenko. 
Developments in Belarus added urgency and intensity to the EU leaders' discussion of Russia, a 
strong supporter of President Lukashenko. The EU leaders' discussion of COVID-19, on the second 
day of the summit, was less contentions than similar discussions in previous summits, whereas the 
ensuing discussion of climate policy showed persistent divergence in national positions with 
respect to when and how to reach net zero greenhouse gas emissions. 

The Leaders' Agenda listed the regular European Council on 24-25 June as having only two items 
for discussion: the future of Schengen and external relations, notably relations with the UK. EU 
leaders never discussed Schengen in 2021 and had already discussed the UK on 24 May. Instead, on 
24 June, they discussed COVID-19, migration, and external relations, including Turkey and Russia. 
The European Council began with an exchange of views with UN Secretary-General 
António Guterres on global challenges and geopolitical issues. An item that could not have been 
foreseen in the Leaders' Agenda came up for discussion at the last moment and preoccupied EU 
leaders on the evening of 24 June: the EU fundamental value of LGBTQI+ non-discrimination.  

The Leaders' Agenda did not envisage a Euro Summit in June, but EU leaders held one regardless, 
immediately after the regular summit, to discuss the economic challenges for the euro area in the 
aftermath of the COVID-19 crisis and progress on the banking union and capital markets union.  

At the end of the June European Council, Michel presented the indicative 2021-2022 Leaders' 
Agenda, spanning October to March. This followed on from the 2020-2021 Leaders' Agenda and was 
the second such programme presented by Michel during his Presidency. The introduction struck a 
positive note for the EU after more than a year of weathering the COVID-19 crisis: 'Thanks to our 
common European approach on vaccines, the collective action and solidarity of the Member States 
as well as the unprecedented joint effort of Next Generation EU, we are beginning to bounce back 
… The following indicative agenda for EU Leaders will help guide our work'. 

The first meeting mentioned in the new Leaders' Agenda was an informal dinner of members of the 
European Council, in Slovenia on 5 October, to discuss China and Trade. This would be followed on 
6 October by the EU-Western Balkans summit. The informal dinner took place in Brdo pri Kranju, 
Slovenia, on 5 October, where EU leaders discussed the EU's role in the world, not specifically trade 
or China. The discussion of the EU's role in the world included security and defence, with a focus on 
strategic autonomy and the strategic compass. Pressing problems nonetheless intruded on the 
meetings, having to do with migration and the rising cost of electricity throughout Europe. EU 
leaders agreed to 'come back regularly in the European Council on these issues (foreign and security 
policy), starting in October.' As expected, the EU-Western Balkans summit took place on 6 October 
in Brdo pri Kranju, the day after the informal EU summit. 

According to the Leaders' Agenda, the regular summit on 21-22 October would cover COVID-19, 
digital and preparation of the ASEM and Eastern Partnership summits, which were to take place on 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/05/24-25/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/06/24-25/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/euro-summit/2021/06/25/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/50761/indicative-leaders-agenda-2021-2022.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/50761/indicative-leaders-agenda-2021-2022.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2020/654192/EPRS_ATA(2020)654192_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/06/oral-conclusions-drawn-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-in-brdo-pri-kranju-slovenia/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/06/oral-conclusions-drawn-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-in-brdo-pri-kranju-slovenia/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2021/10/06/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/10/21-22/
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25-26 November and 15 December, respectively. In the event, rising energy prices were the first item 
discussed at the meeting. EU leaders also addressed the COVID-19 crisis – a staple of European 
Council meetings throughout 2021 – as well as trade policy, the digital transformation, migration, 
and a range of international affairs. An unusual feature of the October summit was that EU leaders 
'touch(ed) upon' recent developments relating to the rule of law, having to do with Poland. This was 
a highly sensitive issue for EU leaders to address. Together with the discussion of LGBTQI+ rights in 
June, however, it signalled a willingness on the part of the European Council to tackle topics that 
were central to the EU's identity as a bastion of liberal-democratic norms and values. After several 
years of alleged democratic backsliding and rule-of-law violations in a small number of Member 
States, the majority of EU leaders thought it necessary to address their concerns at the highest level. 
Little wonder that Michel described the October European Council meeting as having been 'a very 
intensive one'. 

The Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) took place on 25-26 November, but virtually – not in Cambodia, as 
the Leaders' Agenda stated that it would. The Eastern Partnership Summit took place on 
15 December, in Brussels. Other international meetings mentioned in the 2020-2021 Leader's 
Agenda as possibly taking place – an EU-African Union Summit in Brussels; an informal meeting of 
EU leaders with China's President, in Brussels; and an EU-CELAC summit – did not happen in 2021. 

Michel presented the updated indicative 2021-2022 Leaders' Agenda at the December European 
Council, setting out a work programme for the European Council up to March 2022. This appeared 
as an infographic only; there was no explanatory text. But the infographic included a caveat: 'The 
European Council will revert to other topics as needed'. The updated indicative Leaders' Agenda 
had a much fuller list of items for discussion at the 16 December European Council than the list in 
the original indicative Leaders' Agenda. Instead of discussing only COVID-19, crisis management 
and resilience, and Africa, EU leaders would discuss COVID-19, crisis management and resilience, 
Africa, energy prices, security and defence, external aspects of migration, Belarus and Ukraine, which 
indeed they did (except for Africa). 

The subject of Russia loomed large at the December summit because of the build-up of Russian 
troops on the border with Ukraine. Another topic of great concern was 'the instrumentalisation of 
migrants and refugees by the Belarusian regime (along the border with Poland) and the 
humanitarian crisis it has created', which EU leaders strongly condemned. As Michel remarked after 
the summit, EU leaders had undertaken 'long, extremely useful and intense discussions' on the 
situation in Ukraine and Russia, while devoting time as well to other important issues. 

Remarkably, EU leaders also managed to hold a Euro Summit, as anticipated in the indicative 
Leaders' Agenda, at the end of their one-day meeting on 16 December, where they again called for 
completion of the banking union and the capital markets union. 

2.2.2. The Leaders' Agenda working method 
The three iterations of the Leader's Agenda presented by Michel – the 2020-2021 Leaders' Agenda, 
in October 2020; the indicative Leaders' Agenda, in June 2021; and the updated indicative Leaders' 
Agenda, in December 2021 – were far less ambitious than the original Leaders' Agenda presented 
by European Council President Donald Tusk in October 2017. In addition to a schedule of meetings 
and list of agenda items, President Tusk's Leaders' Agenda introduced a new working method for 
the European Council: meetings would occasionally include – or consist exclusively of – Leaders' 
Discussions on subjects that were especially sensitive for some Member States, and therefore 
potentially divisive. Such discussions would build on a Leader's Note circulated before the meeting 
by the European Council President, not on draft conclusions. EU leaders would hold an informal, 
free-wheeling discussion with a view to building consensus on the subject and crafting eventual 
conclusions, which they would adopt at a forthcoming formal meeting.  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/11/23/report-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-parliament-plenary-session/
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/asia-europe-meeting-asem_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2021/12/15/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/53364/updated-indicative-leaders-agenda-2021-2022-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/12/16/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/12/17/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meeting-on-16-december-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/12/17/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meeting-on-16-december-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/euro-summit/2021/12/16/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/leaders-agenda/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/leaders-agenda/
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When he launched his first iteration of the Leaders' Agenda, in October 2020, Michel wrote that 
'Well-prepared, strategic discussions in the European Council will enable us to deepen our 
understanding of our shared interests and widen our strategic consensus. This will in turn contribute 
to the effective and uniform implementation of our collective decisions. Where no immediate 
conclusions are drawn, the outcome of the debates will be reflected in later conclusions'. This harked 
back to the working method introduced in President Tusk's Leaders' Agenda, to a limited extent. 
Michel did not mention Leaders' Discussions or Leaders' Notes. 

The closest that the European Council came to having a President Tusk-style Leaders' Discussion in 
2021 was the debate over dinner at Brdo pri Kranju, on 5 October, on the EU's role in the world, and 
the strategic discussion on trade over dinner at the regular European Council on 21 October (a 
discussion which should originally have taken place on 5 October, according to the indicative 
Leaders' Agenda). 

In effect, Michel's Leaders' Agendas were a provisional schedule of European Council meetings for 
a particular period and a provisional list of agenda items for each meeting. The provisional schedule 
of meetings was approved in advance by all of the participants. Given how busy EU leaders are, this 
was to be expected. Michel had more discretion in suggesting the provisional list of agenda items. 
But as everyone knew, and as Michel was careful to clarify, the list was just that: indicative. It should 
not be surprising that the provisional schedule of meetings and the provisional agenda items in the 
Leaders' Agenda and the actual schedule of meetings and the actual agenda items differed so much 
from each other. As Michel explained when he issued the Leaders' Agenda 2020-2021, this was 'a 
living document that will be updated as circumstances require'. 

2.3.  Key European Council documents 
European Council meetings generate an enormous amount of information and documentation. The 
internet 'meeting page' for each gathering of EU leader contains an extensive overview of the 
proceedings, under the heading 'Main Results', and links to a treasure-trove of documents relating 
to the event. For regular European Council meetings, those include the background brief; the 
provisional agenda; the president's letter of invitation; the list of participants; and the conclusions. 
In addition, there are usually links to remarks by the president before and after the meeting and, for 
regular European Councils, to the president's report on the meeting to the European Parliament. 

Conclusions are arguably the most important document to emerge from a meeting of the European 
Council, as they have an important political meaning. That is true specifically for the conclusions of 
regular and special meetings of the European Council. The conclusions of other meetings are often 
called by other names and tend to be less significant politically and legally.  

Following the January 2021 video-conference, the European Council issued only short 'Oral 
conclusions by President Charles Michel'. This was a slight change from the formula previously used 
after EU leaders' video-conferences ('Conclusions by the President' or 'Oral Conclusions drawn up 
by the President'). At the February and March video-conferences, EU leaders issued a 'Statement of 
the members of the European Council'. The informal meeting of Heads of State or Government in 
Porto, in May, did not result in any written conclusions, which is the norm for such events. Following 
the informal meeting at Brdo pri Kranju in October, however, Michel issued 'oral conclusions,' as he 
had after the January video-conference. 

At its special meeting in May, the European Council issued a 'normal' set of conclusions, as it did at 
its subsequent regular meetings in 2021 (June, October, and December). In his remarks after the 
October summit, Michel included an interesting insight into how conclusions should be understood 
– or not misunderstood – with respect to the discussions that take place in the meetings from which 
they emerge: 'digital is a key issue for our shared future in the EU and the limited time afforded to 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/58872/leaders-agenda-2020-2021-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/06/oral-conclusions-drawn-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-in-brdo-pri-kranju-slovenia/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/10/21-22/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/58872/leaders-agenda-2020-2021-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/01/21/oral-conclusions-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-21-january-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/02/26/statement-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-25-26-february-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/03/25/statement-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-25-march-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/06/oral-conclusions-drawn-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-in-brdo-pri-kranju-slovenia/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/25/european-council-conclusions-24-25-may-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/25/european-council-conclusions-24-25-june-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/22/european-council-conclusions-21-22-october-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/11/european-council-conclusions-10-11-december-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/23/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meetings-on-21-22-october-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/23/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meetings-on-21-22-october-2021/
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digital throughout the summit does not reflect the magnitude and importance of this topic. I said 
this with a smile … but sometimes the matters on which there is strong unity in the European 
Council, in terms of the ambition, the goal and the means of achieving the goal, are the matters we 
talk about less in the meeting. That is not because they are not important … But I would like to draw 
your attention to this … precisely because the conclusions on digital are strong and ambitious, and 
they demonstrate the seamless coordination and full cooperation between the European 
institutions – the Commission, the Parliament and the European Council, each playing its respective 
role'. 

Another revealing aspect of the regular October summit conclusions was something that was 
missing from them. Once again to quote Michel in his post-summit remarks: 'at dinner we had a 
strategic discussion on trade. As agreed, there were no written conclusions: rather than being 
distracted by a text, we wished to listen to each other. That enabled us to highlight a number of 
factors, and identify a number of points of convergence'. Accordingly, as mentioned previously, the 
discussion on trade resembled the kind of Leaders' Discussion occasionally organised by President 
Tusk under the original Leaders' Agenda.  

EU leaders had a lively discussion of energy prices at their December summit. This was mentioned 
on the 'meeting page', but not in the conclusions. The reason was not because EU leaders wanted 
to discuss the issue in the same way that they had discussed trade policy in October, but because 
they were unable to reach agreement on how to resolve the problem. Michel explained this in his 
post-summit remarks: 'we had a rather long debate on energy. This is a serious issue, it is an 
important issue that has an impact on households, on their purchasing power, and which also has 
an impact on businesses, on the competitiveness of European businesses … However, it has to be 
acknowledged that the differences around the table did not allow an agreement to be reached 
tonight on the text of the conclusions that were presented. This means that we will remain engaged 
on this issue, which will be on the agenda again at a forthcoming European Council'.  

Two other examples of the discrepancy between European Council discussions and conclusions in 
2021 are worth noting. In both cases, the failure of the conclusions to refer to an issue that EU leaders 
had addressed extensively at the meeting was due to the sensitivity of the subject matter and to an 
agreement among the participants that such 'political' discussions should not be officially recorded. 
Thus, neither the heated discussion of LGBTQI+ rights at the June European Council nor the lively 
discussion of recent developments relating to the rule of law at the October European Council were 
mentioned in the summit conclusions. 

2.4. Members and guests 
Membership in the European Council changed in 2021, as it does on a regular basis, owing to 
changes in national leadership. (The presidency of the European Commission and the presidency of 
the European Council were unchanged in 2021). The most noteworthy changes in national 
leadership with respect to the European Council happened at the beginning and at the end of the 
year: in February, when Mario Draghi became Prime Minister of Italy; and in December, when Angela 
Merkel stepped down as Chancellor of Germany.  

The premiership of Mario Draghi was especially significant for the European Council because of the 
political stability that he brought to Italy, a leading Member State, and because of his stature in the 
EU, as a former president of the European Central Bank. In that role, Mario Draghi had often been a 
guest at meetings of the Euro Summit. He was no stranger, therefore, to the European Council. From 
the beginning – the February video-conference – Prime Minister Draghi was an active and widely-
respected participant in European Council meetings. Italy's standing on the European stage rose 
with him. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/23/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meetings-on-21-22-october-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/12/17/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meeting-on-16-december-2021/
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Angela Merkel had been Chancellor of Germany since November 2005. Between that time and her 
departure in 2021 she attended no fewer than 106 meetings of the European Council. By virtue of 
being leader of the EU's demographically and economically largest Member State; by virtue of her 
experience and longevity at the highest level of European politics; and by virtue of her unassuming 
but authoritative leadership style, Angela Merkel had become the most important and influential 
member of the European Council. Her departure, anticipated throughout the year – she had 
announced long before that she would not contest the German federal elections in September – 
nonetheless seemed to stun the European Council. Like Germany and the EU, the European Council 
would have to navigate the 'post-Merkel era'.  

Chancellor Merkel's last European Council, in October, was also the last meeting for Swedish Prime 
Minister Stefan Löfven, another long-time European Council member (he had been in office since 
October 2014). It was the first and last meeting for Austrian Chancellor Alexander Schallenberg, who 
had replaced Sebastian Kurz shortly before the summit and who resigned from office on 
6 December (this was a tumultuous time in Austrian politics). In view of those changes at the 
national level in late 2021, the December summit was the first European Council meeting for three 
leaders: German Chancellor Olaf Scholz; Swedish Prime Minister Magdalena Andersson; and 
Austrian Chancellor Karl Nehammer (Austria's fourth chancellor in 3 years). 

The president of the European Parliament is the most frequent guest at European Council meetings. 
Because the European Parliament is an EU institution, the president of the European Parliament 
might be considered an honorary member of the European Council, or perhaps as a standing guest 
of honour. According to Article 235(2) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union – 
TFEU, the European Parliament president may be invited to be heard by the European Council. 
Customarily, the European Council invites the European Parliament president to address its 
members before formal meetings, but more and more also before informal meetings. Although the 
regular March summit could not take place in person, and was replaced by a 'Video-conference of 
the Members of the European Council'. European Parliament President David Sassoli was 
nonetheless invited to address the EU leaders before the meeting began. Unable to attend the 
opening of the October summit, Sassoli circulated copies of his speech to EU leaders before the 
summit began. 

The most prominent guest at a meeting of the European Council in 2021 was US President Joe Biden, 
who participated in a session of the March video-conference. Having a US president join a meeting 
of the European Council, however briefly, is extremely unusual but not unprecedented. 

NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg, a relatively frequent guest of the European Council, 
joined the February video-conference for a discussion of security and defence and EU-NATO 
cooperation. The European Council welcomed one of its own, former Portuguese prime minister 
António Guterres, in his capacity as UN Secretary-General, for lunch at the beginning of the June 
European Council to discuss global challenges and geopolitical issues. 

It is customary for EU leaders to invite the President of the European Central Bank and the President 
of the Eurogroup to meetings of the Euro Summit. This was the case in 2021, when ECB President 
Christine Lagarde and Eurogroup President Paschal Donohoe were guests at the March, June, and 
December Euro Summits. 

2.5. Dynamics 

2.5.1. Interpersonal relations 
EU leaders meet each other all the time, not only at EU summits. Indeed, many of their meetings are 
for the purpose of summit preparation. The busy round of pre-summit meetings usually involves 
the European Council President visiting national capitals; national leaders visiting Brussels; and 
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national leaders visiting each other in their countries' capitals. In 2021, many such meetings took 
place via video-conference. National leaders are also linked through membership in the trans-
European political parties, notably the European People's Party and the Party of European Socialists, 
as well as the Renew Europe political family. Meetings of those parties' and political family' leaders 
– not just those who are Heads of State or Government – immediately before the start of regular and 
special European Councils provide a useful opportunity for EU leaders to network and to strategise 
for the summit ahead. 

It is a cliché to say that the European Council is a club, but it is a truism nonetheless. The unwritten 
club rules include civility and empathy. National leaders are elected; they face re-election and a host 
of other political challenges on a regular basis. They understand the pressure of being at the top, 
and generally wish each other well. The club-like nature of the European Council was apparent in 
Michel's remarks after the regular October summit, when he bade farewell to two long-time 
members: 'today marked a special moment, as this morning we began to pay tribute to two of our 
colleagues, Stefan Löfven and Angela Merkel. We had the opportunity to express our gratitude, our 
thanks, for everything they have brought to the table – Angela Merkel in sixteen years of 
contributions to the European Council, and Stefan Löfven in seven. This also showed the human 
beings who make up this European table, the European Council table. There is a lot of political 
commitment, professional commitment and conviction, but there is also real warmth in the human 
contact and personal interaction, which are important and part and parcel of the European project'. 

Nevertheless, bad blood occasionally seeps into the European Council and leaders sometimes 
express impatience or irritation with each other. Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán is an outlier 
in the European Council because of his proclaimed illiberalism and disdain for fundamental EU 
values. Polish Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki has also incurred the wrath of other European 
leaders because of his government's alleged violations of the rule of law. Both leaders were at the 
epi-centre of rule of law discussions in the European Council in 2021 – discussions that until 2020 
were unheard of in that venue. At the June European Council, most of the other participants 
excoriated Prime Minister Orbán on the subject of LGBTQI+ rights. At the October European Council, 
Prime Minister Morawiecki was on the receiving end of withering criticism on the subject of political 
conditionality and the disbursement of Next Generation EU funds. 

Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte is famously antagonistic towards Prime Minister Orbán, both of 
whom became the longest serving members of the European Council following Chancellor Merkel's 
departure. On 14 October, Prime Minister Rutte's anger erupted openly with respect to another EU 
leader: Slovenian Prime Minister and President-in-Office of the Council Janez Janša. Prime Minister 
Rutte criticised his Slovenian counterpart in a tweet for allegedly making disparaging comments 
about MEPs who visited Ljubljana and expressed concerns about the rule of law and freedom of the 
press. Prime Minister Janša responded in kind. Perhaps concerned that the spat would escalate at 
the October summit, Michel tweeted on 14 October that 'mutual respect … within the European 
Council … is the only way forward'. 

Divisions among national leaders in 2021 were apparent regarding several European Council 
agenda items. In addition to the rule of law, among the most noticeable was the division between 
the leaders of several eastern and western Member States over the allocation of COVID-19 vaccines. 
This was obvious at the March video-conference, when the leaders of Member States mostly in 
central and eastern Europe, where the vaccine rollout was lagging, complaining bitterly about not 
receiving sufficient vaccines from an EU emergency supply. Croatian Prime Minister 
Andrej Plenkovic and Czech Prime Minister Andrej Babis were among the most vocal of them. 
Indeed, Babis reportedly lashed out over the issue of vaccine distribution in early April, calling the 
Portuguese Council Presidency a 'puppet of larger Member States' and the allocation system a 
'scandal' that 'cheated' his country. 

https://epthinktank.eu/2022/04/21/european-political-parties-and-the-european-council-a-pattern-of-ever-closer-coordination/
https://epthinktank.eu/2022/04/21/european-political-parties-and-the-european-council-a-pattern-of-ever-closer-coordination/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/23/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meetings-on-21-22-october-2021/
https://twitter.com/MinPres/status/1448691160050978822
https://twitter.com/JJansaSDS/status/1448721890797883393?s=20
https://twitter.com/eucopresident/status/1448754635687317514?s=20
https://www.ft.com/content/bd076cec-4d14-468f-91b1-30a6eb00d3cb
https://www.ft.com/content/bd076cec-4d14-468f-91b1-30a6eb00d3cb
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Many other EU leaders became intensely irritated with Austrian Chancellor Sebastian Kurz over his 
repeated, strident criticism of the EU's vaccine distribution system. On a number of occasions, 
Chancellor Kurz reportedly demanded a share of the emergency supply of vaccines being made 
available for countries most in need, such as Bulgaria, Croatia, Czechia, Estonia and Latvia, although 
Austria was not facing an immediate vaccine crisis. Other leaders, including the usually 
imperturbable Chancellor Merkel, reportedly snapped at the Austrian Chancellor at the March 
video-conference. 

Another divide among EU leaders opened later in the year over rising energy prices. This prompted 
the economy and finance ministers of five Member States – Czechia, France, Greece, Romania and 
Spain – to denounce the rise in prices and call for a common European approach to issues such as 
gas storage and joint procurement. EU leaders held a brief discussion of energy prices during the 
informal dinner in Brdo pri Kranju on 5 October, and again at the regular October and December 
summits, without reaching a definitive agreement. 

2.5.2. Influence and interests 
Influence in the European Council depends on many things. Some leaders, such as the French 
President and the German Chancellor, are at a considerable advantage on account of their countries' 
size and authority in the EU. Longevity in the European Council may be another source of influence, 
although Orbán, the European Council's longest-serving member after Merkel's departure, was 
something of a pariah, whereas Rutte, the European Council's second-longest-serving member after 
Merkel's departure, was quite influential. Rutte's influence was owing also to the fact that the 
Netherlands is an original Member State, has a large economy, and is a net contributor to the 
budget. Nonetheless, Rutte had a reputation for soft euroscepticism and was hamstrung for much 
of 2021 by political difficulties at home (he was trying for months to form a new government after 
the March general election). 

Merkel's outsized influence in the European Council was undoubtedly buttressed by her longevity 
in the institution, as well as by her reputation for reasonableness and conciliation. But that did not 
mean that Chancellor Merkel always got her way. A spectacular instance of Chancellor Merkel's 
misjudgement, and the reaction that it engendered among some of the other national leaders, was 
her call, at the June European Council, for a resumption of EU-Russia summits, including the 
participation on the EU side of the 27 national leaders in addition to the European Commission and 
the European Council Presidents (see Chapter 12.3.2). For other national leaders, especially those of 
the Baltic States and Poland, both the substance and the manner of Merkel's proposal, which did 
not go through the usual channels of summit preparation, were highly objectionable. Merkel was 
forced to retreat, which cast a pall over her closing months in the European Council. 

Merkel's proposal at the June summit was presented as a Franco-German initiative. Indeed, Merkel 
had discussed the idea with French President Emmanuel Macron before the summit, and President 
Macron had agreed to go along with it, albeit reluctantly. President Macron's reticence was 
indicative of a general cooling in relations within the European Council between the French and 
German leaders in 2021. The year was devoid of any great Franco-German plans. Moreover, Macron 
seemed unusually restrained in the European Council in 2021 compared with previous years. For 
instance, he did not take the lead in the rule of law discussions in June and October; and he did not 
push too hard in support of EU initiatives with which he was closely associated, such the Conference 
on the Future of Europe and the need for European sovereignty and strategic autonomy. This may 
have been due, in part, to his preoccupation with domestic French politics in the run-up to the 2022 
presidential election, although Macron had always tended to see European and French politics as 
being inextricably intertwined. 

Commission President Ursula von der Leyen saw her star rise noticeably in the European Council in 
2021. The year seemed to begin badly for her, as the Commission reeled from criticism of its 

https://www.politico.eu/article/coronavirus-vaccines-euroepe-austria-sebastian-kurz-not-shared-fairly/
https://www.politico.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/06/Common-Statement-Energy-prices-2-1.pdf
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COVID-19 vaccine procurement and distribution strategies. Even when public criticism was at its 
worst, however, national leaders showed commendable sympathy for her in the European Council, 
notably during the three video-conferences between January and March. On those occasions, von 
der Leyen demonstrated her command of the extremely complicated COVID-19 vaccination issue.  

As the year progressed and the vaccination situation improved in Europe, von der Leyen's stature 
appeared to grow in the European Council. She may have been helped by the adroit way in which 
she and her closest advisors handled the debacle of the EU-Turkey leaders' meeting on 6 April, when 
von der Leyen was left standing as Michel and Turkish President Erdoğan sat down in two armchairs 
at the front of the room, leaving President von der Leyen to sit on a sofa at the side of the room (see 
Chapter 12.2.7). The incident, quickly dubbed 'sofagate', was caught on video and soon went viral. 
By highlighting Michel's maladroitness and signalling the difficulties that women continue to face 
even at the highest political level, the incident indirectly helped to strengthen von der Leyen's 
position within the European Council. 

Italian Prime Minister Mario Draghi brought a breath of fresh air into the European Council in 2021. 
Despite being a newcomer, he was not shy about intervening in European Council discussions. At 
his first European Council as head of government, in February, he reportedly made a forceful 
intervention about the slow pace of Europe's vaccination drive and the need to get tough with 
pharmaceutical companies over their failure to deliver the promised number of doses. At the June 
European Council, he insisted on migration being on the agenda, although he did not push as hard 
as he might have for stronger conclusions on the subject. He also expressed strong views on the rule 
of law at both the June and October discussions on the subject.  

Although it is axiomatic that the leaders of large Member States are more influential than the leaders 
of small Member States, much depends on the individual leader and on the subject under 
discussion. It was striking in 2021 that the leaders of the Baltic States seemed to become more 
influential as the year progressed. That was because of the marked deterioration in EU-Belarus and 
EU-Russia relations. Given their countries' locations and historical experience with both Belarus and 
Russia, the Baltic leaders (and the prime minister of Poland) were well placed to advise their 
European Council colleagues on how best to deal with President Lukashenko and President Putin. 
As Estonian Prime Minister Kaja Kallas observed with respect to Russia's aggression against Ukraine, 
during lunch with the Financial Times on 18 February 2022: 'I sometimes feel around the European 
Council [that] for some of [the other EU leaders] it is a theoretical discussion. Whereas for us, it's an 
everyday worry, a real worry'. By the end of 2021, other EU leaders were finally listening to the 
Estonian Prime Minister and her counterparts elsewhere in central and eastern Europe. 

2.5.3. Partnerships and alliances 
There are strong partnerships but no standing alliances among leaders in the European Council. 
France and Germany are unusually close and have historically been a driving force in the European 
Council and, more generally, in the development of the EU. But as noted previously, the Franco-
German motor was not firing on all cylinders in 2021.  

Apart from France and Germany, other national leaders have common interests based on their 
countries' location and historical relationships. An example is the Visegrad 4 (V4) countries (Czechia, 
Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia). The cohesion of the V4, while never strong, weakened perceptibly 
in 2021 as Poland and Hungary, the two leading members of the group, fell out over how to respond 
to President Putin's growing hostility towards Ukraine and towards the EU generally. Whereas Polish 
Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki took an uncompromising position towards President Putin, 
Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán was more accommodating. Also, despite being on the losing 
side of bitter discussions in the European Council concerning the rule of law in June (in the case of 
Viktor Orbán) and in October (in the case of Mateusz Morawiecki), there were increasingly noticeable 
differences in policy preferences between both leaders. They were united, however, in their dislike 

https://geopolitique.eu/en/2021/05/24/italy-and-europe-will-rise-or-fall-together/
https://geopolitique.eu/en/2021/05/24/italy-and-europe-will-rise-or-fall-together/
https://www.ft.com/content/2fceef2a-c5d6-4f8b-a109-f35dbf4799b8
https://www.ft.com/content/098ba985-1284-46c6-9abe-f626fa9e47f0
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of leaders such as Macron and Rutte, who were unwavering in their criticism of Hungary and Poland. 
This must have made the visit of President Macron to Budapest, on 13 December 2021, to join the 
summit of V4 prime ministers, especially awkward.  

The EUMed9, a group of Mediterranean and southern European Union Member States (Croatia, 
Cyprus, France, Greece, Italy, Malta, Portugal, Slovakia, and Spain) became more prominent in 2021 
than in previous years. At the EUMed9 summit in Athens, on 17 September, the leaders of the 
member countries issued a joint declaration covering a number of topics, notably climate change. 
The leaders of the EUMed9 often take common positions in the European Council on matters of 
mutual interest, such as migration and security policy in the Mediterranean basin. 

Countries will occasionally come together to sign a joint letter or issue a non-paper in an effort to 
shape the discussion in the European Council, or at least to set down a marker on a particular issue. 
Thus, the Netherlands and Spain, countries that are often poles apart on EU issues, especially the 
budget, released a joint paper on strategic autonomy, on 24 May, the first day of the May special 
summit.  

Another, more dramatic, example of a joint initiative was the letter sent to European Council 
President Charles Michel, European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, and Council 
Presidency President António Costa, on 24 June, by 17 national leaders 'on the occasion of the 
upcoming LGBTI pride'. Although the letter did not mention Hungary by name, its timing was telling 
and its intent clear: the signatories wanted Michel to hold a discussion at the June European Council, 
which was starting that day, on LGBTI rights. Michel reluctantly agreed to do so. The 17 national 
leaders were: Alexander De Croo (Belgium), Mette Frederiksen (Denmark), Angela Merkel (Germany), 
Kaja Kallas (Estonia), Micheál Martin (Ireland), Kyriakos Mitsotakis (Greece), Pedro Sánchez (Spain), 
Emmanuel Macron (France), Mario Draghi (Italy), Nicos Anastasiades (Cyprus), Krišjānis Kariņš 
(Latvia), Xavier Bettel (Luxembourg), Robert Abela (Malta), Mark Rutte (the Netherlands), Sanna 
Marin (Finland) and Stefan Löfven (Sweden). Austrian Chancellor Sebastian Kurz cosigned the letter 
after it was released. 

  

https://www.visegradgroup.eu/statement-of-the-220210
https://primeminister.gr/en/2021/09/17/27478
https://www.permanentrepresentations.nl/documents/publications/2021/03/24/non-paper-on-strategic-autonomy
https://www.permanentrepresentations.nl/documents/publications/2021/03/24/non-paper-on-strategic-autonomy
https://www.premier.be/en/letter-different-heads-state-and-governements-occasion-upcoming-lgbti-pride
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3. The European Council president 

3.1. Introduction 
Presiding over the European Council is a chore. The European Council's principal members are 
national leaders: powerful people with strong egos who are used to being deferred to. The leaders 
of large Member States are more likely to assert themselves than the leaders of small Member States. 
The personalities of national leaders differ, but few are shy or retiring by nature. They can be difficult 
to manage as a group. 

European Council President Charles Michel is a former national leader, but from a small Member 
State, albeit important in the history of the EU. He is only the third ever European Council president. 
All three are former national leaders, which is an unofficial prerequisite for the job. Other national 
leaders want the European Council president to be a peer; to have already served in the European 
Council as a principal member. But they do not want the European Council president to dominate. 
Hence their predilection for a president who is more restrained than most national leaders, and who 
does not come from one of the EU's biggest Member States. Charles Michel fit the bill, as did 
Herman van Rompuy, the European Council's inaugural president and, like Michel, from Belgium 
and used to brokering compromises. Donald Tusk, the only other European Council president, was 
a bit of an outlier, being more assertive than the other two incumbents and coming from Poland, a 
large, but relatively new Member State. 

At the beginning of 2021, Charles Michel had been in the job for more than one year (he became 
European Council President on 1 December 2019). Already familiar with the European Council from 
his days as a prime minister, by early 2021 he had gained considerable experience as president of 
the institution. He had learned to deal with national leaders as diverse as French President 
Emmanuel Macron, with whom he was close politically; German Chancellor Angela Merkel, with 
whom he lacked a close political or personal connection; Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, 
whose illiberalism he abhorred; and Polish Prime Mateusz Morawiecki, whom he seemed to like 
personally but whose illiberalism was deeply disturbing. As European Council President, 
Charles Michel served the national leaders, but could not be seen to be beholden to them. Aware of 
the outsized influence of some national leaders, he had to seem to be equally responsive to them 
all. He wanted to be fair in his dealings with the national leaders, and not to appear unduly 
deferential to any of them. At the same time, Michel was hoping in 2021 that he would be appointed 
in mid-2022 for a second term in office. This may not have consciously affected his performance as 
European Council president, but it is worth keeping in mind, nonetheless. 

3.2. Job description 
First and foremost, Michel's job was to convene and chair meetings of the European Council. The 
challenge of scheduling European Council meetings and agreeing on the items for discussion is 
formidable. Following the precedent set by his predecessor Donald Tusk, Michel delivered his first 
Leaders' Agenda – Leaders' Agenda 2020-2021 – at the October 2020 European Council. This was 
little more than a work programme for the European Council, setting out a schedule of meetings 
and a provisional list of agenda items for the period from October 2020 to June 2021. He followed 
up on this, at the end of the June 2021 European Council, with the indicative 2021-2022 Leaders' 
Agenda, spanning the period October 2021 to March 2022.  

As noted in Chapter 2, the schedule of meetings and list of agenda items contained in Michel's two 
iterations of the Leaders' Agenda bore only a close approximation to what actually took place. 
Michel can hardly be faulted for that. Events move quickly, and the European Council needs to be 
responsive to them. As Michel explained when he issued the 2020-2021 Leaders' Agenda, this was 

https://epthinktank.eu/2022/03/24/charles-michel-as-president-of-the-european-council/
https://epthinktank.eu/2022/03/24/charles-michel-as-president-of-the-european-council/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2022/699481/EPRS_BRI(2022)699481_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/58872/leaders-agenda-2020-2021-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/50761/indicative-leaders-agenda-2021-2022.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/50761/indicative-leaders-agenda-2021-2022.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/58872/leaders-agenda-2020-2021-en.pdf
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'a living document that will be updated as circumstances require'. The Leaders' Agenda was a useful 
but limited guide to when European Council meetings would take place and what would be 
discussed at them.  

Despite following in Tusk's footsteps with regard to the Leaders' Agenda, it is easy to surmise that 
Michel was relatively uninterested in the exercise. His Leaders' Agendas were sparse compared to 
Tusk's Leaders' Agenda, and did not include the new working methods – such as Leaders' 
Discussions and Leaders' Notes – pioneered by Tusk. This is not to say that Michel did not want to 
have open-ended discussions at European Council meetings unconstrained by draft conclusions. 
Indeed, Michel presided over two such discussions in 2021: on the EU's role in the world, at the 
informal May summit; and on trade policy, at the regular October summit. For the most part, 
however, Michel seemed to accept that leaders simply did not have enough time to engage in the 
kind of Leaders' Discussions championed by Tusk. 

Being a successful European Council president calls for considerable flexibility. Michel displayed 
such flexibility by convening meetings of the European Council at short notice, such as on 
21 January 2021 to discuss the COVID-19 crisis, and on 24-25 May 2021 to discuss various issues 
either left over from previous meetings or too pressing to wait for later meetings. Needless to say, 
Michel could not have scheduled those or other meeting without first consulting the other EU 
leaders. But the other EU leaders seem generally to have trusted his judgement in calling for 
meetings to take place.  

Another example of Michel's flexibility was the ease with which he switched, when necessary, from 
in-person meetings to video-conferences. Much to his disappointment and to the disappointment 
of every European Council member, Michel had to convene the first three meetings of 2021 in video-
conference format. This was far from ideal for the conduct of European Council business, as Michel 
often pointed out, but it was preferable to not meeting at all, especially when EU leaders needed to 
be seen to be responding to the EU's poor record of vaccine procurement and distribution early in 
the year. Despite the limits of video-conferencing, EU leaders had in any case become familiar with 
on-line interactions by that time. They knew only too well that video-conferencing was not 
conducive to intensive negotiations but was more than adequate for exchanging ideas and 
information on important topics of mutual interest. 

The content of European Council meetings was usually set reasonably far in advance, either in the 
Leaders' Agenda or, more likely, as a result of more recent discussions among Michel and the 
national leaders – either in person, in EU headquarters or in the national capitals, or via video-
conference. Sometimes, items came onto the European Council agenda at the last moment, in 
response to unexpected or extraordinary events. This was the case on 24 May, when EU leaders 
found themselves discussing the forced diversion to Minsk of a commercial flight the day before, 
and the arrest of two Belarusian dissidents who had been on board. It was also the case on 24 June, 
when most EU leaders insisted on discussing LGBTQI+ rights in view of recent development in 
Hungary. Michel was reportedly reluctant to alter the European Council's agenda at the very last 
minute, given how packed the meetings already were. 

Regardless of how – and how late – items come onto the agenda of the European Council, Michel 
had an opportunity to shape the discussion through his letters of invitation. Depending on the 
meeting in question – whether regular or exceptional – those letters appeared either several days 
or only a day or two before the gathering of EU leaders. The length of the letters varied, depending 
on the number and complexity of the agenda items under discussion. They also varied according to 
the emphasis that Michel put on particular agenda items, which sometimes reflected his own 
familiarity with and particular interest in a topic. It is impossible to know whether the invitation 
letters were ever read by some, let alone all, of the other EU leaders.  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2019/631741/EPRS_IDA(2019)631741_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2019/631741/EPRS_IDA(2019)631741_EN.pdf
https://epthinktank.eu/2021/01/25/outcome-of-the-european-council-video-conference-of-21-january-2021/
https://epthinktank.eu/2021/05/28/outcome-of-the-special-european-council-meeting-of-24-25-may-2021/
https://epthinktank.eu/2021/05/28/outcome-of-the-special-european-council-meeting-of-24-25-may-2021/
https://epthinktank.eu/2021/06/30/outcome-of-the-meetings-of-eu-leaders-24-25-june-2021/
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Chairing a meeting of EU leaders is extremely difficult. The pressure of business is intense, with so 
many agenda items to get through. But leaders like being heard and, if they have something to say, 
expect to be able to say it. Apart from massaging leaders' egos, a successful European Council 
president needs to be familiar with each agenda item in order to move the discussion along. In 
addition to doing prodigious amounts of reading, the European Council president needs to meet 
regularly with other EU leaders in order to know their likes and dislikes; their permissiveness and 
their red lines. The President's publicly-available calendar suggests that Michel was assiduous in 
consulting and cultivating national leaders before meetings of the European Council with a view to 
ensuring a successful outcome – or as successful an outcome as possible.  

Paradoxically, the pandemic may have facilitated European Council preparations because Michel 
was able to hold many more consultations with EU leaders via video-conference than he would have 
been able to manage in person, in meetings in Brussels or in the leaders' national capitals. Moreover, 
Michel was able to include groups or sub-sets of national leaders in his preparatory video-
conferences. The following, drawn from Michel's official calendar, gives an idea of the intensive 
preparations for the 25 March European Council, preparations that included video-conferences 
involving several national leaders at the same time: 

Wednesday 17 March 2021 
08.00 Video-conference with Heads of State or Government of Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czechia, 
Latvia, Slovenia 

Thursday 18 March 2021 
10.00 Video-conference with Heads of State or Government of Bulgaria, Finland, Ireland, 
Luxembourg, Malta 

Friday 19 March 2021 
10.00 Video-conference with Heads of State or Government of Cyprus, Denmark, Latvia, Slovakia, 
Slovenia 
15.00 Video-conference with Heads of State or Government of Austria, Croatia, Czechia, Greece, 
the Netherlands, Sweden 

Follow-through is as important for a European Council president as is the preparation of each 
meeting. It also requires frequent consultation with EU leaders and, especially, with the European 
Commission president, the Council president, and the European Parliament president. Without 
knowing for sure the extent of Michel's follow-through after each European Council meeting, on the 
basis of publicly-available information, it seems safe to say that he was equally assiduous in carrying 
out his responsibilities in that regard as he was in preparing for the meeting themselves. 

As well as interacting intensively with EU leaders, preparing for and chairing meetings, and 
following through on their outcome, the president must communicate the work of the European 
Council to a wider audience. Michel did this in a number of ways: through media interviews; public 
remarks during and immediately after European Council meetings; reports to the European 
Parliament after regular European Council meetings and on other occasions; speeches; tweets; and 
blog posts. Michel has proved to be an able communicator, usually speaking in both English and 
French. Inevitably, his communications include a high degree of redundancy. For instance, his post-
summit remarks and the content of his reports to the European Parliament often overlap 
considerably. 

Michel's public speeches give him the time and opportunity to explain particular issues in some 
detail. This was the case with his speech on EU strategic autonomy and defence policy at the annual 
conference of the European Defence Agency, on 7 December, and in a 'State of Europe' speech in 
Berlin on 9 November. The timing of the speeches was not coincidental, as security and defence 
were at the top of the European Council's agenda at the end of 2021. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/03/18/weekly-schedule-of-president-charles-michel/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/12/07/address-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-defence-agency-annual-conference/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/11/09/the-state-of-europe-speech-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-berlin-conference-2021/


The European Council in 2021 

  

 

17 

While orchestrating the work of the European Council, Michel – like his predecessors in the role – 
has striven for unity above all. 'Most importantly', Michel explained to President Biden when 
describing the work of the European Council, on 25 March, 'day after day, we forge our unity. By 
consensus'. But unity is difficult to achieve in an institution with so many national leaders, 
representing so many national perspectives, however closely aligned they may be. Occasionally, it 
was not possible for leaders to agree on language in the summit conclusions on a particular issue, 
however well-prepared the meeting may have been. Such setbacks did not reflect poorly on Michel, 
but reflected instead the complexity of negotiating conclusions on contested issues among so many 
different actors. As Michel remarked to his US visitor: 'Mr President, you know well the challenges of 
bi-partisanship. Just imagine, partisanship times 27! Because (of) 27 Member States'. 

Apart from explaining to an outsider the virtue – and the challenge of achieving – unity among EU 
leaders, Michel frequently reminds the leaders themselves of this essential objective. Thus, in his 
invitation to the March European Council, Michel wrote: 'On international matters, we want to 
defend our interests, uphold our values and actively contribute to shaping the global future. Our 
unity is a precondition to asserting our influence'. Another example of this appeared in the letter of 
invitation to the October European Council, a meeting with a full agenda that included the divisive 
topic of rising energy prices. Michel wrote: 'I am confident that we will have a productive meeting, 
in a spirit of trust and dialogue. As demonstrated in the past unity is our strongest asset'. 

Not surprisingly, given that he presides over and represents the European Council, Michel was 
determined to protect the prerogatives of the European Council against the possible encroachment 
of other institutions or actors. At the end of the oral conclusions that emerged from the informal 
meeting of EU in Brdo pri Kranju, on 5 October, for instance, Michel included a telling remark: 'The 
European Council will steer [the] process' of coordinating EU security and defence policies. 

3.3. Diplomacy and international representation  
In addition to his core work of preparing, chairing, and following-through on meetings of the 
European Council, Michel represents the EU at international meetings and global summits. 
Examples in 2021 include Michel's participation at the Global Health Summit in Rome, on 21 May, 
hosted by Italian Prime Minister Mario Draghi, who was then chairing the G20, as well as Commission 
President Ursula von der Leyen. 

Indeed, as one of the two most senior representatives of the EU – the other being Commission 
President Ursula von der Leyen – Michel conducts international diplomacy on behalf of both the EU 
and the European Council. As Michel explained in his 9 November Berlin speech: 'The best way to 
exert influence is to be present diplomatically and to engage diplomatically. Ensuring our security 
means knowing and better understanding our neighbours, our competitors, even our adversaries. 
And making ourselves better understood by them. That is what I try to do, for instance, in my phone 
calls with the Russian president. It gives me the knowledge to share with my colleagues in the 
European Council'. Being engaged diplomatically also means taking advantage of opportunities: 
'Last spring, when I visited Georgia, a strategically important country in the framework of our Eastern 
Partnership, I saw the opportunity to broker a political deal between the conflicted parties. Similarly, 
after my contacts with the Armenian and Azeri leaders, the EU managed to broker a post-conflict 
deal between these countries, which were at war a few months ago'. 

If anything, Michel may have devoted too much of his extremely valuable time to international 
diplomacy. During his tenure as prime minister of Belgium, Charles Michel was known to be 
interested primarily in foreign policy, and in particular in relations with African countries. Charles 
Michel brought that predilection with him to the job of European Council president. For instance, 
he took a keen interest throughout the year in the provision of COVID-19 vaccine assistance by the 
EU to African countries. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/03/25/introductory-remarks-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-videoconference-of-eu-leaders-with-us-president-biden/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/03/23/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-of-25-and-26-march-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/20/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-of-21-and-22-october-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/06/oral-conclusions-drawn-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-in-brdo-pri-kranju-slovenia/
https://global-health-summit.europa.eu/index_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/11/09/the-state-of-europe-speech-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-berlin-conference-2021/
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In his first Leaders' Agenda – Leaders' Agenda 2020-2021 – presented at the October 2020, European 
Council Michel included the possibility of hosting an EU-African Union summit in Brussels. Michel 
hoped to be able to discuss preparations for the EU-AU summit at the December European Council, 
but there was too little time for that. Nonetheless, on 19 December, Michel hosted a working session 
with African leaders to prepare for the upcoming EU-AU summit. 

3.4. Relations with the Council presidency 
Among the many national leaders, Michel must maintain unusually close contact with the leader in 
the country of the rotating Council presidency. In 2021, those leaders were Portuguese Prime 
Minister António Costa (January-June) and Slovenian Prime Minister Janez Janša (July-December). 
At regular European Council meetings, the Council president presents the presidency progress 
report on the implementation of European Council decisions. Following a regular summit, a press 
conference with the European Council and Commission presidents and with the current rotating 
Council presidency usually takes place.  

Each prime minister of the country holding the Council presidency in 2021 organised an informal 
summit for EU leaders during the presidential half-year. Those took place in Porto, Portugal, on 7-
8 May, and in Brdo pri Kranju, Slovenia, on 5 October. 

Michel was effusive in his praise for Costa's conduct of the Council presidency. Speaking after the 
June European Council, Michel remarked: 'I should like to start by thanking António Costa, and all 
the teams supporting him, very warmly for having conducted the presidency in a difficult context, 
but with great success. Significant progress has been made on a large number of issues, in perfect 
cooperation between the institutions. This is a demonstration of how the EU functions with 
commitment. And in a spirit of great friendship, António, I thank you warmly too for this full 
cooperation. This weekend, there will be a football match (between Belgium and Portugal) which 
will give rise to rather more confrontation. But that will be on the playing-field, not in the field of 
politics'. 

In his remarks after the December European Council, Michel started 'by warmly thanking Janez Janša 
and all the teams for successfully conducting the Slovenian Presidency, for the commitment with 
which they have worked, over the last six months, to resolve, together with the Commission and the 
European Parliament, a number of issues which are important for the future of the European project. 
Thank you for this very active cooperation'. 

3.5. Relations with the Commission president  
One other European Council member has a singular relationship with the European Council 
president: the president of the European Commission. The roles and responsibilities of each office 
are distinctive but complementary and sometimes overlapping. There is an inherent tension in the 
institutional relationship between both incumbents. Commenting on the relationship has become 
something of a sport in Brussels. In the case of Charles Michel and Ursula von der Leyen, such 
commentary went into overdrive in April 2021, following their visit to Ankara. 

On 6 April, Michel and von der Leyen met with Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan to discuss 
EU-Turkey relations. There was an embarrassing incident at the beginning of the meeting as Michel 
and his Turkish host sat down in two armchairs at the front of the room, leaving von der Leyen to sit 
on a sofa at the side of the room. 'Sofagate' –Michel's apparent insensitivity in taking the only seat 
next to President Erdoğan – caused a major upset in relations between the European Council and 
Commission presidents. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/58872/leaders-agenda-2020-2021-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/european-council/president/news/2021/12/20/20211220-president-michel-hosts-working-session-to-prepare-eu-africa-summit/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/european-council/president/news/2021/12/20/20211220-president-michel-hosts-working-session-to-prepare-eu-africa-summit/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/05/07-08/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/06/oral-conclusions-drawn-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-in-brdo-pri-kranju-slovenia/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/26/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meeting-24-25-june-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/26/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meeting-24-25-june-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/12/17/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meeting-on-16-december-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/european-council/president/news/2021/04/06/20210406-pec-in-ankara/


The European Council in 2021 

  

 

19 

In his report to the European Parliament on 26 April, on the outcome of the March European Council 
and on the Ankara meeting with President Erdoğan, Michel spoke at length about what he called 
'the protocol incident which occurred'. Given the criticism that he was facing, especially from 
Members of the European Parliament – MEPs, it is worth reproducing Michel's explanation of event:  

'I have publicly expressed my regrets on several occasions. Regrets towards the President of the 
Commission and towards all those who were offended. In terms of the facts, the Council's protocol 
team was not granted access to the meeting room before the meeting. And the Commission did not 
send its protocol team. The EU delegation in Turkey took part in the preparations. The teams were 
therefore unable to see in advance how the chairs were arranged. President von der Leyen and I are 
committed to ensuring that this does not happen again. We have instructed our protocol and 
diplomatic teams to work closely together on this. 

'I know that, given the circumstances, many of you think I should have acted differently. I hear that 
criticism and I take note of it. In that moment, without the hindsight we all now have, I decided not 
to react further in order not to create an even more serious political incident, which would have 
destroyed months of diplomatic groundwork. But I am aware of the negative impression the images 
give, and of the feelings of many women who were offended by the incident. 

'I would like to reiterate my genuine commitment to supporting women and gender equality. It is 
an issue I have addressed throughout my political career'. 

As mentioned earlier in Chapter 2, Sofagate may have enhanced von der Leyen's standing in 
Brussels, just as it may have diminished that of Michel. 

  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/04/26/report-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-parliament-plenary-session/
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4. European Council-European Parliament relations 
The European Parliament thinks about the European Council more often and more critically than 
the European Council thinks about the European Parliament. The European Parliament is wary of 
the European Council, seeing it as the epitome of intergovernmentalism in the EU system of 
governance. Far too often, in the view of the European Parliament, the European Council has 
inserted itself into everyday EU affairs, trespassing on the prerogatives of the European Parliament 
and the European Commission, a trend greatly accentuated by the accumulation of crises over the 
last decade or so. 

The European Council president and the European Parliament president are the main interlocutors 
in relations between the two institutions. They meet each other frequently and speak to each other's 
institutions regularly. The European Parliament president addresses EU leaders at the outset of most 
of their meetings, and the European Council president reports to the European Parliament on the 
outcome of regular (and occasionally other) European Council meeting. A key difference on those 
occasions is that the European Parliament president leaves immediately after making an 
intervention and therefore is not questioned by EU leaders. By contrast, the European Council 
president's intervention at the European Parliament is a prelude to sometimes aggressive 
questioning by the political group leaders and by ordinary MEPs. 

4.1. European Parliament President David Sassoli at the European 
Council 

European Parliament president David Sassoli spoke at the beginning of every meeting of EU leaders 
in 2021, apart from the January video-conference, to which he was not invited, and the regular 
October summit, which he was too unwell to attend (he nonetheless circulated his speech 
beforehand to EU leaders). Michel was a less frequent visitor to the European Parliament, speaking 
there only after the March, June, and October European Councils. Michel also addressed the 
European Parliament on 20 January, to celebrate the inauguration in Washington of US President 
Joseph Biden. 

The purpose of the opening speeches by European Parliament presidents at European Council 
meetings is to acquaint EU leaders with the European Parliament's position on the range of issues 
coming up for discussion. Accordingly, the European Parliament President's speeches are carefully 
scripted, with contributions from political group leaders and from the Parliament's 
secretary-general. In addition to providing input on the agenda items, the European Parliament 
president usually stresses certain themes that are dear to the identity and image of the European 
Parliament, notably the importance of democratic institutions, norms, and values at all levels of the 
EU's system of governance. It is difficult to know what, if any, impact the European Parliament 
president's speeches have on the EU leaders and on the substance of the discussions that follow. A 
generous assessment is that the European Parliament president's speeches may occasionally shape 
a debate among EU leaders or influence one or more leaders to take a particular position. An unkind, 
but more realistic, assessment is that opening speeches by European Parliament presidents are part 
of the furniture of the European Council.  

A keynote of David Sassoli's speech at the video-conference of the members of the European 
Council in February was his call for health policy to be an EU competence: 'The lesson the pandemic 
has taught us is that there can be no return to how things were before. It would be a mistake, a waste 
of energy, and it would leave us ill-equipped to address future challenges. Our task now is to develop 
a European health policy, by allocating clearly defined competences to the EU institutions … I'm 
sure you will agree with me when I say that modifying the Treaties to incorporate the provisions we 
need and guaranteeing the effectiveness of the European response can no longer be a taboo'. EU 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/01/20/speech-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-inauguration-of-the-new-president-of-the-united-states/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/01/20/speech-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-inauguration-of-the-new-president-of-the-united-states/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/former_ep_presidents/president-sassoli/en/newsroom/sassoli-covid-19-no-return-to-pre-pandemic-status-quo-more-democracy-more-solidarity-more-europe-health-policy-should-be-an-eu-c.html


The European Council in 2021 

  

 

21 

leaders did not agree with Sassoli's ambitious call for Treaty reform and did not pursue the idea of 
extending EU competence on health policy. 

The main theme of Sassoli's speech at the special European Council meeting in March was the need 
to restore citizens' trust in democracy. Speaking before the informal meeting of Heads of State or 
Government in Porto, in May, Sassoli praised the previous day's Porto Social Summit, which the 
European Parliament strongly supported, and stressed the need for EU leaders to address 
inequalities now: 'This is a European commitment'. 

The events in Minsk on 23 May, when Belarusian authorities forced a commercial aircraft to make an 
unscheduled landing and arrested two dissidents on board, galvanised Sassoli and the EU leaders 
at the special summit, which began the following day. Sassoli, like most EU leaders, demanded an 
immediate international investigation and the release of those detained. 

More interesting from the perspective of European Council-European Parliament relations, 
however, were Sassoli's remarks about legislative proposals with respect to climate policy that were 
then being considered by the Council and the European Parliament: 'The question of the 2030 
climate goals and the application of the principle of climate neutrality have been subject to complex 
discussions. We have now reached an agreement ... However, there remains a lot of work to be done. 
I would respectfully remark that, according to the treaties, the conclusions of the European Council 
are political agreements between the heads of state and government. Parliament cannot be asked 
to just give its rubber stamp to these conclusions. The role of the European Parliament as co-
legislator, in the areas attributed by the treaties, must not be compromised. Unfortunately, we have 
witnessed attempts in this regard in various sectors and on different subjects, particularly regarding 
the climate law. I am sure that even in this case – as for the MFF – we can find a way to work together 
in compliance with the respective prerogatives, for a better result for the European Union'. 

The European Parliament had often complained about alleged European Council interference in the 
EU's legislative process, despite the Treaty's prohibition on legislative decision-making on the part 
of the European Council. Sassoli's statement was the latest but no doubt not the last expression of 
European Parliament grievance in that regard. 

Speaking at the June European Council, Sassoli returned to the issue of health policy, 'a top priority 
for European citizens, as emerged from the most recent Eurobarometer survey', and called for the 
topic to be on the agenda at the Conference on the Future of Europe: 'We [the European Parliament] 
firmly believe that crises can act as a catalyst for reforms that were once inconceivable and can also 
turn an impossibility into an imperative'. As at the February summit, Sassoli's advocacy of greater EU 
involvement in health policy did not get much traction at the June summit. 

A subject raised by Sassoli that did win widespread support at the June summit, by contrast, was his 
condemnation of developments in Hungary with respect to LGBTQI+ rights: 'Discrimination, 
whether on grounds of race, religion or sexual orientation, indeed on any grounds whatsoever, is 
incompatible with the fundamental values of the EU. This is why the recent legislative measures 
taken in Hungary are so worrying. No tradition or so-called cultural specificity can justify a failure to 
respect human dignity'. Other EU leaders were eager to follow up immediately on Sassoli's remarks, 
but Michel deferred the discussion until later that evening. 

Despite not being able to attend the October European Council, Sassoli's speech, circulated among 
EU leaders, resonated nonetheless. That was because, once again, the rule of law was on the agenda 
of the European Council. This time the issue was Poland's apparent rejection of the principle of the 
supremacy of EU law, a bedrock of the EU's legal order and constitutional character. Only a few days 
before the beginning of the European Council, the European Parliament had taken Polish Prime 
Minister Mateusz Morawiecki to task; now it was the turn of EU leaders to do so. As Sassoli headlined 
in his speech, 'Democracy, freedom and the rule of law are not up for negotiation'. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/former_ep_presidents/president-sassoli/en/newsroom/sassoli-to-euco-citizens-trust-is-the-pillar-of-democracy.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/former_ep_presidents/president-sassoli/en/newsroom/sassoli-to-euco-we-must-address-inequalities-now-this-is-a-european-commitment.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/former_ep_presidents/president-sassoli/en/newsroom/sassoli-events-in-minsk-are-incredibly-serious-we-demand-an-immediate-international-investigation-and-the-release-of-those-detai.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/former_ep_presidents/president-sassoli/en/newsroom/sassoli-events-in-minsk-are-incredibly-serious-we-demand-an-immediate-international-investigation-and-the-release-of-those-detai.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/former_ep_presidents/president-sassoli/en/newsroom/sassoli-today-at-long-last-europe-is-in-a-position-to-reduce-inequality.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/former_ep_presidents/president-sassoli/en/newsroom/sassoli-democracy-freedom-and-the-rule-of-law-are-not-up-for-negotiation.html
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The December speech was the last that Sassoli would give to the European Council and one of the 
last speeches that he ever gave (he died in January 2021). It seemed fitting, therefore, that the theme 
of his speech was, as he put it, that 'Europe needs a new project of hope'. Sassoli advocated 'a 
powerful three-pronged approach: a Europe that innovates; a Europe that protects; and a Europe 
that illuminates through its democratic model'. As he had in his speech in June, Sassoli brought up 
the potential of the Conference on the Future of Europe, which was then in progress, to 'help us find 
innovative ways of reawakening the feeling that Europe is a project with which all Europeans can 
identify'. It was a fitting final call to arms from a distinguished European statesman. 

4.2. Charles Michel at the European Parliament 
Michel spoke at the European Parliament for the first time in 2021 on the occasion of the 
inauguration of President Biden, in Washington. It was an easy speech to give: like most of his 
listeners, Michel was delighted with the change of administration in the US.  

Before making his first report of the year on the outcome of a European Council meeting, Michel 
spoke at the Interparliamentary Conference – a gathering of national parliamentarians and MEPs – 
on 24 February 2021. This was an opportunity for him to reaffirm the centrality of parliaments – 
national and supranational – in the democratic life and constitutional makeup of the EU: 'I consider 
that the European Parliament, and the 27 national parliaments, are naturally the beating heart of 
democratic debate in Europe and at national level'. Michel added that he was 'a privileged witness 
to the influence of the European Parliament in the dynamics of our debates' in the European Council. 
This was a hyperbolic but understandable statement in front of such an audience.  

Michel made his first report to the European Parliament on the outcome of a European Council 
meeting on 26 April, when he spoke about the March summit. He began by offering an olive branch 
to the European Parliament: 'As you know, strengthening ties between the European Council and 
European Parliament has always been important to me'. The reason for these honeyed words was 
that most MEPs were more interested in Michel's account of the visit to Ankara that he and 
Commission President Ursula von der Leyen had made on 7 April. As mentioned previously in this 
report, the 'Sofagate' incident in Ankara was deeply embarrassing for Michel, who knew that he 
would be pilloried for it in the European Parliament. Accordingly, Michel addressed the issue 
candidly and at some length in his speech, but was not spared the slings and arrows of irate MEPs. 

On his next visit to the European Parliament, on 7 July, Michel reported on the June summit. He 
emphasised the most distinctive aspect of that meeting: the discussion of the rule of law, which was 
'not a common practice' in the European Council. Exaggerating his own role in bringing the matter 
up at EU leaders' level, Michel explained that: 'Recently, the legislation passed in Hungary has caused 
widespread concern, in particular among EU leaders. This is why I decided to discuss the issue at our 
last meeting. LGBTQI+ rights are not a marginal issue. They are a concrete example of how a society 
relates to diversity. And how it relates to human dignity. It touches on our most intimate thoughts 
and beliefs: our fundamental liberties. In the European Union, we do not discriminate. We integrate. 
That's the meaning of Article 2 of our Treaty. Our discussion was necessary, difficult, and at times 
emotional. Many leaders expressed deep concern. The Prime Minister of Hungary explained the 
motives behind the new laws. The President of the Commission gave her assessment and the formal 
steps the Commission might take as guardian of the Treaties'. 

Michel received little pushback on that score from most MEPs. This was a much more congenial visit 
to the European Parliament for him than his visit in April. 

Back in the European Parliament on 23 November, Michel described 'Our last European Council 
meeting,' in October, as 'a very intensive one, where we tackled many of the current pressing 
challenges.' Recounting the discussion among EU leaders on the rise in energy prices, Michel made 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/former_ep_presidents/president-sassoli/en/newsroom/sassoli-europe-must-show-allegiance-to-its-citizens.html
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/02/22/les-parlements-chevilles-ouvrieres-de-la-strategie-de-reprise-et-de-transformation-discours-du-president-charles-michel-lors-de-la-conference-interparlementaire/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/02/22/les-parlements-chevilles-ouvrieres-de-la-strategie-de-reprise-et-de-transformation-discours-du-president-charles-michel-lors-de-la-conference-interparlementaire/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/04/26/report-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-parliament-plenary-session/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/07/07/report-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-parliament-plenary-session/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/11/23/report-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-parliament-plenary-session/


The European Council in 2021 

  

 

23 

a point that 'was made clear by many leaders' – and that he knew would be popular in the European 
Parliament – 'the current price problem is not a reason to relax our climate ambitions, on the 
contrary, it shows how much this transition is urgent, existential, and necessary'. He then recounted 
the other items addressed at the December summit, before awaiting 'comments and questions'. 

Comments and questions from MEPs following Michel's interventions ran the gamut from 
complementary and soft to critical and hard. The political group leaders tended to make predictable 
remarks, based on their general ideological orientation. Other MEPs, who were sufficiently 
interested in attending the debate and who were fortunate enough to be called upon to ask a 
question, were unpredictable. Some followed the general line of their political group leaders, others 
picked up on a point of personal interested to them, or sometimes made a point completely 
unrelated to Michel's remarks. In that sense, the European Parliament was behaving like a national 
parliament, where MPs' interactions with national leaders are often unpredictable and somewhat 
random. 
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5. COVID-19 

5.1. Crisis revisited 
Leaders dialled into the video-conference on 21 January, their first meeting of the year, to discuss 
the deteriorating COVID-19 situation. The EU's vaccination procurement and distribution 
programmes were faltering in the midst of rising infections and new variants of the virus emerging 
in the UK and South Africa. The EU was lagging behind other wealthy countries, notably the UK and 
the US, in administering vaccinations (on COVID 19 vaccination rates in the EU throughout the 
pandemic, see the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control). Shortly before the video-
conference, Pfizer made a surprise announcement that supplies of its vaccine, developed with 
Germany's BioNTech, would be halted temporarily.  

The video-conference was a welcome opportunity for EU leaders to vent their frustration and to try 
to find ways of accelerating the delivery of vaccines and the rate of vaccination. As Michel noted in 
his invitation letter: 'Our most pressing issue is vaccines. The good news is that today we have access 
to two vaccines approved in the European Union and we have secured agreements for four others. 
Accelerating vaccination across the EU is our absolute priority'. 

Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, who was responsible for coordinating the 
Commission's response to the EU's COVID-19 crisis, was on the defensive at the meeting. Rather than 
rounding on her, however, the national leaders directed their ire at Pfizer. Michel's oral conclusions 
stated emphatically that 'Leaders want vaccination to be accelerated,' and that 'commitments on 
deliveries made by companies must be respected'. Addressing another concern that emerged at the 
meeting, EU leaders 'reaffirmed that vaccines should be distributed at the same time and must be 
on a pro rata/population basis'. But the news was not all bad: 'On testing, leaders welcomed the 
work achieved so far and the agreement on rapid antigen tests and the mutual recognition of test 
results'. 

Vaccination was not the only COVID-related issue on the agenda of the January meeting. In his 
invitation, Michel pointed out that 'The vaccination process opens the debate on certification. We 
will [therefore] discuss the suitability of a common approach to certification, as well as, if 
appropriate, under which circumstances certificates could be used'. Despite the fact that travel 
restrictions were generally being tightened throughout the EU, some national leader, such as Greek 
Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis, whose country was heavily dependent on the tourist industry, 
were eager to discuss the possible introduction of a system of certification that would facilitate intra-
EU mobility for vaccinated travellers. This raised a host of questions about the operation, reliability, 
and broader social implications of such a system. EU leaders agreed only 'to work on a standardised 
and inter-operable form of proof of vaccination for medical purposes', leaving until 'a later stage' a 
decision about the 'circumstances [in which] these certificates could be used'. 

Summer tourist travel seemed a distant prospect in January, in the depths of winter and in the midst 
of the pandemic. It was challenging enough in the meantime simply to keep borders open for 
essential travel and for the proper functioning of the single market. EU leaders agreed that 'Borders 
need to stay open to ensure the functioning of the single market, including the flow of essential 
goods and services. No indiscriminate travel bans should be imposed. However, measures 
restricting non-essential travel in the EU may be needed to contain the spread of the virus'. 

Another COVID-related agenda item, a priority for Charles Michel, was 'cooperation with third 
countries in relation to vaccines, which should be treated as a global public good.' Accordingly, 
Michel asked in his invitation that EU leaders should 'look at how we can assist partners in the 
neighbourhood and beyond.' In an effort to deliver vaccines to poorer countries, the Commission, 
together with the WHO, had been instrumental in establishing COVAX, the global vaccine 

https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications-data/data-covid-19-vaccination-eu-eea
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-01-15/pfizer-to-cut-covid-vaccine-deliveries-as-it-renovates-factory#xj4y7vzkg
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/01/18/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-of-21-january-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/01/21/oral-conclusions-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-21-january-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/01/18/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-of-21-january-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/01/21/oral-conclusions-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-21-january-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/01/21/oral-conclusions-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-21-january-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/01/18/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-of-21-january-2021/
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procurement facility. EU leaders agreed that vaccines should be treated as a global common good; 
reaffirmed their solidarity with third countries; and highlighted the importance of the COVAX 
initiative. 

The January video-conference was brisk and business-like, without drama or grandstanding by 
individual members. Far from being belittled or undermined, Ursula von der Leyen emerged 
emboldened and even empowered having given a robust explanation of the Commission's position. 
The solemnness of the occasion reflected the seriousness of the COVID situation. At the end of the 
meeting, 'Leaders reaffirmed the need to have a close follow-up of the vaccination process'. 

Growing frustration among Member States over the delays with vaccine deliveries and the 
unreliability of manufacturers' commitments prompted five national leaders – the prime ministers 
of Belgium, Denmark, Poland, and Spain; and the president of Lithuania – to write to the European 
Council President shortly before the February video-conference, warning that the EU's 'timely access 
to sufficient vaccines remains an unsolved challenge' and urging a vigorous response. According to 
a press release from his office, by orchestrating the letter, Belgian Prime Minister Alexander De Croo 
sought to launch a 'European offensive to improve the vaccine approach'. The intention, or at least 
the effect, was to ramp up the pressure on Michel to deliver concrete results from the summit.  

Under the circumstances, EU leaders devoted much of their two-day video-conference, on 25-
26 February, to the continuing COVID crisis. 'Our fight against the COVID-19 pandemic continues', 
Michel wrote in his letter of invitation. 'It remains challenging due to the emergence of new variants 
and the need to strike the right balance between restrictions and the smooth flow of goods and 
services in the single market'.  

By that time, travel restrictions were firmly in place, eight Member States (Austria, Belgium, 
Denmark, Finland, Germany, Hungary, Portugal, and Spain) having imposed temporary border 
controls due to COVID-19. Michel made a virtue of necessity when he wrote, before the meeting, 
that 'Restrictive measures on non-essential travel may still be needed to contain the spread of the 
virus. Nevertheless, the flow of goods and services in the single market, as well as the role played by 
the green lanes, remain essential'. Indeed, EU leaders agreed on the need to restrict non-essential 
travel for the time being'.  

Far from improving in the weeks following the January video-conference, the EU's vaccine rollout 
continued to falter. AstraZeneca, the Anglo-Swedish company, announced that 'initial supply 
volumes of our vaccine delivered to the European Union will be lower than forecast'. Substantially 
lower, it turned out. EU leaders can hardly have been mollified by a company statement that 'We 
understand and share in the frustration incurred the ire of EU officials and politicians'. In a speech to 
the European Parliament on 10 February, on the state of play of the EU's COVID-19 vaccination 
strategy, von der Leyen acknowledged that the EU had been too slow to approve some COVID-19 
vaccines, too optimistic with regard to vaccine production capacity, and too confident that 
manufacturers would be able to deliver on time. 

Predictably, EU leaders called at the February video-conference for an acceleration in the 
authorisation, production and distribution of vaccines. For Michel, this was 'Our top priority'. 
Following a detailed intervention by von der Leyen, who presented slides showing how the 
vaccination rollout would ramp up in the coming months if manufacturers fulfilled their 
commitments, EU leaders expressed support for 'the Commission's efforts to work with industry and 
Member States to increase vaccine production and to adjust vaccines to the new variants as 
necessary'. As for vaccine manufacturers, EU leaders warned that 'Companies must ensure 
predictability of their vaccine production and respect contractual delivery deadlines'. This hardly 
amounted to concrete action and barely disguised a growing rift among Member States over the 
allocation of vaccines throughout the EU, which would erupt spectacularly at the March video-
conference. 
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https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/02/23/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-of-25-and-26-february-2021/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2021/662609/EPRS_ATA(2021)662609_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2021/662609/EPRS_ATA(2021)662609_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/02/23/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-of-25-and-26-february-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48625/2526-02-21-euco-statement-en.pdf
https://www.astrazeneca.com/media-centre/articles/2021/astrazenecas-covid-19-vaccine-european-union-supply-commitment.html
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/ov/speech_21_505
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/ov/speech_21_505
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/02/25/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-first-session-of-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48625/2526-02-21-euco-statement-en.pdf
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Following on from their discussions in January, Michel called on leaders to 'continue our work to 
define a common approach to vaccination certificates'. Their discussion at the February video-
conference was lengthy but inconclusive, with leaders mostly agreeing on the desirability but not 
yet on the practicability of the vaccine certificate idea. According to Michel's post-summit remarks, 
'We agreed to continue our work on a common approach. More work needs to be done – on 
digitalisation and on cooperation with the World Health Organisation. But tonight we felt more and 
more convergence among us on this important topic. The European Council will come back to this 
matter'. 

Beyond the EU, going 'Further afield', Michel wrote in his invitation letter, 'demonstrating solidarity 
with our partners, including through COVAX, is key'. EU leaders duly reaffirmed their support for 
third countries and stressed their determination to step up the global response to the pandemic, 
welcoming COVAX's first plans to distribute vaccines to 92 low- and middle-income countries. In 
addition, EU leaders endorsed Michel's earlier call for an international treaty on pandemics, a call 
that could be addressed during the G20 Global Health Summit in Rome, on 21 May 2021.  

Despite being in the depths of the COVID-19 crisis, leaders nonetheless spent some time at the 
February video-conference discussing the EU's resilience to future health emergencies. They agreed 
to try to improve coordination to ensure better prevention, preparedness and response, but were 
unwilling to endorse deeper integration in health policy. Instead, building resilience to future health 
crises would have to be carried out 'in line with the Union competences under the Treaties'. EU 
leaders called on the already overwhelmed Commission to draw up a report on the lessons learned 
from this crisis, to take forward the work on the European health union, and underlined the need for 
a global approach, including an international treaty on pandemics.  

In his post-summit remarks, Michel tried to balance concern and confidence: 'I think we must speak 
truthfully. Our present situation is certainly difficult. There is a great deal of pressure in all our 
Member States [to allow] citizens … to go back to living in an open society … We know the coming 
weeks will continue to be difficult in terms of vaccination. But at the same time, I also want to give a 
message of hope and of optimism, because … we have the tools, the resources, the capacities to 
ensure in the coming months that the EU will play a key role, not only for Europe but internationally, 
in ensuring that we emerge from this crisis'. 

Far from improving, the vaccine situation in EU Member States – relative to other developed 
countries – continued to deteriorate in early March. Strains among Member States became 
increasingly obvious, with some governments expressing deep dissatisfaction with the way that 
vaccines were being shared out under the EU's vaccine procurement and distribution strategy. 
Compounding the AstraZeneca supply problem, a majority of Member States decided by mid-March 
to limit or temporarily suspend the AstraZeneca vaccine over concerns that it could cause 
dangerous blood clots. As the Financial Times observed, 'This puts the [EU] in the unusual position 
of pressing the company to make up delivery shortfalls of the jab even as many Member States 
refuse to use it'. 

The depth of the division among Member States became apparent on 13 March, when Austrian 
Chancellor Sebastian Kurz, Bulgarian Prime Minister Boyko Borissov, Czech Prime Minister 
Andrej Babiš, Latvian Prime Minister Arturs Krišjānis Kariņš, Croatian Prime Minister 
Andrej Plenković and Slovenian Prime Minister Janez Janša addressed an open letter to 
von der Leyen and Michel regarding the delivery of COVID-19 vaccines. Complaining of an 
inequitable distribution system and calling for a corrective mechanism and a fair supply of vaccines, 
the letter stressed the urgency of discussing this matter at the March European Council. The 
signatories met in Vienna on 16 March (the Latvian Prime Minister joining by video-link) in order to 
strategise before the summit and apply more pressure on the other national leaders. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/02/23/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-of-25-and-26-february-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/02/25/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-first-session-of-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/02/23/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-of-25-and-26-february-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48625/2526-02-21-euco-statement-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48625/2526-02-21-euco-statement-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48625/2526-02-21-euco-statement-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/02/25/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-first-session-of-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council/
https://www.who.int/europe/activities/monitoring-covid-19-vaccine-uptake
https://www.who.int/europe/activities/monitoring-covid-19-vaccine-uptake
https://www.ft.com/content/53629923-47c9-4047-8022-031010d39e18
https://www.gov.si/en/news/2021-03-13-prime-minister-janez-jansa-and-his-european-counterparts-send-a-letter-calling-for-solidarity-and-equal-access-to-covid-19-vaccines/
https://www.gov.si/en/news/prime-minister-janez-jansa-together-with-european-colleagues-calls-for-a-corrective-mechanism-and-a-fair-supply-of-vaccines/
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The other national leaders may have sympathised with the leaders of Member States where the 
vaccine rollout was especially slow, but they were not sympathetic to the way in which the 
signatories of the letter and participants in the Vienna meeting were trying to publicise and 
politicise the issue. Their patience with Kurz, who had made a number of provocative comments 
and whose country enjoyed a relatively high vaccination rate, was wearing thin. This presaged a 
showdown at the March summit. 

Sure enough, the March video-conference generated 'Tense and sometimes ill-tempered 
discussions' on the question of vaccine distribution. Kurz allegedly said that he would veto any 
distribution deal that did not include an enhanced share of vaccines for Austria. Other leaders, 
notably Merkel and Rutte, quickly put the Austrian leader in his place. Once again, EU leaders 
committed to accelerating the production, delivery and deployment of vaccines. Addressing the 
concerns of the six leaders who had written to von der Leyen and Michel, they confirmed the 
pro-rata population key for the allocation of vaccines – without changing it. EU leaders also 
underlined the importance of transparency and the use of export authorisations, and reaffirmed that 
companies must respect contractual delivery deadlines. In his post-summit remarks, Michel tried to 
project a united front, explaining 'the urgent need to continue working to improve vaccine 
production in Europe, and also to improve the capacity to distribute vaccines in the Member States. 
That is the absolute priority', with Member States 'fully mobilised alongside the European 
Commission'. 

Meanwhile, the question of a mutually acceptable vaccination certificate, to facilitate travel 
throughout the EU, remained divisive. In early March, von der Leyen announced plans to introduce 
a 'digital green pass' – later called a digital green certificate – and popularly known as a vaccine 
passport. The Commission formally introduced a legislative proposal on 17 March, a week before 
the EU leaders' video-conference. Eligibility for the certificate would be based on records of 
travellers' negative COVID-19 tests; vaccinations; and recovery from the virus for those previously 
infected. The leaders of tourism-dependent, mostly Mediterranean Member States strongly 
supported the idea; some other national leaders feared that it would discriminate against people 
who had not yet had a chance to be vaccinated. Another problem with the idea was what to do 
about people who had been vaccinated, but with a vaccine not yet been approved by the European 
Medicines Agency, such as Russia's Sputnik V or China's Sinopharm, which Hungary had already 
approved. EU leaders avoided a clash on the subject at the March video-conference, agreeing only 
that 'Legislative and technical work on COVID-19 interoperable and non-discriminatory digital 
certificates, based on the Commission proposal, should be taken forward as a matter of urgency'. 

EU leaders were divided as well over Commission proposals for strict vaccine export controls that 
would allow governments to block shipments to third countries that were not reciprocating with 
the EU. The UK was a prime candidate, especially as AstraZeneca had not met its commitments to 
supply the EU. Rather than dwell on this at the March video-conference, EU leaders merely 
'underline[d] the importance of transparency as well as of the use of export authorisations'. 

Given the rising infection rates and the slow vaccination rates, it was not surprising that EU leaders 
agreed in March that 'Restrictions, including as regards non-essential travel, must … be upheld for 
the time being, taking into account the specific situation of cross-border communities, while the 
unhindered flow of goods and services within the Single Market must continue to be ensured'. 
Striking a more optimistic note, EU leaders called nonetheless for a 'start on a common approach to 
the gradual lifting of restrictions, to ensure that efforts are coordinated when the epidemiological 
situation allows for an easing of current measures'. As for the global response to the crisis, EU leaders 
reiterated in March the positions that they had taken at the January and February video-
conferences, stressing the EU's contribution and support for COVAX's leading role in ensuring 
universal access to, and deployment of, vaccines. 

https://www.euractiv.com/section/coronavirus/news/austrias-chancellor-kurz-accuses-eu-of-foul-play-in-vaccine-distribution/
https://www.ft.com/content/2e9c0766-7e56-4b75-8b12-0ae3a3fcb9b7
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/03/25/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-25-march-2021/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_21_1187
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48976/250321-vtc-euco-statement-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48976/250321-vtc-euco-statement-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48976/250321-vtc-euco-statement-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48976/250321-vtc-euco-statement-en.pdf
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The informal meeting of EU leaders in Porto, on 7-8 May, gave EU leaders their next opportunity to 
discuss the COVID-19 crisis. The situation in the EU remained serious, with stubbornly high infection 
rates, although vaccines were finally becoming more plentiful. Differences in vaccination rates 
among Member States were nonetheless more noticeable, with countries like Germany, France, and 
Belgium doing well and countries like Bulgaria, Czechia, Latvia, and Slovenia lagging behind. 

At their working dinner on 7 May, EU leaders focused on the production and distribution of vaccines; 
the digital green certificate; and international solidarity. Compared to the March meeting, the 
discussion in Porto was not contentious. There was a new element in the mix, however: a surprise 
call by the Biden administration, on the eve of the summit, for a temporary suspension of intellectual 
property rights for COVID-19 vaccines. Germany, home to BioNTech, was not impressed, whereas 
France and the Netherlands appeared more open to the idea. The EU was already a leader in 
shipping vaccinations to poorer countries around the world. A negative response to the US proposal 
risked casting the EU as a global villain.  

Michel's post-summit remarks touched on each of the COVID-related issued discussed during the 
working dinner. First: 'we are making progress in Europe on the production and distribution of 
vaccines. This was welcomed by all delegations, who acknowledged the important role played in 
this regard by the European Commission'. Second, on the issue of green certificates, the legislation 
for which was then going through the Council and the European Parliament, 'We decided that … 
we will come back on the topic … on 25th of May, [at the] next European Council'. Third, on 
international solidarity: 'We are totally committed through COVAX. We took the decision in Europe 
to make exports of vaccines possible and we encourage all partners to facilitate export of doses'. 
Addressing the controversial US proposal, but without mentioning the United States, Michel 
remarked that 'On intellectual property, we don't think in the short term that it's the magic bullet 
but we are ready to engage on this once concrete proposals are put on the table. We all agree we 
need to do everything possible to increase production across the world'. 

5.2. Turning the corner 
By the time of the special European Council in Brussels, only 3 weeks later, on 24-25 May, the 
COVID-19 situation in Europe was improving noticeably. The problems with vaccination 
procurement and distribution, which had hitherto plagued the EU, were finally being worked out. 
EU vaccination rates were almost at the same level as those in the UK and the US. Lockdowns, other 
restrictions, and travel bans were gradually being lifted. Michel's invitation letter to the summit 
reflected the prevailing optimism: 'we are entering a new phase as the pace of vaccinations is 
increasing across the EU and we seek to prepare for a reopening ahead of the summer. The recent 
agreement [between the co-legislators] on the Digital COVID Certificates is a welcome step. We 
should continue our coordinated approach to facilitate free movement throughout the EU'. That 
said, 'It is … of utmost importance that we maintain our vigilance regarding new variants and that 
we are prepared to take action as necessary'. Nevertheless, the EU appeared to be turning the corner 
in the COVID-19 crisis.  

For the first time in a long time, COVID-19 was not uppermost on the agenda of the European 
Council. Commission President Ursula von der Leyen updated EU leaders on the production, 
delivery, and deployment of vaccines, this time being the bearer of good news. EU leaders also 
welcomed the recent agreement on the EU digital certificate and called for its rapid implementation 
to facilitate free movement across borders. As a next step, they called for the revision by mid-June 
of the Council recommendation on travel within the EU, and welcomed the revision of the Council 
recommendation on non-essential travel into the EU. As usual, EU leaders reiterated the need for a 
comprehensive global response to the pandemic. Noting that the EU was the largest exporter of 
COVID-19 vaccines globally, they called again for more work to ensure equitable access to COVID-
19 vaccines throughout the world, primarily via the COVAX initiative. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/05/07-08/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/08/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-before-the-working-session-of-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-in-porto/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/21/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-special-meeting-of-24-and-25-may-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/49791/2425-05-21-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
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Reflecting a general improvement throughout the EU, COVID-19 was not uppermost on the agenda 
of the regular meeting of the European Council on 24-25 June. If anything, the mood among EU 
leaders was almost celebratory. In his invitation letter, Michel noted 'The successful vaccination 
campaign that is well underway across the EU, together with the launch of the Digital COVID 
Certificate, [that] will facilitate free movement over the summer months and beyond'. As agreed in 
February, and in light of the overall improvement EU leaders would engage at the summit in 'an 
exchange on lessons learned from the pandemic so far, so as to best prepare for future crises'. 
Returning to business as usual, however, they would also discuss 'how the EU can continue to lead 
efforts to vaccinate the world through exports and donations and how to increase the worldwide 
supply of vaccines'. 

EU leaders revelled in the progress being made on vaccination and the overall improvement in the 
epidemiological situation. By mid-June, most countries had eased restrictions and only a handful 
retained temporary, intra-Schengen border controls as a result of the pandemic. Not wanting to 
tempt fate, however, EU leaders stressed in the conclusions the need to continue vaccination efforts 
and be vigilant with respect to the possible emergence and spread of new variants. EU leaders also 
celebrated the legislative agreements reached on the EU digital COVID certificate and on the 
revision of the two Council recommendations on travel within the EU and on non-essential travel 
into the EU. These were crucial preconditions for a full return to free movement as soon as the public 
health situation allowed.  

The discussion of lessons learned so far from the pandemic took place on the basis of a report 
presented by the Commission on 15 June 2021. After a brief exchange of views, the European 
Council invited the incoming Slovenian presidency to work in the Council on ways to enhance 
collective preparedness, response capability, and resilience to future crises, while protecting the 
functioning of the internal market (a constant European Council refrain). Finally with respect to 
COVID-19 at the June summit, the European Council reaffirmed the EU's commitment to 
international solidarity in response to the pandemic; to continuing to help boost global production 
of vaccines and universal access to them, in particular through COVAX; and to continuing to work 
towards an international treaty on pandemics. 

The European Council met twice in October: first, on 5 October, for an informal meeting at Brdo pri 
Kranju, in Slovakia; second, on 20-21 October, for its regular summit in Brussels. Remarkably, an issue 
that had dominated the European Council since March 2020 was not even on the agenda on 
5 October 2021. Michel did not mention COVID-19 in his oral conclusions after the Brdo pri Kranju 
meeting. With more time to discuss a variety of issues at their summit later in October, however, EU 
leaders again addressed the COVID-19 pandemic. This time, their main concern with respect to 
vaccines was not availability, but the risks posed by vaccine hesitancy and disinformation. Leaders 
therefore discussed best practice for vaccination campaigns. They also discussed coordination 
around travel; preparedness for future pandemics; and international solidarity (making vaccines 
available for all). 

In the course of their discussions, EU leaders noted that successful vaccination campaigns were 
crucial in the fight against COVID-19. Accordingly, they called for efforts to thwart disinformation, 
especially on social media, which was contributing significantly to vaccine hesitancy. Returning to a 
familiar theme, EU leaders called for further coordination to facilitate free movement within the EU, 
and travel into the EU. As for resilience and pandemic preparedness, the European Council called 
for the conclusion of the negotiations between the co-legislators on the health union package, and 
for adequate Member State involvement in the Health Emergency Preparedness and Response 
Authority (HERA). With a view to anticipating threats and potential health crises by means of 
intelligence gathering and building essential response capacities, HERA was launched as a new 
European Commission Directorate-General on 16 September 2021. On the EU's global role in 
fighting the pandemic, the European Council called for the rapid removal of obstacles hampering 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/23/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-of-24-and-25-june-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/24/european-council-conclusions-on-covid-19-and-migration-24-june-2021/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_2989
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/24/european-council-conclusions-on-covid-19-and-migration-24-june-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/10/21-22/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/departments/health-emergency-preparedness-and-response-authority_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/departments/health-emergency-preparedness-and-response-authority_en
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the roll-out of vaccines in other parts of the world and invited the Commission to further engage 
directly with manufacturers for that purpose. At the same time, the EU would continue to support 
the production and uptake of vaccines in partner countries. Finally, EU leaders underlined their 
support for a strong, central role of the World Health Organization in future global health 
governance and for a possible international treaty on pandemics. 

5.3. Back to the future 
By mid-November, COVID-19 infections were again surging in several Member States, due to the 
impact of the new Omicron variant. When Michel reported to the European Parliament on the 
October European Council, fully a month after the meeting had taken place, the situation 
throughout the EU was deteriorating rapidly. Striking a sombre note, Michel told the European 
Parliament that '… we must remain extremely vigilant. Our internal coordination is once again 
needed and crucial to ensure that measures are as up to date as possible'. With infections, 
hospitalisations, and deaths once more rising precipitously, governments rapidly began 
reintroducing travel and other restrictions. For its part, the Commission rushed to update the 
successful COVID-19 certificate with respect to booster vaccinations. 

Under the circumstances, it was hardly surprising that COVID-19 returned to the top of the European 
Council's agenda. At its regular, end-of-half-year meeting, on 16 December, EU leaders could have 
been forgiven for thinking that they were stuck in the past. Once again, they found themselves 
discussing anti-COVID-19 measures, vaccination, and international cooperation, while also 
addressing resilience and future crisis management. As Michel wrote in his invitation letter: 'COVID 
will very much remain at the centre of our attention'. This time, however, the issue with vaccines 
was the availability of boosters, as well as the scourge of vaccine hesitancy and disinformation, 
which leaders had also addressed at their regular October summit. 

Inevitably, EU leaders stressed 'the vital importance of vaccination, including the urgent 
administration of booster doses, in the fight against the pandemic', and the importance of 
overcoming vaccine hesitancy. In an effort to avoid the patchwork of national responses to earlier 
waves of the pandemic, EU leaders stressed that 'coordinated efforts are needed to respond to 
developments based on the best available scientific evidence', and that restrictions should be based 
on 'objective criteria and not undermine the functioning of the Single Market or disproportionately 
hamper free movement between EU countries or travel into the EU'. Crucially important was the 
continuing utility of the digital certificate. EU leaders once more reaffirmed their commitment to 
advancing global vaccination. Finally, the European Council welcomed the agreement reached by 
the World Health Assembly on 1 December to start a global process to draft and negotiate an 
international agreement on pandemic prevention, preparedness and response.  

After the summit, Michel remarked wearily: 'You have the conclusions, we are committed, we are 
taking the situation seriously.' He must have had a sense of déjà vu: 'We again spent time in order to 
exchange views to [gain] the same level of understanding and information. Scientific data is key … 
We are totally committed to accelerating [vaccinations]', this time with 'the third doses'. Reflecting 
Michel's special interest in international affairs, and the emphasis that national put on the broader, 
international dimension of the pandemic, the December conclusions asserted that 'the EU is 
committed to playing its role in achieving global vaccination. The EU is the biggest donor and 
exporter in the world. We will continue to export and share vaccine doses and ancillary materials, 
and step up our support for the countries most in need, in particular in Africa, both by continuing to 
provide support to COVAX and on a bilateral basis, in cooperation with partners'. 

As EU leaders wrapped up the December summit, they likely reflected on the ups and downs of 2021 
with respect to the COVID-19 pandemic. The year had begun badly for the EU, with high rates of 
infections, widespread restrictions, and poor implementation of joint vaccine procurement and 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/52622/20211022-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/11/23/report-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-parliament-plenary-session/
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https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/12/17/european-council-conclusions-16-december-2021/
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distribution. Unable to meet in person, EU leaders met remotely in January, February and March, 
devoting most of their time to the COVID-19 crisis. The value of those meetings was that EU leaders 
could work together on tackling one of the most serious crises in recent European history; could 
exchange information and ideas; could encourage the Commission in its efforts to ramp up the 
vaccine rollout; and could signal the EU's commitment to helping poorer countries around the world 
to acquire desperately-needed vaccines. The video-conferences in early 2021 were not simply peer 
support sessions. Leaders clashed, sometimes sharply, over the distribution of vaccines within the 
EU itself. By the middle of the year, however, as vaccines became more plentiful, vaccination rates 
rose, and infection rates declined, tensions among national leaders eased. There were still disparities 
across the EU with respect to national vaccination levels, but the problems were country-specific, 
not systemic. 

Following what seemed like a decisive turn for the better, the COVID-19 situation deteriorated again 
at the end of 2021. EU leaders used the December summit once more to address the crisis. This time, 
however, the EU was in a much better position to cope. Nevertheless, the new, seemingly more 
deadly wave of COVID-19 posed a renewed challenge for the European Council. As they had 
throughout the year, leaders responded by emphasize core objectives: rapid and equitable 
distribution of vaccines throughout the EU; effective functioning of the single market; limiting 
lockdowns and other restrictions as much as possible; conducting effective vaccination campaigns; 
and assisting to poorer countries around the world. 

Indeed, a concrete example of the effectiveness of the European Council during the COVID-19 crisis 
was with respect to vaccine exports outside the EU. In May, the European Council made a 
commitment to donating at least 100 million doses for use in poorer countries by the end of 2021; 
in December, that target had been surpassed. As Michel explained after the December summit: 
'Systematically, when we address COVID-19 at the European Council we affirm our strong 
commitment, not only with words, but with concrete deliveries of vaccines. We have exported a lot 
of vaccines since the beginning of the crisis and we have taken important commitments and we are 
delivering'. 
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6. Economic affairs 

6.1. Introduction 
The economic impact of COVID-19 was serious but largely uncertain in 2021. Understandably, EU 
leaders were preoccupied throughout the year with the potential economic fallout from the 
pandemic. The threat that cross-border travel restrictions posed to the internal market was a 
salutary reminder of the benefits of over 30 years of intensive economic integration, following 
implementation of the Single European Act. Over the years, EU leaders had routinely called for 
further economic integration at European Council meetings. More recently, the leitmotif for 
economic reform and growth in the EU has been the green and digital transformations. 

Traditionally, EU leaders devote their spring summit, in March, largely to economic affairs. In 2021, 
the spring summit could not take place in person and was reduced to a 1-day virtual event. Although 
leaders had several pressing topics to discuss, not least the COVID-19 crisis, they nonetheless turned 
their attention to a range of economic issues, some COVID-related, some not. The omnibus heading 
for their economic discussions in March was: 'single market, industrial policy, digital transformation'. 
EU leaders resumed their discussions of economic affairs at their informal meeting in Porto on 
7-8 May; at the June European Council; and at the October European Council, where they held a 
strategic discussion on trade. In addition, EU leaders discussed the social aspects of economic policy 
at their informal meeting in Brdo pri Kranju on 5 October. 

Disbursements to Member States from the EU's €800 billion pandemic recovery plan would not 
come on-stream until later in the year, providing a significant economic boost. By that time, 
however, not only had the COVID-19 crisis recurred, but also a surge in energy prices complicated 
the EU's economic outlook. The energy price rises, which had serious political as well as economic 
implications for most national governments, overshadowed the October European Council. 
Moreover, the rapidly rising cost of energy risked impinging upon the EU's ambitious climate policy 
goals and further delaying a return to the fiscal orthodoxy of the stability and growth pact (SGP), a 
cornerstone of economic and monetary union (EMU). 

Apart from a possible reform of the SGP, which leaders began to approach tentatively at the end of 
2021, other EMU-related issues were dealt with in three inclusive (all 27 national leaders) meetings 
of the Euro Summit in 2021. These were tacked on to the March video-conference and the regular 
June and December European Council meetings. They were short and relatively perfunctory affairs 
during which EU leaders spoke about the importance of completing the banking union and the 
capital markets union, but did little to move either project along. 

6.2. March meeting 
In his invitation to the March video-conference, Michel touched on the main economic issues on the 
agenda: 'The COVID-19 pandemic has made the case for our digital transition even stronger, and the 
need for a resilient European industry more acute. It has also shown us, once again, how crucial the 
Single Market is to our economies'. As expected, EU leaders duly underlined 'the importance of a 
strong, resilient and fully functioning Single Market and of strictly implementing and enforcing 
Single Market rules'. EU leaders also stressed 'the need to strengthen the competitiveness and 
resilience of the EU's industry, including SMEs, to accelerate its green and digital transitions, 
including through appropriate vehicles to support multi-country projects, and to address strategic 
dependencies'. They looked forward to the update of the Commission's 2020 industrial strategy, 
expected in late April, calling for it to 'take into account lessons learned so far from the COVID-19 
crisis and support the recovery effort'. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/03/25/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/03/23/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-of-25-and-26-march-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48976/250321-vtc-euco-statement-en.pdf
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It was the digital transformation, however, on which EU leaders spent most of their time during the 
discussion of economic issues at the March video-conference. The digital transformation, which had 
become a catch phrase in the EU, was desirable in its own right, and had also become a key pillar of 
the EU's economic recovery strategy from the effects of the COVID-19 crisis. Yet much of the rhetoric 
about the digital transition was fuzzy and imprecise. Take, for instance, Michel's statement on the 
subject in his March summit invitation: 'On digital we want to strengthen our ambition. We aim 
to strike the right balance between building our digital sovereignty and maintaining an open 
economy, while ensuring that nobody is left behind'. 

According to the March summit statement, EU leaders stressed 'the importance of the digital 
transformation for European recovery, for its prosperity, security and competitiveness and for the 
well-being of our societies', while recalling the European Council conclusions of 1-2 October 2020 
and of 10-11 December 2020. More concretely, EU leaders invited the Council to examine the 
Commission's communication, '2030 digital compass: The European way for the digital decade', with 
a view to the preparation of the digital policy programme. In order to refine the EU's policy 
approach, they called on the Commission to identify further systems of critical technologies and 
further strategic sectors, and to widen the EU's toolbox for digital transformation. 

The European Council then issued a litany of calls on, and invitations to, the Commission, the 
Council, and the Commission and the Council jointly. Together, these put flesh on the bones of the 
digital transformation. 

 We invite the Commission to identify further systems of critical technologies and 
strategic sectors, in order to strengthen and refine the European policy approach 
towards them. 

 We invite the Commission to widen the EU's policy toolbox for digital transformation, 
both at the EU and national level, and to use all available instruments from industrial, 
trade and competition policy, skills and education, research and innovation policy and 
long-term funding instruments to facilitate the digital transformation. 

 We call for better exploiting the potential of data and digital technologies for the benefit 
of society, the environment and the economy, while upholding relevant data 
protection, privacy and other fundamental rights and ensuring the retention of data 
necessary for law enforcement and judicial authorities to exercise their lawful powers to 
combat serious crime. 

 We recognise the need to accelerate the creation of common data spaces, including 
ensuring the access to and interoperability of data; we look forward to the Commission's 
proposal for a regulatory framework for artificial intelligence, and the accompanying 
review of the coordinated plan, to accelerate the uptake of this technology while 
ensuring safety and full respect of fundamental rights. 

 We invite the Commission to swiftly present the progress made and the remaining 
measures necessary to establish the sectoral data spaces announced in the European 
strategy for data of February 2020.  

 We invite the co-legislators to take work forward swiftly on the digital services act, the 
digital markets act and the data governance act proposals with a view to improving the 
access to, and the sharing, pooling and re-use of data, and to strengthening the single 
market for digital services by creating a safer digital space and a level playing field to 
foster innovation and competitiveness. 

 We invite the Council to take work forward on the European democracy action plan.  
 We call for international outreach efforts from the EU and Member States to be 

strengthened both bilaterally and through relevant forums and organisations with a 
view to promoting EU digital standards and to developing global digital rules in close 
cooperation with like-minded partners. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/03/23/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-of-25-and-26-march-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48976/250321-vtc-euco-statement-en.pdf
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In his post-summit remarks, Michel spoke only about digital. While reiterating that 'Along with the 
Green Deal, our digital ambition is one of the two fundamental pillars for our new European model, 
for our new European paradigm', Michel asserted that 'The decisions we took today … send a very 
strong signal that we will work actively with the Commission and the Member States to use our 
digital ambition as leverage. This will help us to improve economic development and innovation. 
And this makes our priorities clear, in the short term, in the medium term and in the longer term. … 
I would like to reiterate that the guidelines that were validated today provide a framework for the 
coming years around which the Commission and the Member States will set to work to make 
progress and find a balance between the ambition of digital sovereignty and the desire to operate 
in open economies. That is the path we wish to follow'. The European Council had indeed issued 
guidelines and set the EU's direction; it had not taken any decisions. 

EU leaders easily endorsed most of those points about the digital transformation. There was an 
additional point, however, that elicited more discussion at the summit: the tax challenges relating 
to digitisation. At the time, negotiations were taking place in the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) on taxation of the digital economy. A number of EU Member 
States, champions of low taxation and open economies, such as Ireland, Luxembourg, Finland, 
Latvia and the Netherlands, supported the establishment of a global framework through the OECD. 
Some other Member States, such as France, Italy, and Spain, favoured a regional, European 
approach. 

The outcome of the discussion on digital taxation at the March summit was a compromise. 
According to the agreed-upon statement, EU leaders stressed 'the need to urgently address the tax 
challenges arising from the digitalisation of the economy to ensure that all operators pay their fair 
share of tax. We reiterate our strong preference for and commitment to a global solution on 
international digital taxation and will strive to reach a consensus-based solution by mid-2021 within 
the framework of the OECD'. At the same time, however, EU leaders confirmed 'that the EU will be 
ready to move forward [regionally] if the prospect of a global solution is not forthcoming', while 
recalling that, 'as a basis for an additional own resource, the Commission will put forward in the first 
half of 2021 a proposal on a digital levy, with a view to its introduction at the latest by 1 January 
2023'. 

6.3. Porto Summit 
Noting that 'a successful digital transition requires that no one is left behind. We need the necessary 
tools and infrastructure as well as skilling, upskilling and re-skilling while ensuring fair working 
conditions and high standards in the digital economy', at their March video-conference EU leaders 
looked forward to the Porto Social Summit, on 7 May. The Porto Social Summit was a high-level 
conference of senior national politicians, members of the European Commission and the European 
Parliament, and representatives of the social partners, organised by the Portuguese Council 
Presidency. It was followed that evening and the following day by an informal European Council, 
also in Porto, at which EU leaders, many of whom had attended the Social Summit, discussed 
economic and social affairs. Given that António Costa, the Portuguese Prime Minister, was a staunch 
social democrat who advocated strongly for workers' rights and for socio-economic equality, it was 
not surprising that the two Porto summits focused squarely on those issues.  

European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, European Council President Charles Michel, 
and European Parliament President David Sassoli were among the signatories of the Porto Social 
Commitment, which came out of the Porto Social Summit. The Porto Social Commitment welcomed 
the action plan presented by the Commission in March 2021 for implementation of the European 
Pillar of Social Rights, notably in the areas of employment, skills, and social protection. The purpose 
of the Porto Social Commitment, in part, was 'to inform and inspire' the social policy debate at the 
ensuing informal meeting of EU leaders.  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/03/25/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-25-march-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48976/250321-vtc-euco-statement-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48976/250321-vtc-euco-statement-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/05/07-08/
https://www.2021portugal.eu/en/porto-social-summit/porto-social-commitment/
https://www.2021portugal.eu/en/porto-social-summit/porto-social-commitment/
https://epthinktank.eu/2021/05/18/outcome-of-the-meetings-of-eu-leaders-in-porto-on-7-8-may-2021/
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The EU leaders' discussion of economic and social affairs took place on the second day of their 
informal meeting, on the morning of 8 May. None of the leaders opposed the basic objectives or 
principles of EU social policy, such as more inclusion, better – and better-paying – jobs, and less 
poverty and inequality, but there were marked ideological and political differences between them 
on how to achieve those goals. In the end, EU leaders did not endorse the Porto Social Commitment 
or the Commission's action plan, only taking note of the outcome of the Porto Social Summit. They 
did, however, adopt the Porto Declaration, a less comprehensive document setting out 'their vision 
for Europe's digital, green and fair transition' that nonetheless covered most of the content of the 
European Pillar of Social Rights. Moreover, they recognised that the Commission's action plan 
'provides useful guidance for the implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights' and 
'welcomed the new EU headline targets on jobs, skills and poverty reduction'. Also noteworthy was 
that the Porto Declaration mentioned the EU's commitment to 'work actively to close gender gaps 
in employment, pay and pensions,' considering that some EU leaders had reportedly opposed the 
use of the word 'gender' only days before the summit. 

In his remarks with respect to social policy after the informal European Council, Michel spoke mostly 
about the Porto Social Summit, which had taken place the previous day and in which many national 
leaders, as well as the Commission President and Michel himself, had participated. He described that 
meeting as 'an exciting one … The discussions were rich; the discussions were lively'. As for the 
debate on social policy at the informal EU summit, Michel noted 'a commitment to regularly return 
to this topic at the level of the Heads of State or Government in order to assess the progress that we 
hope to see on the European Union's social commitment. A commitment to a greener Europe, which 
tackles the challenges of climate change. A more digital Europe, which considers digital a lever for 
modernisation, but also for greater prosperity. And a more social Europe, in which community, 
solidarity and equal access to opportunities are guaranteed to every European citizen'. 

6.4. June and October summits 
EU leaders briefly returned to economic affairs at the regular June summit, covering a variety of 
issues. There was growing optimism by that time about the EU's economic situation, as vaccination 
campaigns picked up and lockdowns eased in many Member States. The most important economic 
agenda item was a review of the state of play of Next Generation EU. EU leaders welcomed the 
recent entry into force of the own-resources decision, under the auspices of the multiannual 
financial framework (the EU budget), which made it possible for the Commission to start borrowing 
on the international markets in order to build up the recovery fund. EU leaders underlined the 
importance of full and timely implementation of the Member States' recovery and resilience plans, 
and encouraged the Commission and the Council to expedite the plans' approval process.  

EU leaders briefly revisited social policy when they welcomed the EU headline targets of the 
European Pillar of Social Rights action plan, in line with the Porto Declaration. As a formality, the 
European Council endorsed the Council recommendation on the economic policy of the euro area 
for 2021 (this was under the auspices of economic and monetary union). Finally, following up on 
their discussion in March, leaders looked forward to swift progress on global corporate tax 
reform on a consensual basis within the G20/OECD framework.  

6.4.1. Digital 
In October, EU leaders discussed two economic issues at their regular summit: the digital 
transformation and trade policy. Judging by the extent of the conclusions devoted to the digital 
transformation, EU leaders must have spent a considerable amount of time debating the subject. In 
fact, as Michel explained in his post-summit remarks, 'the limited time afforded to digital throughout 
the summit does not reflect the magnitude and importance of this topic … sometimes the matters 
on which there is strong unity in the European Council, in terms of the ambition, the goal and the 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/08/the-porto-declaration/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/05/07-08/
https://epthinktank.eu/2021/05/18/outcome-of-the-meetings-of-eu-leaders-in-porto-on-7-8-may-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/08/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-and-the-eu-india-leaders-meeting-in-porto/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/06/24-25/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/23/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meetings-on-21-22-october-2021/


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 

  

 

36 

means of achieving the goal, are the matters we talk about less in the meeting. That is not because 
they are not important, or because they are not a fundamental part of the new paradigm of 
prosperity we are moving towards. But I would like to draw your attention to this topic precisely 
because the conclusions on digital are strong and ambitious, and they demonstrate the seamless 
coordination and full cooperation between the European institutions – the Commission, the 
Parliament and the European Council, each playing its respective role'. 

The conclusions reiterated the EU's goal 'to ensure Europe's digital transformation that will drive our 
economic growth, job creation and competitiveness and strengthen our digital sovereignty in a self-
determined and open manner. This will reinforce our resilience and facilitate the green transition'. 
Accordingly, 'the European Council underlines the need for inclusive and sustainable digital policies, 
and in particular to focus on digital skills and education'. 

Beyond the usual rhetoric about the digital transformation, however, the conclusions included a 
message from the European Council to the Council and the European Parliament; what Michel called 
in his invitation letter 'a political push to work on existing and future proposals and initiatives'. Thus: 

 'The European Council calls for the swift examination of the Commission's proposal for 
a Decision establishing the 2030 Policy Programme 'Path to the Digital Decade', 
implementing the Digital Compass. 

 'The European Council reviewed progress on the digital agenda and key legislative files. 
It encourages the co-legislators to reach agreement on the Roaming Regulation by the 
end of the year, and invites them to continue work on the Digital Services Act and Digital 
Markets Act proposals with a view to reaching an ambitious agreement as soon as 
possible.  

 'Furthermore, the European Council stresses the importance of making rapid progress 
on other existing and future initiatives, in particular:  

 – unlocking the value of data in Europe, notably through a comprehensive regulatory 
framework that is conducive to innovation and facilitates better data portability, fair 
access to data and ensures interoperability;  

 – implementing the remaining measures necessary to establish specific sectoral data 
spaces, as set out in the European strategy for data of February 2020, and establishing 
a roadmap for this process;  

 – establishing an innovation-friendly regulatory framework for artificial intelligence in 
order to accelerate the uptake of this technology by both the private and public sector 
while ensuring safety and the full respect of fundamental rights;  

 – setting common standards for and agreeing on a coordinated approach for a 
European Digital Identity framework;  

 – promoting the creation of a cutting-edge European microchip ecosystem across the 
whole value chain, and building further resilience, including in terms of raw materials, 
since this is critical to avoid shortages which hamper our digital transformation. In this 
context the European Council looks forward to the upcoming proposal on the European 
Chips Act'. 

The European Parliament is hyper-sensitive to any appearance of European Council interference in 
its legislative work. For that reason, Michel was at pains, in his post-summit remarks, to celebrate 
'the seamless coordination and full cooperation between the European institutions – the 
Commission, the Parliament and the European Council, each playing its respective role'. Far from 
being overbearing, the European Council was merely encouraging the European Parliament to 
move things along. 

In his long report to the European Parliament on the busy October summit, Michel devoted only a 
short paragraph to what he called 'the digital revolution and our ambitions in that area'. Treading 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/52622/20211022-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/20/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-of-21-and-22-october-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/23/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meetings-on-21-22-october-2021/
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on sensitive ground, Michel 'noted the importance of moving forward with the legislative work, in 
particular on the digital services act and the digital markets act'. On this occasion he was critical of 
the other co-legislator: 'We [EU leaders] are pleased that the Council is now ready to launch and 
engage in negotiations with the Parliament on this'. Michel 'expressed support for the extensive 
work being done by the Commission in this area, in particular in relation to the important matter of 
semiconductors'.  

6.4.2. Trade policy 
Whereas the discussion of the digital transformation at the October summit was short but the 
conclusions were long; the discussion of trade policy was relatively long, and somewhat 
contentious, but the conclusions were short, saying only that 'The European Council held a strategic 
discussion on EU trade policy'. As Michel explained in his post-summit remarks, 'at dinner we had a 
strategic discussion on trade. As agreed, there were no written conclusions: rather than being 
distracted by a text, we wished to listen to each other'. In his invitation letter, Michel wrote that 
'When it comes to the EU's global influence, trade remains the most effective instrument in 
our toolbox. We will discuss how to best make use of this instrument, both in terms of the objectives 
we seek and in terms of the process for the involvement of Member States, in light of 
experiences over the last few years'. 

According to Michel, the strategic discussion on trade, unconstrained by draft conclusions, 'enabled 
us to highlight a number of factors, and identify a number of points of convergence'. A desire for a 
convergence of national positions on trade policy was understandable, given the extent of 
divergence among Member States. Historically, trade policy in the EU has pitted the more 
interventionist and protectionist Member States against the more economically open and liberal 
ones. More recently, trade liberalisation had slowed down globally in response to rising economic 
nationalism and also because of growing scepticism, among politicians and the public alike, about 
the benefits of free trade. On top of that, France, a country with a strong protectionist streak, was 
the main champion of 'strategic autonomy' as a means, among other things, of reducing its own and 
the EU's dependence on other economies. Some other Member States were suspicious of French 
intentions, seeing in French efforts to promote ambitious environmental and social standards in 
trade agreements a form of disguised protectionism. 

In his post-summit remarks, Michel addressed two challenges confronting trade policy: calls for 
greater transparency in the conduct of trade negotiations and for the projection of EU norms and 
values in trade agreements. 'Firstly, there is a desire [among EU leaders] for the methods to be 
transparent, from the discussions on the negotiating mandate right through to ratification by the 
parliaments, and for the involvement of civil society, national parliaments and the European 
Parliament. Transparency is a lever for the successful conduct of trade negotiations. Secondly, our 
exchanges reflected the belief that trade is a lever for prosperity and for additional jobs. From the 
outset of this trade policy, we must aim to promote the standards which are important to us. For 
example, those related to the environment and climate, social matters and, of course, fundamental 
rights. Identifying the priorities and playing a part in the reform of the WTO are some of the main 
lines that emerged from this discussion'. 

When reporting to the European Parliament on the summit, Michel put particular emphasis on the 
questions of transparency and EU interests and values, 'concern(s) that your assembly shares'. Thus, 
the EU 'must use trade to support our prosperity and to promote our social and environmental 
priorities, as well as our fundamental values … Together, we need to clarify our goals and set clear 
priorities: we want to build a level playing field, we want greater reciprocity, we want to protect our 
planet and promote our values. And we need to improve the process. This means greater 
transparency from mandates to ratification. This would help to ensure public and parliamentary 
support'. In what seemed like a throw-away remark, but was quite revealing, Michel concluded by 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/23/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meetings-on-21-22-october-2021/
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saying that 'Our Brexit negotiations … could serve as an inspiring model'. Michel was referring to 
the high degree of coordination among the EU 27 national governments and the close 
interinstitutional cooperation during the difficult Brexit negotiations. 

Michel elaborated on these points in a speech in Berlin on 9 November: 'The European Union is the 
world's leading trading power. But we have a problem. We are very good at striking ambitious free 
trade or investment agreements with foreign partners … But for some time now, we have difficulty 
ratifying these agreements once they are signed …The problem is one of form and one of 
substance. 

'On the form, the confidentiality of these negotiations makes it increasingly difficult to explain their 
value to the public and to the national parliaments that must approve them … 

'As for the substance, we need to clarify the goals and priorities of these agreements. We started this 
discussion among leaders at our last European Council. Do we believe that they should facilitate 
trade and investment within a framework of reciprocity and level playing field while also 
contributing to a fairer, more sustainable world? Or do we think an agreement is only valid and 
acceptable if it solves all the world's problems in one go?'. 

Michel used the example of the Comprehensive Agreement on Investment with China, which, he 
argued, would open access to major sectors from which European companies are currently barred; 
would create more reciprocity; and would help improve labour laws and conditions. The agreement 
was not perfect and did not give the EU everything that it wanted. Nor would it lead to a democratic 
system in China and full respect for human and labour rights. But 'it creates a platform to discuss 
these issues with the Chinese authorities'. There are no easy answers to questions concerning 
fundamental rights with respect to trade agreements, Michel contended, which was why it was so 
difficult for the EU to agree on the priorities it wished to pursue with its trade and investment 
agreements. 'I will make sure the European Council addresses this important debate', Michel 
concluded. 

6.5. Rising energy prices 
As if the EU did not have enough economic problems on its plate in 2021, another one erupted 
spectacularly towards the end of the year, as most European countries suffered a sudden rise in 
energy prices. The reasons included intensifying demand for electricity due to the rapid economic 
recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic and falling supplies of natural gas due in part to alleged 
manipulation by Gazprom, the Russian gas-exporting corporation. Higher energy prices risked 
slowing economic growth and putting ordinary consumers under severe financial pressure. The 
situation impinged also on EU climate policy, as declining supplies of natural gas increased demand 
for more polluting forms of fossil fuel and called into question the functioning of the EU's emissions 
trading system (ETS), whereby power generators buy credits to cover the cost of pollution. Although 
effective in helping to combat climate change by reducing greenhouse gas emissions cost-
effectively, the ETS also had the effect of pushing up electricity prices. In view of the broad economic 
and climate policy implications of the energy crunch, as well as the potential political fallout from 
widespread consumer dissatisfaction, national leaders paid close attention to what was going on. 

France and Spain took the lead in advocating wide-ranging changes to energy market rules in order 
to protect natural gas stocks and reduce price volatility. On 5 October, the finance ministers of five 
Member States – France, Spain, Czechia, Greece, and Romania – issued a joint statement calling for: 

 a common EU approach and a toolkit to respond to surging gas prices; 
 an investigation to understand why current gas contracts have been insufficient; 
 a reform of the wholesale electricity market, including cutting the link between the cost 

of gas and electricity; 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/11/09/the-state-of-europe-speech-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-berlin-conference-2021/
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 energy independence and diversification; 
 a more predictable ETS carbon price. 

EU leaders touched briefly on the energy situation at their informal meeting in Brdo pri Kranju on 
6 October. French President Emmanuel Macron's belief that high energy prices were a serious 
economic problem requiring EU intervention put him at odds with Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte, 
who was usually a reliable ally. Speaking after the Brdo pri Kranju summit, Rutte wondered 'how 
much Europe can even do, (or) if it isn't more a matter for Member States (themselves)'. EU leaders 
decided to delay a full discussion until their regular summit on 21-22 October. 

On 13 October, the Commission adopted a communication on energy prices to address the rise in 
global energy prices and help EU citizens and businesses. The communication included a 'toolbox' 
that the EU and the Member States could use to tackle the immediate impact of the prices rises, and 
further strengthen resilience against future shocks. Short-term national measures included 
emergency income support to households, state aid for companies, and targeted tax reductions. 
The Commission was also willing to support investments in renewable energy and energy efficiency; 
examine possible measures on energy storage and purchasing of gas reserves; and assess the 
current electricity market design. The Commission communication would serve as a basis for 
discussion at the October European Council. 

'During our first working session' at the October summit, Michel wrote in his invitation letter, 'we 
will address the current hike in energy prices which is challenging the post-pandemic recovery and 
severely affecting our citizens and businesses. Building on the Commission's recent communication, 
we will look closely into what can be done at the EU and national level, both in terms of short-term 
relief for those most affected as well as measures for the medium and long term'. The political 
salience of the soaring cost of electricity ensured that the issue was uppermost on EU leaders' minds.  

The unfolding crisis brought to the fore differences among Member States on nuclear energy. This 
made strange bedfellows of France and a number of central and eastern European countries, which 
were usually far apart on a range of issues. All agreed, however, on the merits of nuclear power. By 
contrast, France and Germany, who were often staunch allies in the EU, differed profoundly on 
policy towards nuclear energy. The issue became bound up as well in EU climate policy, as France 
and Czechia called on the Commission to designate nuclear power a 'green' technology under its 
classification rules on sustainable finance, known as the taxonomy, which were due out at the end 
of 2021. Without such a designation, pro-nuclear countries feared that private investment would be 
much more difficult to secure for their power plants.  

EU leaders had a lengthy, querulous discussion about energy policy over dinner on 21 October. 
There was an obvious divide between those who were for (such as the leaders of France, Spain, 
Poland and Greece) and those who were against (such as the leaders of Germany, Ireland, and the 
Baltic States) intervention in the energy market. Czech Prime Minister Andrej Babis complained at 
length about the ETS, which he blamed for driving up household energy prices and claimed was 
being manipulated by speculators intent on increasing the cost of carbon credits. EU leaders also 
disagreed about whether to include nuclear power and natural gas in the sustainable finance 
taxonomy. Macron and Babis pressed the case for doing so; the leaders of Germany, Austria, and 
Luxembourg strongly opposed nuclear power being awarded a green label. Given the extent of the 
disagreement, the summit conclusions did not mention nuclear energy. 

The summit conclusions nonetheless addressed broader aspects of the energy crisis. EU leaders 
invited the Commission to study the functioning of the gas and electricity markets, as well as the 
ETS market with the help of the European Securities and Markets Authority (ESMA). The Commission 
would then assess whether certain trading behaviours required further regulatory action.EU leaders 
also invited national governments and the Commission 'to urgently make the best use of the 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/06/oral-conclusions-drawn-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-in-brdo-pri-kranju-slovenia/
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https://ec.europa.eu/energy/sites/default/files/tackling_rising_energy_prices_a_toolbox_for_action_and_support.pdf
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toolbox to provide short-term relief to the most vulnerable consumers and companies, taking into 
account the diversity and specificity of the situations of the Member States'. 

In addition, 'The Commission and the Council should also swiftly consider medium and long-term 
measures, which would:  

 contribute to energy at a price that is affordable for households and companies 
 increase the resilience of the EU's energy system and the internal energy market 
 provide security of supply and support the transition to climate neutrality taking into 

account the diversity and specificity of the situations of the Member States'. 

Finally, EU leaders called on the European Investment Bank (EIB) to examine how to speed up 
investment in the energy transition. The European Council promised to keep the situation under 
review and discuss it again in December. 

In his post-summit remarks, Michel referred obliquely to disagreements among national leaders on 
energy policy generally, and on the taxonomy specifically: 'We also had a very useful discussion … 
And that exchange of views allowed us to move forward in terms of convergence of views, although 
discussions on certain issues will need to continue … We are, of course, monitoring the 
announcements already made by the Commission, and indeed the Commission will be making 
further announcements on the energy question'. On the functioning of the EU energy market, 'to 
which we attach great importance,' Michel explained that 'we want to assess the situation with input 
from experts, to help us take the right decisions based on objective information and data'. 

In the run up to the December summit, the European Agency for the Cooperation of Energy 
Regulators (ACER) and the European Securities and Markets Authority (ESMA) submitted preliminary 
reports of the functioning of the gas and electricity market and of the ETS market, as requested by 
the European Council in October. ACER concluded that 'no obvious wholesale market manipulation' 
had occurred on the energy market, whilst ESMA pointed out that the 'increase in the number of 
market participants by itself cannot be taken as proof for any patterns of disorderly trading or 
abusive behaviour present in the carbon market'. EU leaders based their discussion on energy prices 
at the December summit on the ACER and the ESMA reports and on recent Commission proposals. 

Despite the fact that the December summit lasted only one day (16 December), and that the agenda 
was already crowded, EU leaders 'had a rather long debate on energy'. The outcome was 
inconclusive. National leaders were still far apart on the sustainable finance taxonomy; on the most 
appropriate, long-term EU response to the energy price hikes; and on the functioning of the ETS. As 
in October, EU leaders could not agree in December on language in the summit conclusions 
concerning energy issues. On the subject of energy prices, the main page of the summit website 
noted only that 'EU leaders also discussed the hike in energy prices currently impacting citizens and 
businesses. The European Council will continue to closely monitor the situation and revisit this issue 
at a future meeting'.  

In his post-summit remarks, Michel reiterated that energy 'is a serious issue, it is an important issue 
that has an impact on households, on their purchasing power, and which also has an impact on … 
the competitiveness of European businesses'. Nevertheless, Michel had to acknowledge 'that the 
differences around the table did not allow an agreement to be reached tonight on the text of the 
conclusions that were presented. This means that we will remain engaged on this issue, which will 
be on the agenda again at a forthcoming European Council. This was a disappointing note on which 
to end the year with respect to the energy challenges facing the EU. 
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6.6. Economic and monetary union 
The economic impact of the COVID-19 crisis focused attention on a perennial EMU-related issue: the 
future of the stability and growth pact (SGP), a set of rules designed to ensure that Member States 
pursue sound public finances and coordinate their fiscal policies. The SGP was inherently divisive in 
the EU, as it tended to pit fiscally strict (mostly northern European) against fiscally permissive (mostly 
southern European) Member States. In many Member States, fiscal policy responses to the 
deleterious economic effects of the crisis had driven budget deficits and debts well beyond the 
SGP's reference points of 3 per cent and 60 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP), respectively. 
In addition, the economic costs of the all-important EU green transition were likely to put further 
pressure on national public finances. In light of the COVID-19 crisis, the Commission had suspended 
the SGP early in the pandemic and was not planning to reimpose it until 2023. The Commission got 
the ball rolling on possible SGP reform with a communication on 'The EU economy after COVID-19: 
implications for economic governance', on 19 October 2021. This launched an intensive period of 
consultations with Member States and other interested parties that would stretch well into 2022. 

On 26 March, at the end of the March meeting of members of the European Council, the Euro 
Summit met in an inclusive format (all EU-27 national leaders, not just the leaders of countries in the 
Eurozone). European Central Bank President Christine Lagarde and Eurogroup (national finance 
ministers) President Paschal Donohoe attended as well. The brief meeting focused on the 
international role of the euro, which EU leaders supported 'with a view to enhancing our strategic 
autonomy in economic and financial matters while preserving an open economy, contributing to 
the stability of the global financial system, and supporting European businesses and households'. 

EU leaders did not mention the SGP, but mentioned two other elements of EMU: banking union and 
capital markets union, both of which were far from finished. In their Euro Summit statement, EU 
leaders emphasised 'the importance of a sound financial architecture as well as deep, liquid and 
well-functioning euro-denominated financial markets, and of preserving the EU's ability to ensure 
its financial stability and resilience. [Therefore] Strengthening the Economic and Monetary Union, 
completing the Banking Union and making progress towards a true Capital Markets Union remain 
essential'. EU leaders promised to review progress regularly, notably at the next meeting of the Euro 
Summit, in June 2021.  

In fact, there was little appetite among EU leaders to complete either the banking union or the 
capital markets union. Doing so would require difficult political decisions, which few Member States 
were willing to take in 2021. For instance, the European deposit insurance scheme was an essential 
component of the banking union, but was highly controversial in Germany. In addition to lacking 
the political will to address this issue, Germany was bound up an election campaign, the outcome 
of which would likely require a protracted period of coalition building in order to form a new 
government. 

Once again in the presence of ECB President Lagarde and Eurogroup President Donohoe, once again 
meeting in an inclusive format, EU leaders supposedly reviewed progress on the banking union and 
the capital markets union at the June Euro Summit, but there was not much progress to review. 
Accordingly, EU leaders merely 'reiterated their full commitment to the completion of the banking 
union' and invited the Eurogroup in inclusive format to agree without delay on a feasible work plan. 
They also 'underlined their political support for the capital markets union' and 'agreed that structural 
challenges to the integration and development of capital markets, particularly in targeted areas of 
corporate insolvency laws, need to be identified and addressed'. 

The June Euro Summit statement contained an oblique reference to the SGP, which was not 
mentioned by name: 'We take note of the letter of the President of the Eurogroup of 18 June 2021 
and of the need to deliver a supportive fiscal stance in 2021 and 2022. We welcome continued close 
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coordination of fiscal policies in the euro area, underpinned by a commitment to fiscal sustainability, 
with the objective of firmly establishing the recovery and preventing protracted adverse effects of 
the pandemic on our societies'. 

Understandably, Michel put a positive spin on the meeting in his post-summit remarks: 'it was a very 
good debate, an opportunity for all the leaders to express their views and their priorities with an 
interesting exchange of views with Paschal Donohoe and Christine Lagarde'. The Euro Summit 
would try to make some real progress on EMU reform at its next meeting, in December 2021. 

By the time of the December Euro Summit – held in an inclusive formal, with ECB President Christine 
Lagarde and Eurogroup President Paschal Donohoe in attendance – there was some progress to 
report on both the banking union and the capital markets union. In particular, EU leaders could look 
forward to the entry into force of the agreement amending the Treaty on the European Stability 
Mechanism and the introduction of the backstop to the Single Resolution Fund. In time-honoured 
fashion, EU leaders noted that a completed banking union and a deep, integrated and well-
functioning capital markets union 'are key to ensure a stable financial system, to support the EU's 
competitiveness and to channel the necessary financing for the green and digital transitions'. 

Otherwise, EU leaders celebrated 'the strong, swift and coordinated economic policy response of 
the European Union and its Member States', which 'has been delivering a robust recovery from the 
COVID-19 crisis'. Taking note of the letter of the Eurogroup President Donohoe, on 10 December, 
and of the Eurogroup Statement on the draft budgetary plans for 2022, which was annexed to the 
letter, EU leaders affirmed that 'close coordination of euro area fiscal policies remains of the essence, 
with the objective of firmly establishing a sustainable and inclusive recovery'. The only reference in 
the Eurogroup President's letter and the Eurogroup statement to the SGP was to its suspension in 
2020: 'Thanks to the swift, sizeable, and well-coordinated policy action at the EU, euro-area and 
national level, taken against the backdrop of the general escape clause of the Stability and Growth 
Pact, the euro area economy is recovering from the recession faster than expected'. Nobody was 
willing, in December 2021, to address the resumption and reform of the unloved SGP. 

Macron made a revealing comment on Euro Summit meetings in his speech at the closing ceremony 
of the Conference on the Future of Europe, in Strasbourg, on 9 May 2022: 'I am struck … that we 
Heads of State and Government never manage to meet in (the exclusive) eurozone format. We are 
the only joint property managers who don't meet among themselves alone, as property managers. 
We always have to invite the rest of the entire street. We are afraid to admit that we have greater 
ambitions … And that is a mistake because these avant-garde circles do not exclude others, but 
rather allow those who want to progress a little further to bring the others along and to make the 
ambition desirable, instead of playing a riskier waiting game'. This comment is certainly relevant to 
the meetings of the Euro Summit in 2021, all of which took place in an inclusive format. 
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7. Climate 
In December 2020, at the end of a difficult and drawn-out European Council, leaders reached a 
political commitment for the EU to achieve climate neutrality (net zero) by 2050 and an emissions 
reduction target (cutting greenhouse gas emissions) of at least 55 % by 2030, compared with 1990 
levels. The challenge thereafter was to design the regulations, taxation instruments, and investment 
schemes necessary to reach those targets, which would likely divide Member States along a number 
of lines, such as prosperity; degree of dependence on fossil fuels; air quality; position on nuclear 
power; and support for the emissions trading system (ETS). Poorer and higher polluting Member 
States typically call for compensatory mechanisms, such as subsidies, in order to meet higher 
environmental standards and climate change goals. 

In 2021, the European Council first addressed climate policy on the second day of its May special 
meeting. By that time, the co-legislators had reached agreement on the European Climate Law, 
which would commit the EU to reaching the targets set by the European Council in December 2020 
(the Climate Law entered into force in July). As Michel noted in his invitation to the May meeting, 
the discussion of climate policy would be 'a good occasion for everybody to state their key priorities 
and concerns' not only generally 'in this respect', but also in light of the Commission's preparation 
of the 'fit for 55' package of 12 legislative proposals, which would spell out not whether but how the 
EU could reach its ambitious targets. 

At the summit, Mario Draghi, a relative newcomer, wondered why the European Council was 
discussing climate policy in such detail. Why not allow the Environment Council to address climate-
related technical matters? The answer, of course, was the political salience of climate policy for 
certain Member States, especially those in central and eastern Europe. Well aware of that fact, and 
ever-sensitive to national meddling in European Parliament affairs, European Parliament President 
David Sassoli reminded the European Council, in his opening remarks, that it should refrain from 
using its conclusions, which are not legally binding, to interfere with the legislative process. In the 
event, the summit conclusions were bland, merely inviting the Commission 'to swiftly put forward 
its legislative package together with an in-depth examination of the environmental, economic and 
social impact at Member State level'. 

Proud of the EU's position as a global leader on climate policy, leaders welcomed in the summit 
conclusions 'the United States' renewed commitment to the Paris Agreement'. In addition, the EU 
'underlines its readiness to seize the global momentum and calls on its international partners, in 
particular G20 members, to increase their ambition ahead of the COP26 meeting in Glasgow'. 

In his remarks after the second day of the summit, Michel explained at some length that 'We 
prepared this European Council. We had a lot of consultations before. All the delegations expressed 
their priorities (and) concerns – legitimate concerns – in order to take into consideration this process 
and the responsibility of the Commission, who will put on the table concrete legislative proposals 
in the next week … We had important discussions on different topics: ETS, effort sharing (setting 
legally-binding national targets), carbon adjustment mechanism and different starting points in the 
different countries. This is a very complex debate … It's also important to take into consideration 
the impact assessment for the different Member States. You can be certain that we will continue to 
work a lot with the Member States, with the Commission, and with the European Parliament'. Such 
was the complexity of EU climate policy. 

The European Council declared at the May summit that it would 'revert to the matter (of climate 
change) at an appropriate time after the Commission's proposals have been submitted'. 

The Commission submitted its proposals in July; the European Council reverted to the matter in 
October, but not to discuss the legislative package, which was wending its way through the ordinary 
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legislative procedure across several policy areas, such as environment, energy, transport, and 
economic and financial affairs. Instead, the European Council addressed climate change at the 
October summit only indirectly, during its discussions of energy prices and external relations. 

The energy price rises brought the emissions trading system, one of the EU's most effective means 
of reducing CO2 emissions, under greater scrutiny. Although effective in helping to combat climate 
change, the ETS also had the effect of pushing up electricity prices. The price of CO2 emissions under 
the ETS almost doubled in the second half of the year, to a record of more than €90 a tonne. This, in 
turn, helped to drive up energy process for consumers (households and businesses). A number of 
Member States, notably Spain and Czechia, had long been critical of the ETS, claiming that the 
carbon-trading system was easily manipulated by speculators who gained from the price increases. 
They and other Member States wanted to reform the system and opposed its extension from heavy 
industries to new sectors such as homes and cars. Indeed, on 5 October the finance ministers of 
Czechia, France, Greece, Romania, and Spain issued a joint statement calling, among other things, 
for a more predictable ETS carbon price.  

As discussed in the chapter on economic affairs, the precipitous rise in energy prices preoccupied 
EU leaders at the regular October summit. Czech Prime Minister Andrej Babis reportedly complained 
at length about the ETS, which he blamed for the soaring household energy prices and claimed was 
being manipulated by speculators intent on increasing the cost of carbon credits. Several other 
national leaders, including those of Poland and Hungary, used the energy price debate to call into 
question the 'fit for 55' package. German Chancellor Angela Merkel countered that this should be 
kept separate from the energy price debate. 

At the summit, the European Council called on the Commission and the Council to consider various 
medium and long-term measures that would contribute to affordable energy prices for households 
and companies; increase the resilience of the EU's energy system and the internal energy market; 
and provide security of supply. The European Council also invited the Commission to study the 
functioning of the gas and electricity markets, as well as the ETS market, with the help of the 
European Securities and Markets Authority (ESMA). The Commission would then assess whether 
certain trading behaviours required additional regulatory action. Any action the EU took, however, 
would have to support the transition to climate neutrality, taking into account the diversity and 
specificity of the situations of the Member States. In his report to the European Parliament on the 
summit, Michel emphasised 'One point [that] was made clear by many leaders: the current price 
problem is not a reason to relax our climate ambitions, on the contrary, it shows how much this 
transition is urgent, existential, and necessary'.  

Also at the October meeting, under the heading of 'external relations,' the European Council 
discussed preparations for important upcoming international summits, such as COP26, on 
31 October-12 November 2021 in Glasgow. 'Looking ahead to the COP 26 summit', Michel wrote in 
his invitation, 'we need an ambitious global response to climate change. All major economies should 
set ambitious targets and meet their commitments on climate finance'. At the European Council, EU 
leaders stressed that 'It is essential to keep the 1.5°C global warming limit within reach … and for 
other developed countries to urgently increase their contribution to the collective climate finance 
goal of $100 billion per year through to 2025' (the EU and its Member States had already agreed to 
continue scaling up their climate financing).  

EU leaders barely addressed climate change at the December summit. In its preliminary report on 
the functioning of the ETS market, as requested by the European Council in October, the ESMA did 
not find evidence of 'any patterns of disorderly trading or abusive behaviour present in the carbon 
market'. A number of national leaders nonetheless persisted at the December summit in calling for 
radical reform of the ETS. The outcome of the discussion of the ETS and other aspects of the energy 
situation was nonetheless inconclusive and the subject was not mentioned in the summit 
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conclusions. The summit web page mentioned only that EU leaders 'discussed the hike in energy 
prices currently impacting citizens and businesses. The European Council will continue to closely 
monitor the situation and revisit this issue at a future meeting'.  

Compared to how dramatically the December 2020 summit had ended, with an agreement that the 
EU should achieve climate neutrality by 2050, the December 2021 summit – and the European 
Council's attention to climate change during the entire year – ended on a subdued note. 
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8. Migration 
Migration is a complex and consequential topic for the EU. The 2015 asylum and refugee crisis left a 
lasting impression, with much unfinished business for the EU to tackle. The European Council 
discussed migration on several occasions in 2021, but mostly with regard to its external aspects. In 
other words, how to prevent undocumented or irregular migrants from reaching and entering the 
EU. Another dimension of the external aspect of migration was the way in which Belarus 
'weaponised' migration as a means of pressuring neighbouring EU Member States, and the EU itself, 
to ease sanctions against the regime of its president, Alexander Lukashenko. The Belarus migration 
crisis erupted dramatically in November 2021 and was a major item of discussion at the December 
European Council. 

At the special meeting of the European Council in May, migration was merely an 'information point' 
on the agenda. The pressing issue at that time was not an influx of refugees and asylum seekers from 
Belarus, but from Morocco, crossing into the Spanish enclave of Ceuta on the Mediterranean coast. 
In mid-May, Morocco had temporarily suspended its controls at the border with the Ceuta, thus 
enabling the entry of up to 9 000 persons, mostly Moroccan nationals. Understandably, Spanish 
Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez was eager for the European Council to address the problem. He 
provided an update on the situation in Ceuta. EU leaders expressed full support for the Spanish 
government and reportedly stressed that 'Spanish borders are European borders,' although Michel 
did not mention this in either his invitation letter or post-summit remarks, and the conclusion did 
not mention migration either. 

EU relations with Belarus plummeted to a new low following the forced landing in Minsk, on 23 May, 
of a commercial flight and the arrest of two passengers who were leading critics of Lukashenko. 
Lithuania, next door to Belarus and the destination of the diverted flight, was especially alarmed by 
Lukashenko's increasingly aggressive behaviour. At a meeting in Brussels on 3 June with Michel and 
von der Leyen, Lithuania's Prime Minister Ingrida Simonyte raised the alarm about rising numbers 
of migrants coming across the border from Belarus and urged the EU to take an even stronger line 
against Lukashenko.  

Despite entreaties from Lithuania, the subject of migration appeared on the agenda of the June 
European Council reportedly at the behest of Italian Prime Minister Mario Draghi, who was 
concerned about the negative political repercussions in Italy of rising numbers of migrants reaching 
the country's coast. 'On migration', Michel wrote in his invitation letter, 'we will take stock of the 
situation on the various routes. Our aim continues to be to prevent loss of life and to reduce pressure 
on the EU's borders. We will therefore focus on the external dimension, with the aim of 
strengthening our cooperation with countries of origin and transit. We should mandate action that 
will deliver results rapidly'. At the meeting itself, migration was hardly mentioned. Nevertheless, it 
took up quite a bit of text in the conclusions, which EU leaders accepted without any major changes.  

According to the conclusions, 'The European Council discussed the migration situation on the 
various routes (into the EU)', with 'developments on some routes (giving) rise to serious concern and 
require continued vigilance and urgent action'. Emphasising humanitarian and security concerns, 
the conclusions declared that: 'In order to prevent loss of life and to reduce pressure on European 
borders, mutually beneficial partnerships and cooperation with countries of origin and transit will 
be intensified, as an integral part of the European Union's external action. The approach will be 
pragmatic, flexible and tailor-made, make coordinated use, as Team Europe, of all available EU and 
Member States' instruments and incentives, and take place in close cooperation with the UNHCR 
and IOM. It should address all routes and be based on a whole-of-route approach, tackling root 
causes, supporting refugees and displaced persons in the region, building capacity for migration 
management, eradicating smuggling and trafficking, reinforcing border control, cooperating on 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/49757/20210521-euco-background-brief.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/B-9-2021-0349_EN.html
https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/short_news/lithuanian-pm-in-brussels-calls-for-more-support-in-guarding-borders/
https://www.ft.com/content/f248e0cd-57e3-415a-8c3f-e059d9a69a02
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/23/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-of-24-and-25-june-2021
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/50763/2425-06-21-euco-conclusions-en.pdf


The European Council in 2021 

  

 

47 

search and rescue, addressing legal migration while respecting national competences, as well as 
ensuring return and readmission. To this end, the European Council:  

 calls on the Commission and the High Representative, in close cooperation with MS, to 
immediately reinforce concrete actions with, and tangible support for, priority countries 
of origin and transit;  

 calls on the Commission and the High Representative, in close cooperation with MS, to 
put forward action plans for priority countries of origin and transit in autumn 2021, 
indicating clear objectives, further support measures and concrete timelines; 

 invites the Commission to make the best possible use of at least 10% of the NDICI 
financial envelope, as well as funding under other relevant instruments, for actions 
related to migration, and to report to the Council on its intentions in this respect by 
November.'  

The conclusions did not mention any third country by name and referred only obliquely to Belarus: 
'The European Council condemns and rejects any attempt by third countries to instrumentalise 
migrants for political purposes'. 

In his post-summit remarks, Michel said 'a quick word on the issue of migration', explaining that the 
discussion on this subject was not long, because it had been prepared by our teams, by the 
ambassadors'. As a result, EU leaders had been 'able to agree quickly on some operational 
conclusions. The idea is to focus primarily on the external dimension of migration and ask the 
Commission and the High Representative to work on very concrete proposals based on the 
identification of priority countries, countries of origin and transit countries for which we want to use 
all the instruments at our disposal, at European level, but also with our Member States'. 

Italian Prime Minister Mario Draghi seemed pleased with the outcome. Speaking on his way out of 
the summit, he reportedly explained that EU leaders had not intended to discuss relocating migrants 
within the EU, a notoriously controversial subject, but merely to address ways of stemming the tide 
of migrants coming into the EU. Some commentators saw Draghi's intervention as being typical of 
a leader who wanted an issue raised at the European Council primarily for domestic political reasons. 
If so, typical as well was domestic criticism of Draghi, with far-right opposition leader Giorgia Meloni 
calling it 'incomprehensible' that he could declare himself satisfied with the summit's outcome on 
migration, given that none of the ideas she would consider a solution, such as a naval blockade, 
were even discussed. 

Migration was mentioned briefly at the informal meeting of the members of the European Council 
in Brdo pri Kranju, on 5 October, when German Chancellor Angela Merkel reportedly warned of a 
possible new migration wave into the EU. Nevertheless, Michel did not mention migration in his oral 
conclusions. 

At the EU-Western Balkans summit the following day, migration was on the agenda. Under the 
heading of 'Political and Economic Security', the EU 'expressed its readiness to strengthen its 
support for Western Balkans partners in addressing migratory challenges. The focus should be on 
the improvement of asylum systems, tackling migrant smuggling and illegal migration, returns 
processes, border management, information exchange, and reception capacity'. This was spelled 
out in the Brdo Declaration, which came out of the EU-Western Balkans summit. 

Meanwhile, the numbers of migrants from Belarus into neighbouring EU Member States continued 
to rise. It was becoming increasingly clear that this was the result of an orchestrated campaign by 
Belarus to fly migrants from Middle Eastern countries to Minsk and from there to transport them to 
the frontiers of Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland. This prompted the interior ministers of 12 Member 
States, including those of Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland, to write to Commission Vice-President 
Margaritis Schinas and Commissioner for Home Affairs Ylva Johansson, on 7 October, calling for 
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immediate measures to deal with the situation (the other signatories were from Austria, Bulgaria, 
Cyprus, Czechia, Denmark, Greece, Hungary, Estonia, and Slovakia). The most eye-catching part of 
the letter was the following two sentences: 'Physical barrier appears to be an effective border 
protection measure that serves the interest of whole EU, not just Member States of first arrival. This 
legitimate measure should be additionally and adequately funded from the EU budget as a matter 
of priority'. The signatories nonetheless explained that 'detailed discussions on the Migration and 
Asylum Pact and the comprehensive reform of the EU asylum system should be continued in 
parallel, seeking for sustainable, long term solutions based on European values'. 

It was hardly surprising, under the circumstances, that EU leaders came back to the topic of 
migration at their regular meeting, on 20-21 October, with a focus once again on the external 
dimension, particularly on financing. In a sign of how far the EU had come since the mass arrival of 
migrants in 2015, and how pressing the situation on the western borders of Belarus was becoming, 
Michel stated categorically, in his invitation to the summit, that 'Our external borders need to be 
effectively controlled'. 

In contrast to the European Council's previous discussions of migration in 2021, the discussion in 
October was detailed and long. Following the June European Council, the Commission and the High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy presented eight action plans for priority 
countries of origin and transit. EU leaders called on the Commission and the High Representative to 
make those plans operational, implement them without delay and underpin them with adequate 
financial support. They also called on the Commission urgently to present proposals and mobilise 
financing for actions on all migratory routes; and make the best possible use of at least 10 % of the 
Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI).  

In the lengthy conclusions, EU leaders specifically mentioned the importance of providing financing 
for Syrian refugees and host communities in Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon and other parts of the region, 
including Egypt. They called on Turkey to ensure the full and non-discriminatory implementation of 
the EU-Turkey Statement of 2016, including vis-à-vis the Republic of Cyprus. Making it clear that the 
EU would not accept any attempt by other countries to instrumentalise migrants for political 
purposes, leader reiterated their 'determination to ensure effective control of the EU's external 
borders'. This led then to address the situation in Belarus: 'the EU will continue countering the 
ongoing hybrid attack organised by the Belarusian regime, including by adopting further restrictive 
measures against persons and legal entities'. 

Michel was buoyant after the meeting: 'Migration is never an easy topic, in Europe and outside of 
Europe … (but) I can tell you that after this general debate, I had a positive impression. I had 
experienced in the past at the European Council when discussing migration, that it was a very 
difficult debate and that it was difficult to discuss and listen to each other. This time, we felt more 
and more convergence. We have the same goals. It's important to address this challenge being more 
united, able to deliver, and operational'. Michel distinguished between the external and the internal 
dimensions of migration. On the external dimension, which was uppermost in EU leaders' minds, 
Michel felt that progress was definitely being made. On the internal dimension, progress was 
notoriously slow. After all, the Commission's proposed 'new pact on migration and asylum' had been 
on the table since September 2020. According to Michel, however, 'Today we have opened a 
window of opportunity for the next weeks and months to make progress and deliver ... There is 
space for more political will to make more progress on this important issue'. 

Whatever about the prospects for progress on the pact on migration and asylum, the reality in late 
2021 was that the migration crisis on the Belarus border was becoming acute. During a visit to 
Warsaw on 10 November, Michel expressed the EU's full solidarity with Poland, Latvia, and Lithuania. 
The behaviour of Belarus was not only an attack on their borders, Michel declared, but also it was 'a 
hybrid attacks on our common European borders and we condemn it'. In response, the EU had taken 

https://www.politico.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/07/Joint-letter_Adaptation-of-EU-legal-framework-20211007.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/20/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-of-21-and-22-october-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/52622/20211022-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/52622/20211022-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/23/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meetings-on-21-22-october-2021/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:85ff8b4f-ff13-11ea-b44f-01aa75ed71a1.0002.02/DOC_3&format=PDF
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/11/10/intervention-du-president-charles-michel-a-l-issue-de-sa-rencontre-avec-le-premier-ministre-polonais-mateusz-morawiecki-a-varsovie/


The European Council in 2021 

  

 

49 

additional punitive measures against Belarus, such as beginning the process of preventing 
European companies from leasing aircraft to Belavia, the Belarusian airline. In an effort to stanch the 
flow of migrants to Belarus from outside Europe, EU officials were pressuring countries, primarily in 
the Middle East and Central Asia, to stop airlines from carrying migrants to Minsk. As a result of these 
joint efforts by Michel and the Commission, Turkish Airlines decided to stop allowing Belavia to 
funnel migrants to Minsk, and to stop issuing one-way tickets to Minsk from Istanbul to the key 
nationalities concerned. 

Michel's assessment, shared with the European Parliament on 23 November, was twofold. First, 'our 
unity and the joint actions carried out together have yielded results. We have more or less stopped 
migrant arrivals into Belarus, the flows have been significantly reduced, we haven't been 
destabilised by the attack, but we must continue to be vigilant and continue to act'. Second, 'We 
cannot close our eyes to the humanitarian situation. We must be determined to work to ensure that 
assistance is given to the people on the ground who are suffering as a result of this situation'. 

The agenda for the December summit called for a discussion of migration under two separate 
headings: 'External Aspects of Migration' and 'External Relations.' Under the first heading, EU leaders 
addressed all migratory routes, 'in a whole-of-route and comprehensive approach', and assessed the 
operationalisation of the action plans with priority third countries as well as their financing. In 
lengthy conclusions, the European Council: 

 called on the Commission and the High Representative, together with Member States, 
'to ensure that the recent action plans for countries of origin and transit are made 
operational and implemented without further delay, in cooperation with partner 
countries' … and urged the Commission 'to make sure that adequate financing is clearly 
identified and mobilised without delay for migration-related actions on all routes, in line 
with the EU's increased ambition'; 

 recognised 'the importance of a more unified EU returns policy' and called on the 
Commission and the High Representative, together with Member States, 'to swiftly take 
action to ensure effective returns from the EU to countries of origin by using as leverage 
all relevant EU policies, instruments and tools, including development, trade and visas, 
to ensure the full implementation of existing readmission agreements and 
arrangements, as well as to conclude new ones, and report to the Council'; 

 reiterated its 'condemnation of attempts by third countries to instrumentalise migrants 
for political purposes'; 'underlined the need to develop tools to address the 
instrumentalisation of migration'; and 'called for swift work on the proposal on 
measures against transport operators that facilitate or engage in trafficking in persons 
or smuggling of migrants in relation to illegal entry into the territory of the European 
Union'; 

 invited the Council and the Commission to 'consider ways to strengthen cooperation 
arrangements to support Member States facing specific challenges at the EU's external 
borders, including as regards border guards as well as aerial surveillance';  

 invited the Council, 'under the direction of its Presidency, to monitor closely the swift 
and effective implementation of the EU's external migration policy, and to give further 
impetus as necessary. 

Under the heading 'External Relations,' the European Council strongly condemned 'the 
instrumentalisation of migrants and refugees by the Belarusian regime and the humanitarian crisis 
it created'. The summit conclusions went on to say that: 'the EU will continue to counter the hybrid 
attack launched by Belarus with a determined response, addressing all dimensions of the crisis in 
line with EU law and international obligations, including fundamental rights. The European Council 
underlines in particular the importance of effectively protecting the EU's external borders, including 
by strengthening the EU's legal framework. In this respect it calls on the Council to examine the 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/11/23/report-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-parliament-plenary-session/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/11/23/report-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-parliament-plenary-session/
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-23-2021-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/53575/20211216-euco-conclusions-en.pdf


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 

  

 

50 

Commission proposal on provisional emergency measures; combatting smuggling and trafficking; 
promptly implementing restrictive measures, following the adoption of the fifth package of listings, 
and being prepared to adopt further measures as necessary; ensuring unhindered access for 
international organisations in Belarus and stepping up humanitarian support; supporting the return 
of migrants from Belarus'. 

The European Council would continue to monitor closely the situation in Belarus, and would 'revert 
to the matter' of the external aspects of migration. What was missing from the December 
discussions of migration, and from the European Council's attention to the subject throughout 2021, 
was what European Parliament President David Sassoli had drawn attention to repeatedly in his 
remarks before European Council meetings. At the June summit, for instance, Sassoli had stressed 
that the external dimension of migration alone was not enough without a common immigration 
and asylum policy at home. He criticised as morally unacceptable the fact that 'migration and asylum 
issues are constantly linked to the electoral fortunes of individual Member States', and reminded EU 
leaders of the European Parliament's call for a new pact of solidarity on migration. At the December 
summit, Sassoli stressed that 'protecting Europeans also involves taking resolute action to better 
integrate our migration and external border management policies'. 
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9. Rule of law 
Rule of law is a core EU value. It is written into Article 2 of the Treaty on European Union. To the 
consternation of many EU leaders, parliamentarians, and ordinary citizens, in recent years some 
national governments seemed to be disregarding the rule of law in their own countries and 
therefore in the EU as a whole. The governments of Hungary and Poland stood out in that regard. 
Nonetheless, EU leaders were usually loath to bring up rule of law in the European Council. Such a 
discussion would be divisive and arguably inconclusive.  

Conditionality has long been an instrument of EU enlargement policy. The EU used it successfully to 
shepherd the countries of central and eastern Europe to eventual membership. By leveraging the 
candidate countries' desire to join, the EU was able to make accession conditional on those countries 
adopting political and legal reforms aimed at embedding liberal democratic norms and values in 
their constitutional systems. Both Hungary and Poland made a difficult but effective transition in the 
1990s to liberal democracy. 

It was all the more galling, therefore, to see those two countries backslide under right-wing 
governments, led in Hungary by Viktor Orbán and in Poland by Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki. 
Frustration with both leaders, on the part of many other members of the European Council, erupted 
in July 2020 at the epic summit where the EU finally reached agreement on the multiannual financial 
framework and Next Generation EU. On that occasion, the European Council held a discussion on 
rule of law and conditionality. As Michel remarked almost a year later, in June 2021, when rule of law 
again came up in the European Council, the July 2020 discussion on the subject 'was a first'. 

The June 2021 European Council discussion on rule of law was not about conditionality and was 
unrelated to the EU budget or Next Generation EU. Rather, it was about a subject that seemed 
unlikely ever to come up at the highest level in the EU: LGBTQI+ rights. The acronym 'LGBTQI', with 
the additional '+,' was not spelled out in any European Council document. Nonetheless, everyone 
seemed to know what it meant. The main page of the June European Council noted simply, in one 
short sentence, that 'Leaders discussed the EU fundamental value of LGBTQI non-discrimination'. 
The subject was not mentioned in the European Council conclusions. Yet the discussion of LGBTQI+ 
rights was one of the most unusual and emotional in the history of the European Council. 

What Michel called 'a sincere and necessary debate on LGBTQI+ rights', dealing with 'the principle 
of the rule of law on which this European project is based', originated in a new Hungarian law on 
child protection that many people, in Hungary and elsewhere, saw as discriminatory against the 
LGBTQI+ community. Opposition to the legislation, which Prime Minister Viktor Orbán vigorously 
defended, grew in the run-up to the June summit. 

Indeed, on the day of the summit itself, the President of the European Council, the President of the 
Commission, and the President-in-office of the Council received a letter signed by 17 national 
leaders 'on the occasion of the upcoming LGBTI pride'. Addressed to 'Dear Charles, Dear Ursula, Dear 
Antonio', the letter did not mention Hungary by name, but referred specifically to threats against 
fundamental rights and in particular the principle of non-discrimination on grounds of sexual 
orientation'. The letter, signed by such a large number of national leaders from all parts of the EU, 
sent a strong signal to Michel who, reluctantly because of the meeting's already crowded schedule, 
agreed to add a discussion of LGBTQI+ rights to the agenda, on the evening of 24 June. 

The 17 national leaders were: Alexander De Croo (Belgium), Mette Frederiksen (Denmark), 
Angela Merkel (Germany), Kaja Kallas (Estonia), Micheál Martin (Ireland), Kyriakos Mitsotakis 
(Greece), Pedro Sánchez (Spain), Emmanuel Macron (France), Mario Draghi (Italy), 
Nicos Anastasiades (Cyprus), Krišjānis Kariņš (Latvia), Xavier Bettel (Luxembourg), Robert Abela 
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(Malta), Mark Rutte (the Netherlands), Sanna Marin (Finland) and Stefan Löfven (Sweden). Austrian 
Chancellor Sebastian Kurz cosigned the letter after it was released. 

The criticism of Orbán began during European Parliament President David Sassoli's intervention at 
the outset of the meeting. At Michel's suggestion, the main discussion on the subject took place 
later, over dinner. What followed was a lengthy and emotional discussion about what most EU 
leaders agreed was the EU fundamental value of LGBTIQ+ non-discrimination. Almost every EU 
leader spoke, and almost all were scathing in their condemnation of the legislation and of Orbán, 
who seemed taken aback by the depth and scope of the criticism levelled at him. Only the leaders 
of Poland and Slovenia did not criticise Orbán. 

There was extensive media coverage of the discussion, fuelled by inside information from many of 
the protagonists. Perhaps the most telling headline to emerge from the entire summit appeared in 
the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. Quoting a question allegedly posed to Viktor Orbán by his long-
time antagonist Mark Rutte, the headline screamed: 'Viktor, warum bleibst Du in der EU?'. This is how 
Michel described the debate in his post-summit remarks: 'there was also one subject which was not 
on the agenda, but called for a debate. And indeed I decided to open a discussion on the situation 
of LGBTIQ+ people in connection with legislation in Hungary. It was a difficult discussion, and at 
times a tough one. But it was also a discussion we had to have. It was also a discussion coloured with 
emotion. Because it touched on intimate convictions connected with people's conceptions of 
fundamental freedoms. That is why this subject and this discussion were essential. It was also 
certainly an opportunity to listen to one another and for the Hungarian Prime Minister to hear the 
views expressed by many colleagues around the table.' 

EU leaders discussed rule of law on a second occasion in 2021, at the regular October European 
Council, this time along the more conventional lines of conditionality linked to the disbursement of 
Next Generation EU funds. The Commission, which was responsible for endorsing national plans for 
Next Generation EU funding, delayed its decisions with respect to Hungary and Poland because of 
rule of law concerns. At the time, Poland was engaged in a stand-off with the Commission over 
judicial independence, and Hungary was out of favour following the LGBTQI+ issue and, generally, 
because of concerns about corruption. The financial stakes were high for both countries: 
approximately €24 billion in the case of Poland; and €7 billion in the case of Hungary. 

The proximate cause of the discussion of rule of law at the October summit was the recent ruling of 
the Polish Constitutional Tribunal to the effect that some parts of the EU Treaties are incompatible 
with the Polish Constitution, thereby posing a threat to the supremacy of EU law, which is a 
fundamental principle of the EU itself. For that reason, the main target of the ire of other EU leaders 
at the October summit was Polish Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki rather than his Hungarian 
counterpart. No stranger to criticism of the Polish government's rule of law record, Morawiecki had 
defended himself and his government aggressively in a debate in the European Parliament on 
19 October, in which he had clashed with Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, among 
others. 

On 21 October, the European Parliament passed a resolution denouncing 'the decision of the 
illegitimate "Constitutional Tribunal" of 7 October 2021 as an attack on the European community of 
values and laws as a whole, undermining the primacy of EU law as one of its cornerstone principles 
in accordance with well-established case-law of the CJEU', and expressing 'deep concern that this 
decision could set a dangerous precedent'. Moreover, the European Parliament resolution criticised 
Morawiecki personally, deploring 'the fact that the initiative to question the primacy of EU law over 
national legislation was taken by the current Polish Prime Minister, further misusing the judiciary as 
a tool to achieve his political agenda'. 

Bloodied but unbowed following the European Parliament debate and resolution, Morawiecki 
arrived in Brussels for the 20-21 October summit armed for combat. In the run-up to the summit, 
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several EU leaders, especially those of the Benelux countries, complained loudly about 
developments in Poland and suggested that the issue should be discussed by the European Council. 
Once again reluctant to see the carefully planned summit agenda altered at the last moment, Michel 
included a single sentence on the simmering dispute with Poland in his letter of invitation, without 
mentioning the country or its Prime Minister: 'We will also touch upon recent developments related 
to the Rule of Law during our working session'. 

The ensuing discussion was not as long or as emotional as the discussion on LGBTQI+ rights at the 
June European Council, but it was noteworthy nonetheless. As Belgian Prime Minister 
Alexander De Croo reportedly observed, European Council discussions on the rule of law are 
extremely rare. The fact that such a discussion had taken place in October 2021 was therefore 
significant in its own right. A number of EU leaders expressed concern about developments in 
Poland; Morawiecki offered a robust defence. Michel described the discussion as nonetheless being 
conducted 'in a calm atmosphere [that] helped us to establish that we are all convinced that the rule 
of law and the independence of the judiciary are fundamental principles, and to recognise that we 
have at our disposal legal and institutional instruments that have either been activated or can be 
activated. We also considered that political dialogue was necessary and that it should continue with 
the aim of finding solutions and making progress on this vital issue'. Such was the sensitivity of the 
discussion, however, that it was not mentioned in the summit conclusions. 

Perhaps chastened by the extent of opposition in the European Parliament and the European 
Council to recent events in Poland, or perhaps concerned about the potential loss of substantial EU 
funding, later in October Morawiecki promised to dismantle a disciplinary chamber for judges that 
the European Court of Justice judged to be illegal. As a result, fanciful and overblown media 
speculation about a possible 'Polexit' receded. Nonetheless, concerns about the rule of law with 
respect to Hungary and Poland remained acute throughout the EU. The fact that such concerns had 
been raised twice in the European Council in 2021 was a positive development for the European 
Council. It showed an evolution in the purpose and importance of the EU's highest-level political 
entity. 

  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/20/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-of-21-and-22-october-2021/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/poland-summons-belgian-ambassador-rule-law-row-pap-2021-10-29/
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10. Conference of the Future of Europe 
The Conference on the Future of Europe, which began in April 2021 and continued until May 2022, 
was mentioned only occasionally, and briefly, at meetings of the European Council in 2021. Rooted 
in long-standing concerns about a deficit of democracy at the EU level, the Conference originated 
in more recent efforts to facilitate citizens' contributions, in an organised and systematic way, to the 
debate on the future of the EU. In an op-ed published in several media outlets in March 2019, with 
an eye to the European Parliament elections, Macron called, among other things, for the convening 
of 'a Conference for Europe in order to propose all the changes our political project needs, with an 
open mind, even to amending the treaties'. Ursula von der Leyen endorsed the idea in her speech 
to the European Parliament, on 16 July, when she asked MEPs to support her nomination for 
President of the Commission. 

Planning for the Conference was hobbled by the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020. 
A year of interinstitutional disagreements followed over the purpose, scope, and organisation of the 
Conference. It was only on 10 March 2021 that the Commission, the Council, and the Parliament 
issued a joint declaration on launching the event. This included a compromise concerning the 
conference leadership: there would be a joint presidency, represented by the President of the 
European Parliament, the President of the Council, and the President of the European Commission, 
supported by an Executive Board, co-chaired by representatives of the three institutions. A small 
secretariat, made up of officials representing the three institutions equally, would assists the work 
of the Executive Board. Eight hundred citizens, chosen randomly from the 27 Member States, with 
due regard to geographic origin, gender, age, socioeconomic background, and level of education, 
would participate in the Conference, organised into four Citizens' Panels, each with 200 people. 
Reflecting the broad scope of the Conference agenda, the four Citizens' Panels were given the 
headings:  

1: Stronger economy, social justice, jobs, education, culture, sport, digital transformation; 

2: EU democracy, values, rights, rule of law, security; 

3: Climate change, environment, health; 

4: EU in the world, migration. 

In deference to most Member States, the joint declaration did not mention possible Treaty change. 
Reinforcing that point, 12 Member States – Austria, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Ireland, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, the Netherlands, Slovakia, and Sweden – issued a non-paper on 24 March 
welcoming the Conference as 'an opportunity to engage citizens in a substantial dialogue on what 
they expect from the EU,' but making it abundantly clear that the Conference 'does not fall within 
the scope of Article 48 TEU' (regarding procedures for Treaty change). 

On 19 April 2021, the multilingual digital platform of the Conference was launched. The first 
meetings took place in May, but EU leaders did not refer to the Conference at either of their 
meetings that month. In his presentation at the opening of the June European Council, European 
Parliament President David Sassoli made a short reference to the Conference. Speaking about the 
implications of the COVID-19 crisis, Sassoli suggested that the coordination of the EU's response to 
cross-border health threats should be on the agenda of the Conference on the Future of Europe, as 
'crises can act as a catalyst for reforms that were once inconceivable'. 

In his remarks following the June meeting, on the subject of LGBTIQ+ rights, Michel stated that he 
'had occasion [at the meeting] to stress the principle of the rule of law on which this European 
project is based (and) of the primacy of European law … I should also like to express the wish that 
the Conference on the Future of Europe will be an opportunity to advance these fundamental 

https://www.elysee.fr/en/emmanuel-macron/2019/03/04/for-european-renewal
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_19_4230
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_19_4230
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/en_-_joint_declaration_on_the_conference_on_the_future_of_europe.pdf
https://futureu.europa.eu/pages/european-citizens-panels
https://www.permanentrepresentations.nl/documents/publications/2021/03/24/non-paper-on-the-conference-on-the-future-of-europe
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/former_ep_presidents/president-sassoli/en/newsroom/sassoli-europe-must-finally-reduce-inequalities.html
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/26/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meeting-24-25-june-2021/
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freedoms'. In his report to the European Parliament on the June meeting, Michel said that he had 
concluded the debate at the European Council on LGBTIQ+ rights with an assertion that 'The 
Conference on the Future of Europe must be an opportunity to put our fundamental rights front 
and centre'. 

During the discussion on rule of law at the October European Council, German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel reportedly suggested that there needed to be a wider, public debate on the nature of the 
EU, a debate that could well take place in the Conference on the Future of Europe. Speaking at the 
opening of the December European Council, Sassoli expressed the hope that the Conference on the 
Future of Europe would 'help us find innovative ways of reawakening the feeling that Europe is a 
project with which all Europeans can identify', especially as it would 'soon be time for the initial 
conclusions to be drawn'. 

That was the extent of most of the references to the Conference on the Future of Europe in the 
European Council in 2021. The Conference had not attracted much attention during its deliberations 
so far. In general, media coverage tended to dismiss it as being extravagant and inconsequential. 
EU leader were more discreet in their assessments of the Conference, but did not have the time or 
the inclination to discuss it in 2021. Indeed, at the end of the June European Council, Michel had 
presented the Indicative 2021-2022 Leaders' Agenda, a work programme for the European Council. 
It included time for a discussion of the Conference on the Future of Europe, but not until the regular 
meeting of the European Council in March 2022. 

Moreover, when Michel presented an updated version of the Leaders' Agenda at the December 
European Council, the main change, compared to the original version, was the removal from it of 
the discussion of the Conference on the Future of Europe planned for March 2022. 

  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/07/07/report-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-parliament-plenary-session/
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https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/50761/indicative-leaders-agenda-2021-2022.pdf
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11. The European Union's role in the world 

11.1. Introduction 
The EU has a large global footprint. Its economic size means that many of its core policy fields, such 
as competition policy, the single market, economic and monetary union, and environmental policy, 
have an impact well beyond the EU's borders. The EU is a leading – if not the leading – global 
standard setter in a wide variety of areas and activities. In its climate policy, for instance, the EU seeks 
to set a standard for other major developed and developing economies to follow. 'As our Union has 
taken shape', Michel observed in a speech on 1 September, at the Bled Strategic Forum, 'it has also 
become a project of influence. Our large single market has made us the biggest trader in the world 
and, in turn, the largest exporter of standards'. Speaking at the annual conference of the European 
Defence Agency, on 7 December, Michel elaborated on that point: the EU 'has the power to 
influence and determine global norms. Our standards reflect our democratic values and our focus 
on citizens' well-being and safety. Our European standards often evolve into global standards. That 
is what we call the 'Brussels effect', which is often seen more positively outside Europe'. 

The EU is active and influential globally through constant interaction with third countries and 
international organisations. The EU exerts influence beyond its borders principally through its 
development, trade, foreign, and security policies. In addition, the EU has a singular facet of its 
foreign policy – enlargement – through which it seeks to turn eligible countries into Member States. 
A number of European countries, notably in the Western Balkans, are either candidate or soon-to-
be candidate countries. 

As in other policy fields, the European Council is the highest-level political forum in the EU for the 
discussion of external relations. In 2021, as in previous years, external affairs, as well as internal issues 
having external implications, took up much of the European Council's time. Every meeting of the 
European Council in 2021, regardless of format, touched explicitly on external relations, to some 
extent or other: 

 At the January video-conference, which was otherwise devoted exclusively to the 
COVID-19 crisis, which itself had an obvious external dimension, EU leaders found time 
to condemn the detention of the Russian opposition politician, Alexei Navalny, who had 
been arrested upon his return to Moscow the previous week. 

 At the February video-conference, EU leaders focused the second day of their meeting 
on security and defence, including an exchange of views on EU-NATO relations with 
NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg, and on relations with the southern 
neighbourhood. 

 At the March video-conference, EU leaders discussed transatlantic relations together 
with US President Joseph Biden; the situation in the Eastern Mediterranean, including 
EU- Turkey relations; and relations with Russia. In the Euro Summit, they discussed the 
external role of the euro. 

 At the informal meeting in Porto, in 7 May, leaders discussed Belarus; prepared for 
the EU-India leaders' meeting the following day; and other issues of international 
concern. 

 In May, at the special Brussels summit, EU leader discussed Belarus, Russia, relations with 
the UK, and the situation in the Middle East and in Mali. 

 The June European Council started with an exchange of views among EU leaders and 
UN Secretary-General António Guterres on global challenges and geopolitical issues. 
Later that afternoon, EU leaders discussed the external aspects of migration, Turkey, and 
Russia. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/09/01/speech-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-opening-session-of-the-bled-strategic-forum/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/12/07/address-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-defence-agency-annual-conference/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/12/07/address-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-defence-agency-annual-conference/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/02/25-26/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/05/07-08/
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 At the informal meeting in Brdo pri Kranju, in October, leaders discussed the EU's role in 
the world, touching on security and defence; relations with the US and NATO; relations 
with China, and the goal of strategic autonomy. 

 At the October European Council, over dinner, EU leaders held a strategic discussion on 
trade and discussed the preparation of several EU and international summits in the 
context of external relations. 

 At the December European Council, EU leaders discussed developments in external 
relations, including the situation in Belarus and Ukraine; security and defence, including 
planning for the launch of the strategic compass; and the external aspects of migration. 

As well as those discussions within the European Council, EU leaders participated in three summits 
with third countries in 2021: 

 the EU India Summit, held in hybrid format, on 8 May; 
 the EU-Western Balkans Summit, on 6 October, in Brdo pri Kranju; 
 the Eastern Partnership Summit, on 15 December, in Brussels. 

Separately, the European Council President and the European Commission President held high-level 
summits with international leaders, such as the EU-US Summit with US President Joe Biden on 
15 June, in Brussels.  

11.2. Image and reality 
Third countries have a certain image of the EU, and the EU has an image of itself that it tries to project 
internationally. 'What exactly do [other countries] see in us?' Michel asked in a speech in Berlin in 
November 2021. He went on to answer: 'They see a great power. They see the largest area of 
democracy and freedom in the world. The most advanced area of prosperity and social 
development. They see a unique example of continental integration: peaceful and voluntary'. 

A lunch with UN Secretary-General António Guterres, at the meeting of the European Council on 
24 June, provided an opportunity for EU leaders to revel in the EU's self-image and exchange ideas 
on how best to address global challenges. It was also an occasion to reaffirm the strong partnership 
between the EU and the UN. The lunch was all the more agreeable because Secretary-General 
Guterres, a former prime minister of Portugal, is an alumnus of the European Council.  

On a more sombre note, EU leaders held a 'strategic discussion' on 5 October, during their informal 
meeting in Brdo pri Kranju, of the EU's role in the world. This was prompted in part by the continuing 
fallout from the chaotic the US military withdrawal from Afghanistan, which ended on 30 August. 
Speaking the following day at the Bled Strategic Forum, Michel mused: 'As a global economic and 
democratic power, can Europe be content with a situation where we are unable to ensure, 
unassisted, the evacuation of our citizens [from Afghanistan] and those under threat because they 
have helped us? In my view, we do not need another such geopolitical event to grasp that the EU 
must strive for greater decision-making autonomy and greater capacity for action in the world'. 

The discussion at Brdo pri Kranju, of the EU's role in the world, was due also to the announcement, 
on 15 September, of the AUKUS trilateral security partnership between Australia, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States for the Indo-Pacific region. France, a close ally of the three countries, 
denounced AUKUS as a 'stab in the back' that undercut French interests and influence in the region, 
especially following Australia's cancellation of a submarine deal with France worth €56 billion. 

Accordingly, in his letter of invitation, Michel called for EU leaders to address, during the working 
dinner, 'the role of the Union on the international stage in light of recent developments in 
Afghanistan, the AUKUS security partnership and the evolution of our relations with China'. Michel 
framed the discussion in the context of the  2019-2024 Strategic Agenda, approved by the European 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/06/oral-conclusions-drawn-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-in-brdo-pri-kranju-slovenia/
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Council in June 2019. He reminded EU leaders that the Strategic Agenda called for the EU 'to pursue 
a strategic course of action and increase our capacity to act autonomously to safeguard our 
interests, uphold our values and way of life, and help shape the global future. This requires that the 
EU becomes more assertive and effective. Relations with strategic partners, including our 
transatlantic partners, and emerging powers have to be a key component of a robust foreign policy. 
Our objectives in these respects have not changed, but recent developments require us to reflect 
on how best to achieve them. Having a common understanding of the global challenges and the 
way to address them remains key, whether it includes climate, energy, trade or security'. 

Because the summit was informal, it resulted only in 'oral conclusions drawn up by President Charles 
Michel'. These began with a statement of what the EU stands for internationally: 'The EU is a staunch 
supporter of multilateralism (UN, G20, G7, etc.) and a defender of a rules-based international order. 
The EU is open to the world and rejects protectionism'. At the December European Council, EU 
leaders would reiterate that 'The EU is committed to the global rules-based international order, with 
the United Nations at its core'.  

In his Berlin speech, on 9 November, much of which was devoted to external relations, Michel 
declared that he had 'no doubt the EU is on the right track to become the great power of peace of 
the 21st century – the century of Europe. For the benefit of our people, and for a better, fairer and 
more sustainable world'. Clearly, Michel – and the European Council – had a highly optimistic image 
of the EU in the world, and a desire for the EU to become even more relevant and effective. As Michel 
said: 'We will stick to our values and to our ideals. And we will grow in power by being pragmatic, 
by being realistic, and by being ambitious'. 

11.3. Unity and coherence 
A number of key themes recurred in EU leaders' discussion of external relations in 2021. One was 
the crucial importance of unity. 'On international matters, we want to defend our interests, uphold 
our values and actively contribute to shaping the global future. Our unity is a precondition to 
asserting our influence', Michel wrote in his invitation to the March European Council. Persistent 
failure to achieve unity on external issues was one reason why EU leaders reacted so strongly to 
President Lukashenko's provocation of 23 May, when Belarus forced a commercial flight to divert to 
Minsk and promptly arrested two prominent Belorussian dissidents, who were on board. Greek 
Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis surely spoke for most EU leaders when he said that 'We must 
reach a swift and unanimous condemnation, with clear, specific and robust consequences that leave 
Belarus in no doubt about our unity and our determination … We cannot accept anything else as a 
Union of principles. Enough is enough'. Mitsotakis and others were frustrated by the failure of the 
EU to present a united front on foreign policy issues. The most recent example of this was 'Our 
inability to reach a consensus on … events in Israel and Gaza, where as a union we failed to present 
a unified stance'. This, he declared, 'must not be repeated'. In the case of Belarus, the situation was 
too serious for the EU not take a strong, united stance. As EU leaders agreed at the Brdo pri Kranju 
informal meeting, 'Our unity is our core asset. By acting together, we will leverage our strengths'. 

A second key theme with regard to external relations was the importance of coherence, a long-
standing problem for EU external relations. As Michel explained in his Berlin speech, 'We could be 
much stronger and more efficient by being more pragmatic and more coherent … There are many 
examples of pragmatic European responses to crisis situations. But we need to be more coherent. 
EU policies such as trade, development, competition, neighbourhood, and climate action are often 
managed 'in silos', independent of each other'. In a speech shortly after that, at the annual 
conference of the European Defence Agency, on 7 December, Michel argued that 'We could take 
fuller advantage of our instruments, by using them in a more coordinated manner to achieve our 
strategic goals in trade, development, neighbourhood policies, climate action, regulatory powers, 
visa regimes, and humanitarian aid. Greater coordination and coherence mean greater impact'. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/06/oral-conclusions-drawn-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-in-brdo-pri-kranju-slovenia/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/53575/20211216-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/11/09/the-state-of-europe-speech-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-berlin-conference-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/03/23/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-of-25-and-26-march-2021/
https://www.mei.edu/publications/greece-and-cyprus-can-play-modest-role-advancing-israeli-palestinian-peace
https://www.mei.edu/publications/greece-and-cyprus-can-play-modest-role-advancing-israeli-palestinian-peace
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/06/oral-conclusions-drawn-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-in-brdo-pri-kranju-slovenia/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/06/oral-conclusions-drawn-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-in-brdo-pri-kranju-slovenia/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/11/09/the-state-of-europe-speech-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-berlin-conference-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/12/07/address-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-defence-agency-annual-conference/


The European Council in 2021 

  

 

59 

11.4. Strategic autonomy 
The quest for strategic autonomy, an idea closely associated with French President Emmanuel 
Macron, came into sharper focus in 2021. Partly at Macron's urging, the EU's 2019-2024 Strategic 
Agenda declared that: 'the EU needs to pursue a strategic course of action and increase its capacity 
to act autonomously to safeguard its interests, uphold its values and way of life, and help shape the 
global future'. Speaking in December 2021, Michel explained that 'strategic autonomy is about 
much more than defence and security. Being strong starts with our economy. And the EU [economy] 
is strong … Our security and defence does not exist in a vacuum. It is linked to our twin transitions – 
climate and digital. Both are critical for our future security'. 

In a sign of how prevalent the idea of strategic autonomy had become by 2021, the Netherlands and 
Spain, two Member States often at odds on EU issues, notably the budget, issued a lengthy 'non-
paper on strategic autonomy while preserving an open economy', on 24 May. In it, they explained 
that the idea of strategic autonomy was initially linked to security and defence. With the onset of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, however, and other recent geo-economic developments, strategic 
autonomy acquired a much broader connotation. As a result, there was a widely-accepted 
preference 'for the EU and its Member States to have the capacity to take and implement 
autonomous decisions, preferably in coordination with … global partners, but without being 
compromised by one-sided dependencies'. Therefore, 'it is necessary to reach a consensus on how 
to strengthen Europe's open strategic autonomy in order to make Europe a global player that is 
resilient and in charge of its own future. Strategic autonomy does not mean isolation or retreat, but, 
rather, a reformulation of how to understand sovereignty,' and having the capacity 'to promote an 
agenda of its own'. 

EU leaders devoted considerable time at the Brdo informal summit to a discussion of strategic 
autonomy. 'Drawing the lessons of recent crises,' EU leaders agreed in the oral conclusions that: 'we 
are committed to consolidating our strengths and strengthening our resilience by reducing our 
critical dependencies. To become more effective and assertive on the international stage, the 
European Union needs to increase its capacity to act autonomously'. This comprised two broad 
policy fields, one economic, the other combining security and defence. Economically, the EU could 
'reduce dependencies and achieve resilience in areas such as energy, digital, cyber security, semi-
conductors, industrial policy, trade and reinforcing the single market'. With regard to security and 
defence, the EU was committed to 'working with our allies and like-minded partners, in particular 
the US and within NATO which is the cornerstone of our security'. At the same time, the EU would 
continue to make progress 'on the different existing tracks in the field of defence and security', 
ranging from developing the EU's military capabilities to strengthening its defence-related 
technological and industrial base. 

Michel used the occasion of his Berlin speech, on 9 November, to try to clarify the meaning and the 
significance of strategic autonomy, a term that 'is understood differently in different places, and with 
different sensibilities'. According to Michel, 'strategic autonomy means no more and no less than 
being master of our own destiny. The ability to act together in an open world. It means managing 
our interdependencies while avoiding excessive dependencies. To reinforce our strategic 
autonomy, we must strengthen our prosperity, our single market and bolster our security'. 

11.5. Soft power, diplomacy and alliances 
The EU has at its disposal many ways and means to pursue strategic autonomy and advance its 
foreign and security policies. For one thing, the EU has considerable soft power. According to Michel, 
security 'begins with our 'soft' geopolitical influence aimed at promoting our values and defending 
our interests. Here, I believe we have a powerful advantage – and the world wants to engage with 
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us. Because our partners see the benefit of engaging with a positive force, free from the colonial 
prisms of the past centuries'. The idea of the EU being free from 'colonial prisms' seemed somewhat 
fanciful, given that many of its Member States – including Belgium, Michel's own country – had been 
colonial powers. But the point about EU soft power was doubtless valid. 

Diplomacy provides a means for the EU to achieve its international objectives and project its soft 
power. As Michel explained, 'global issues can only be addressed through global cooperation. The 
best way to exert influence is to be present diplomatically and to engage diplomatically. Ensuring 
our security means knowing and better understanding our neighbours, our competitors, even our 
adversaries. And making ourselves better understood by them'. 

Diplomacy is also the currency for building alliances, without which the EU would be less effective 
internationally. According to Michel: 'We are building new alliances – with Africa, Asia, and Latin 
America – with partners who are confident about our vision and about our values. These alliances 
are about interconnecting our physical and digital infrastructure and about connecting our people, 
by stimulating public and private investment within a framework of rules and standards that put 
fundamental values at the heart of projects. This is what we call "trusted connectivity". And we want 
to develop this trusted connectivity with like-minded partners'. 

11.6. Defence 
Notwithstanding its soft power, alliance-building, and diplomatic capacity, ultimately the EU needs 
to be able to defend itself against a variety of external threats. 

11.6.1. Hard power 
The EU is not a military power, but it is developing a military capacity. This is necessary to strengthen 
the EU's credibility as an international actor and its ability to protect its interests in an increasingly 
turbulent world. Bolstering EU security through a more robust defence policy is also a prerequisite 
for strategic autonomy. 

EU efforts to develop a military capability of its own go hand in hand with its efforts to strengthen 
cooperation with NATO. Far from being contradictory, the two processes are complementary. A 
majority of EU Member States are also in NATO. Most of them, especially the Baltic States and the 
other countries of central and eastern Europe, see NATO membership as paramount for their 
national security. They are not opposed to developing an EU military capacity or capability as long 
as it does not undermine or call into question NATO's commitment to European security. 

France is the leading proponent of a full-bodied EU security and defence policy. France is also a 
NATO member but, as a nuclear power and a country strongly averse to US hegemony, France is less 
concerned than other Member States about the possible impact of EU defence developments on 
America's involvement in NATO and on the cohesiveness of the Atlantic Alliance. Accordingly, 
Macron was the principal proponent of the Strategic Compass, a framework for the development of 
EU security and defence policy – what Michel called 'a work plan' for security and defence – that 
took shape in 2021. EU leaders discussed the Strategic Compass occasionally during the year, before 
devoting considerable time to it at the December summit.  

EU leaders first discussed security and defence policy, in 2021, at the February video-conference, 
where they reaffirmed their commitment to implementing the Strategic Agenda 2019-2024 'by 
pursuing a more strategic course of action and increasing the EU's capacity to act autonomously'. 
With a view to further deepening security and defence cooperation amongst Member States, 
increasing defence investment and enhancing civilian and military capability development and 
operational readiness within the Union, EU leaders committed themselves to:  
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 'enhancing the Union's civil and military operational engagement, including through 
improved force generation, more efficient EU planning and command and a robust 
implementation of the European Peace Facility, which should be swiftly 
operationalised;  

 'encouraging Member States to make better use of the collaborative opportunities 
identified in the Coordinated Annual Review on Defence (CARD) and full use of the 
Permanent Structured Co-operation (PESCO) to enhance investment, readiness and 
collaborative capability development;  

 'strengthening Europe's defence technological and industrial base, inter alia through 
the swift adoption, entry into force and operationalisation of the European Defence 
Fund, and by fostering synergies between civil, defence and space industries, including 
in the area of Artificial Intelligence and Disruptive Technologies, and the participation 
of SMEs … To this end, we invite the Commission to present a technology roadmap by 
October 2021 for boosting research, technology development and innovation and 
reducing our strategic dependencies in critical technologies and value chains;  

 'providing for secure European access to the global commons (including space, 
cyberspace and the high seas), as well as improved military mobility across the Union'. 

EU leaders accompanied this impressive list of undertakings and commitments in security and 
defence with an equally impressive affirmation of the importance of close EU-NATO relations. 
Indeed, NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg participated in part of the video-conference. 'I am 
really pleased to have the opportunity this morning to welcome you dear Jens', Michel remarked 
before the start of the discussion, on 26 February, of security and defence: 'NATO played and plays 
a key role in binding North America and Europe. We share the same democratic values. We have 
common strategic interests. And I am totally convinced that the new Biden administration offers a 
unique opportunity to renew the strong trans-Atlantic alliance between Europe and the United 
States … I'm convinced that strong partnerships require strong partners'. Speaking after the 
discussion, Michel affirmed that 'We exchanged views with Secretary General Stoltenberg about 
working together to improve our collective security and the challenges ahead … We are committed 
to cooperating closely with NATO. A stronger Europe makes a stronger NATO'. 

According to the February statement, the European Council would keep security and defence under 
regular review. Yet EU leaders did not address the subject again until their informal meeting in Brdo 
pri Kranju, on 5 October. Smarting from the lessons of the US-led withdrawal from Afghanistan, EU 
leaders were well aware of the importance of boosting the EU's strategic profile on the world stage. 
Smarting also from the recently-announced AUKUS security partnership, France sought to press 
home the urgency of achieving EU strategic autonomy. Inevitably, other leaders, especially those 
from the central and eastern European Member States, pushed back against France and reiterated 
the primacy of NATO for their security. According to the oral conclusions, EU leaders 'are committed 
to working with our allies and like-minded partners, in particular the US and within NATO which is 
the cornerstone of our security … We will work towards a new political declaration with NATO 
before the June 2022 NATO Summit,' while making 'progress on the different existing tracks in the 
field of defence and security'. 

Speaking in Berlin on 9 November, Michel explained that 'we cannot ignore the long-term 
developments, even among our allies. Recent geopolitical events in Afghanistan and the Indo-
Pacific have shown that we must rely more on ourselves and take greater responsibility for ourselves. 
Overdependence – even on our best friends – is not sustainable. It is not healthy … This is why we 
must develop our defence capabilities'. Might that mean that the EU would one day have its own 
army? 'The prospect exists', Michel mused, 'but in any case, we all know it wouldn't be for tomorrow. 
Today, more than a European army, we need European capabilities. Yet, I do believe we must act in 
a concrete and operational way to develop our capabilities in the face of new risks and in new areas, 
such as cyber and space'. 
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Nonetheless, Michel was keen to stress that 'European defence is anchored in our Atlantic alliance. 
NATO is the backbone of our collective security. Beyond the military, this alliance links us to our 
strategic partners on the other side of the Atlantic. We share a common history, values, and 
commitments. This alliance of democracies is all the more essential at a time of increasing pressure, 
as we face new kinds of attack from authoritarian regimes … Stronger allies make stronger alliances. 
And we welcome the United States' recognition of the value of a stronger European defence, as a 
complement to NATO'. 

11.7. Cybersecurity 
Threats to European security were multifaceted, including threats to cybersecurity. EU leaders 
addressed cybersecurity on three occasions in 2021: in February, June, and October. On the second 
day of the February video-conference, in the course of a wide-ranging discussion of security and 
defence, EU leaders agreed 'In light of the growing number and complexity of cyber threats … to 
strengthen European cyber resilience and responsiveness and to improve the cybersecurity crisis 
management framework'. They invited the Commission and the High Representative to report, by 
June 2021, on the implementation of the December 2020 Cybersecurity Strategy, and also invited 
the co-legislators 'to swiftly take work forward, particularly on the revised Directive on security of 
network and information systems'. Finally, EU leaders called 'for greater cooperation and 
coordination to prevent and respond to hybrid threats, including disinformation, inter alia by 
involving the private sector and relevant international actors'. 

Returning briefly to the subject in June, the European Council 'condemned recent malicious cyber 
activities against Member States, including in Ireland and Poland, and invited the Council to explore 
appropriate measures within the framework of the cyber diplomacy toolbox'.  

Reflecting the increasing prevalence of cyber-attacks 'aimed at undermining our democratic values 
and the security of the core functions of our societies', the European Council devoted far more time 
to the subject at its regular October summit. According to the conclusions, the European Council: 

 'reiterates its unwavering commitment to pursuing democratic values, both online and 
offline … '; 

 'reaffirms the EU's commitment to an open, free, stable and secure cyberspace and 
urges countries around the globe to adhere to and enforce these norms'; 

 'calls for advancing work on the proposal for a revised Directive on Security of Network 
and Information Systems, the proposed Directive on the Resilience of Critical Entities 
and the Cyber Diplomacy Toolbox';  

 'stresses the need for effective coordination and preparedness in the face of 
cybersecurity threats'; 

 'underlines the importance of further developing the EU cybersecurity crisis 
management framework and an efficient EU-level response to large-scale cybersecurity 
incidents and crises, including through exercises and by exploring the potential of a 
Joint Cyber Unit initiative'. 

 'emphasises the necessity to reinforce action in the fight against cybercrime, in 
particular ransomware attacks, and enhance cooperation with partner countries, 
including in multilateral fora.  

 'looks forward to the outcome of the ongoing revision of the EU Cyber Defence Policy 
Framework.  

Summing up the European Council's discussion of cyber security at the October summit, Michel told 
the European Parliament, on 23 November, that EU leaders 'noted how important it is to be ready 
to strengthen our capacities when faced with cybersecurity threats. We believe that we must 
strengthen our European response capacity, for example by developing crisis and incident 
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management capacities'. Michel had elaborated further on this topic in his earlier Berlin speech. 
'Digital development', he declared, 'is making our economies and our societies more efficient, but 
also more dependent on technology, databases, and connectivity. One thing is certain: we will one 
day have to face a major cyber-crisis or cyber-attack. The only question is when'. Noting that 'Recent 
attacks have shown that the threats are global. And so are the attackers', Michel asserted that 'It is 
therefore in the interest of Europeans to pool our efforts and to create defensive and deterrent cyber 
capabilities. This should start by establishing an EU system for cyber crisis management and 
response to large-scale attacks'. 

Speaking at the annual conference of the European Defence Agency, on 7 December, Michel noted 
that 'Cybersecurity is now a major geopolitical issue because cyber threats impact our national 
security, our economy, and even our personal lives'. Accordingly, the EU was 'bolstering our 
cybersecurity on different fronts: legislative, operational, diplomatic, and investment'. Michel 
emphasised two signature EU initiatives in that regard: 'First, the EU's cybersecurity crisis 
management framework. Since cyberattacks are often large scale, we must be able to respond on a 
large scale. To do this, we must reinforce our cooperation. The Commission has put forward a 
recommendation on establishing a Joint Cyber Unit …  Second, cyber defence. This refers to both 
protecting our defence sector against cyberattacks and responding to attacks ... It includes 
strengthening the cyber protection of the EU security and defence infrastructure'. 

11.8. Strategic Compass 
In 2021, High Representative Borrell continued to work intensively on the Strategic Compass, which 
he described as 'an operational guide for the European Union's development and decision-making 
on security and defence' (hence the analogy of a compass, which 'helps one find one's way'). At the 
February video-conference, EU leaders had invited 'the High Representative, together with Member 
States, to take forward work on the Strategic Compass, making use of the entire EU toolbox'. At the 
Brdo pri Kranju informal meeting, EU leaders noted that work on the strategic compass was nearing 
completion – High Representative Borrell was expected to put forward a first draft in November. EU 
leaders would come back to the Strategic Compass in December, with a view to endorsing it at the 
regular European Council in March 2022. 

On 15 November, the High Representative presented the draft Strategic Compass to EU Ministers of 
Foreign Affairs and Defence. 'Europe is in danger', the document warned, 'we need to operate in an 
increasingly competitive strategic environment'. Yet the EU was facing 'the major risk … of 'strategic 
shrinkage' … of being always principled but seldom relevant.' Accordingly, the purpose of the 
Strategic Compass was 'to draw an assessment of the threats and challenges we face and propose 
operational guidelines to enable the European Union to become a security provider for its citizens, 
protecting its values and interests'. Building on a comprehensive threat analysis, the Strategic 
Compass set out concrete measures and related timelines for action, covering a wide spectrum of 
instances ranging from the common security and defence policy, to cyber and hybrid threats, 
disinformation, capability development and partnerships. 

Writing in his blog on the day that he released the draft document, High Representative 
Josep Borrell was at pains to stress that 'we must avoid the risk of treating this as yet another EU 
paper, with limited buy in and follow up …The next steps belong to the Member States: they have 
the prerogatives and the assets. We will work on the text together, to adopt it in March 2022, under 
the French EU Presidency. In the coming months, I will continue to work for an approach that is both 
ambitious and result-oriented'. 

The December European Council would be a critical opportunity for the High Representative to win 
the EU leaders' buy-in to the Strategic Compass. Speaking at the annual conference of the European 
Defence Agency, on 7 December, Michel noted that the 'the initial reactions [to the draft Strategic 
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Compass] were positive in Member States', and that the European Council would provide further 
guidance later in the month. He was already 'convinced that our Strategic Compass will guide our 
efforts to bolster our defence capabilities'. 

As always in EU discussions about security and defence, NATO would be front and centre. While 
providing guidance 'for an ambitious Strategic Compass, which will set out a common strategic 
vision for the next decade', Michel wrote in his invitation to the December summit, 'We will also 
discuss how to further enhance our close cooperation with NATO, which remains, for those States 
that are members of it, the foundation of their collective defence'. Indeed, the summit discussions 
and conclusions reflected the EU leaders' desire to balance strategic autonomy and NATO solidarity, 
including close EU-NATO cooperation. 

At the December summit, some leaders were sceptical of certain aspects of the draft Strategic 
Compass, such as the proposed EU rapid deployment capacity, given that existing facilities, notably 
the EU battlegroups, have never been used. But all agreed that 'In the face of increased global 
instability, growing strategic competition and complex security threats … the EU will take more 
responsibility for its own security and defence, pursue a strategic course of action and increase its 
capacity to act autonomously'. At the same time, EU leaders stressed that 'the EU is committed to 
cooperating closely with NATO', and that 'The transatlantic relationship and EU-NATO cooperation 
are key to our overall security. A stronger and more capable EU in the field of security and defence 
will contribute positively to global and transatlantic security and is complementary to NATO, which 
remains, for those States that are members of it, the foundation of their collective defence'. EU 
leaders supported 'the strengthening of the EU-NATO strategic partnership and looked forward to 
the third joint declaration on EU-NATO cooperation'. 

Despite misgivings on the part of some leaders about aspects of the draft Strategic Compass, the 
European Council invited the Council 'to take forward work on an ambitious and actionable 
Strategic Compass … which sets out a common strategic vision over the next decade and makes 
best use of the entire EU toolbox'. According to the summit conclusions, the European Council 
would revert to security and defence at its meeting in March 2022, when Michel would ask it to 
endorse the Strategic Compass. For Michel and Borrell, this would be a major milestone in the 
evolution of EU security and defence policy, and would be one reason why, as Michel remarked in a 
speech in December 2021, '2022 will be the year of European defence'. 
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12. Relations with third countries 

12.1. Introduction 
Closer to home, the EU has relations with countries that border the EU or are geographically close 
to it. In 2021, the EU continued to work on its relationship with the post-Brexit UK. It also continued 
to work on the accession prospects of the countries of the Western Balkans, all of which aspire to EU 
membership. Relations with Belarus and Russia continued to deteriorate in 2021, whereas relations 
with Turkey were strained but marginally better than in 2020. The EU's relations with the third-
country members of the Eastern Partnership were overshadowed by the situation in Belarus and the 
outbreak of fighting between Armenia and Azerbaijan. The EU's relations with the countries of the 
southern neighbourhood were multifarious, just like the region itself. 

Further away, the EU's relations with the United States improved dramatically following the 
inauguration of President Joseph Biden in January 2021, although stresses and strains in the 
Transatlantic relationship, many of which predated the administration of Donald Trump, persisted 
throughout 2021. The EU's relations with China remained on a downward trajectory in 2021, as 
Member States chafed at China's economic protectionism and aggressive internationalism. Africa, a 
continent both close to home and far away, presented both challenges and opportunities for the EU 
in 2021, as was always the case. India's growing economic and strategic importance for the EU was 
fully apparent in 2021. The Middle East remained a source of insecurity and instability, and a 
constant concern for the EU. ASEM, an international gathering of 30 European and 21 Asian 
countries, was an important forum for the conduct of EU-Asia relations. 

12.2. Close to home 

12.2.1. United Kingdom 
EU-UK relations were fraught in 2021. Although the UK had left the EU in January 2020, the political 
fallout from Brexit was considerable and long-lasting, on both sides of the English Channel. The year 
2021 began badly, with the UK continuing to deny full diplomatic status to the EU's representation 
in London, on the grounds that the EU was nothing more than a traditional international 
organisation. The UK was irritated as well by the fact that the EU side had not yet ratified the post-
Brexit EU-UK Trade and Cooperation Agreement, a delay that was due partly to procedural problems 
and partly to frustration with the UK on the part of many MEPs (the agreement finally entered into 
force on 1 May 2021). 

Substantively, the main bone of contention in EU-UK relations in 2021 was the Northern Ireland 
Protocol, with the UK demanding an extension of transition periods by up to 2 more years for 
businesses on both sides of the Irish Sea to adapt to new trading rules, under the under the terms 
of the 2019 Brexit agreement. This was the subject of discussions between the EU and UK Brexit 
negotiators during the course of the year, with the UK threatening to act unilaterally against the EU 
and the EU threatening take legal action against the UK. Commission statements about possible 
controls of COVID-19 vaccines to the UK in March 2021, owing to delays in supply from AstraZeneca, 
introduced a further irritant into EU-UK relations. Clearly, mutual trust was in short supply.  

EU leaders discussed EU-UK relations at the special May summit. The discussion of was originally 
scheduled for the June European Council, but was brought forward to May reportedly at the request 
of French President Emmanuel Macron, following disputes between France and the UK over vaccine 
distribution and fisheries. In his invitation letter, Michel stated: 'We will … address relations with the 
UK following the entry into force of the EU-UK Trade and Cooperation Agreement … (which) as well 
as the Withdrawal Agreement and its Protocols, should be fully and effectively implemented, in the 
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interests of a mutually beneficial relationship and close partnership. This includes ensuring that the 
UK respects the principle of non-discrimination among Member States'. 

The discussion must have seemed like déjà vu to EU leaders. Here they were discussing the 
complicated business of Brexit, which was redolent of so many discussions in the European Council 
during the protracted Brexit process. Once again, the Irish Prime Minister (Taoiseach) expressed 
concern about the possible impact of UK foot-dragging on the Norther Ireland peace process. Once 
again, Macron vented his frustration with the UK's approach to relations with France and with the 
EU. On this occasion, however, the European Council's discussion of EU-UK relations was relatively 
short, not least because EU leaders had so much else on their plates. 

The summit conclusions on the subject of the UK welcomed the entry into force of the EU-UK Trade 
and Cooperation Agreement, which, together with the Withdrawal Agreement and its Protocols, 
provides the framework for EU relations with the UK. Taking a stern tone, the conclusions stated that 
'Both Agreements should be fully and effectively implemented' and that relations with the UK 'can 
under no circumstances undermine the integrity of the Single Market, the Customs Union or the 
EU's decision-making autonomy'. Furthermore, 'The European Council calls on the UK to respect the 
principle of non-discrimination among Member States'. EU leaders agreed that the European 
Council would 'remain seized of the matter and the EU will continue to be united in its engagement 
with the UK'. 

Despite being 'seized of the matter,' the special May summit was the only time in 2021 that the 
European Council discussed relations with the UK. The reason for this was not because EU-UK 
relations improved as the year progressed. On the contrary, the EU and the UK continued to spar at 
a high level over the implementation of the Northern Ireland Protocol. As a result, EU-UK relations 
remained moribund. Notwithstanding the fact that the UK was one of the most important third 
countries in the hierarchy of EU external relations, prospects for a breakthrough in EU-UK relations 
were dim at the end of 2021. 

12.2.2. Western Balkans 
The EU's relations with the six countries of the Western Balkans – Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia – are bound up in EU enlargement policy. All 
except one of those countries are applicants for EU membership, Kosovo being the odd country out. 
Kosovo would like to join the EU, but cannot have an application for membership accepted by the 
EU until all of its Member States recognise the country's independence. Of the remaining five 
countries in the Western Balkans, all but Bosnia and Herzegovina were candidates for EU 
membership. 

Progress on EU enlargement in the Western Balkans has been slow, this is due partly to inertia 
among the existing Member States and partly to lack of far-reaching economic and political reform 
among some of the applicant countries. In the meantime, Russian influence and Chinese 
involvement in the Western Balkans have been growing. In addition to general difficulties in 
relations between the EU and the countries of the Western Balkans, a bilateral dispute with Bulgaria, 
over history and language, marred North Macedonia's membership prospects, although the country 
had recently changed its name in response to a long-standing Greek demand.  

Germany, more sympathetic than many Member States to Western Balkan enlargement, launched 
the Berlin process in 2014. An initiative of Merkel, the Berlin process seeks to improve and intensify 
regional integration and accelerate the closer alignment of the Western Balkans with the EU. The 
Berlin Process concentrates on areas such as infrastructure development and connectivity, business, 
regional youth exchanges, reconciliation and science. Fifteen national leaders, including Merkel, 
Macron and Draghi, as well as von der Leyen, took part in the Berlin process virtual summit on 5 July. 

https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2021/05/24/brexit-entre-londres-et-l-union-europeenne-dialogue-de-sourds-au-sujet-de-l-irlande-du-nord_6081240_3210.html
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/49791/2425-05-21-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.berlinprocess.de/
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In a speech at the Bled Strategic Forum on 1 September,  Michel sought to reassure countries in the 
Western Balkans about their EU membership prospects: 'Our European Union is not a static union, it 
is dynamic. It is inspired by an idea bigger than itself. We started with 6 Member States, and today 
we count 27. The European Union has always been enriched by those who wanted to join and 
eventually did so. Each enlargement made the Union better, brought us to where we are today and 
to who we are today – a Union of ideas, of solidarity, of innovation, of diversity'. Nonetheless, for the 
countries of the Western Balkans, EU accession seemed an increasingly distant prospect. 

Slovenia, in the Council presidency in the second half of 2021, was keen to reinvigorate the EU's 
relations with the countries of the Western Balkans and lend new impetus to EU enlargement policy. 
This was hardly surprising, given that Slovenia, like almost all of the countries in the Western Balkans, 
was once part of Yugoslavia. As a former Yugoslav republic that was fortunate to have joined the EU 
in 2004, Slovenia wanted to strengthen prospects for stability and prosperity in the region by 
extending EU membership to the other former Yugoslav republics still on the outside (Croatia had 
joined in 2013). 

Accordingly, Slovenia hosted the EU-Western Balkans Summit in Brdo pri Kranju, on 6 October. 
During the summit, EU leaders adopted the so-called Brdo Declaration, with which the Western 
Balkans leaders aligned themselves. EU leaders reaffirmed their 'unequivocal support for the 
European perspective of the Western Balkans, which is of mutual strategic interest and remains a 
shared strategic choice'. Specifically, they reconfirmed the EU's commitment to the enlargement 
process. In keeping with the EU's practice of making accession conditional on reform, however, the 
EU linked its support for the candidate countries' eventual membership to tangible progress on 
the rule of law; socio-economic reforms; and adherence to European values, rules and standards. 
The declaration also included a number of pledges of EU assistance for the Western Balkans, notably 
a €30 billion economic and investment plan. Despite the best efforts of Slovenia's Prime Minister 
Janez Janša, EU leaders declined to set a timetable for enlargement.  

Notwithstanding the positive headlines generated by the Brdo Declaration, there was no disguising 
the disappointment of the Westerns Balkans' leaders with the slow pace of the EU enlargement 
process, although each of the countries concerned has a singular relationship with Brussels. Some 
were trying more than others to meet the accession criteria. Among the Western Balkan countries, 
North Macedonia's frustration with the EU was especially understandable. The Brdo Declaration 
included the statement that 'Implementing bilateral agreements in good faith and with tangible 
results, including … the Treaty on Good Neighbourly Relations with Bulgaria, remains important'. 
This was cold comfort for a country that had gone far out of its way to appease both Greece and 
Bulgaria for the sake of a much sought-after EU membership. 

12.2.3. Russia 
EU-Russia relations were badly strained at the beginning of 2021. Ever since 2014, when Russia 
annexed Crimea and began to support militant separatists in Eastern Ukraine, the European Union 
had imposed sanctions on Russian individuals and entities. During that time, Russia continued to 
conduct disinformation campaigns and other hostile activities against the EU and its Member States. 
Russia's destabilisation of Ukraine and refusal to cooperate with the Dutch-led inquiry of the 
downing of flight MH17 in July 2014 were constant irritants in EU-Russia relations. At the same time, 
EU Member States grew increasingly dependent on imports of Russian oil and gas for their economic 
well-being. 

It was indicative of the poor state of EU-Russia relations that, at their first meeting of the year – the 
21 January videoconference – convened solely to address the deepening COVID crisis, EU leaders 
discussed only one other item: the detention of the Russian opposition politician, Alexei Navalny, 
arrested on 17 January on his return to Moscow from Germany, where he had recovered from an 
assassination attempt blamed on the Russian authorities. In a joint statement on 17 January, Estonia, 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/09/01/speech-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-opening-session-of-the-bled-strategic-forum/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2021/10/06/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/52280/brdo-declaration-6-october-2021-en.pdf
https://twitter.com/GLandsbergis/status/1350869148495208455
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Latvia, and Lithuania denounced the detention as 'completely unacceptable' and demanded his 
immediate release. In their view, the EU 'should act swiftly … we need to consider imposition of 
restrictive measures in response to this blatant act'. The High Representative issued a declaration on 
18 December on behalf of the EU condemning the arrest, and EU leaders strongly condemned the 
arrest at the ensuing video-conference.  

What the media described as a 'disastrous trip to Moscow' by High Representative Borrell on 
8 February personified both the poor state of EU-Russia relations and the disagreement among 
Member States on how hard a line to take against Russia. Whereas the Baltic States, plus some other 
central and eastern European countries, notably Poland, urged tough EU measures against Russia 
and opposed the High Representative's visit there, other Member States, notably France and 
Germany, seemed willing to adopt a more conciliatory approach. The High Representative's poor 
performance during his press conference with Russia's Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov was generally 
seen as a setback for the EU and a propaganda coup for Russia. For instance, the High Representative 
did demur when Foreign Minister Lavrov dismissed the EU as an 'unreliable' partner. 

Russia was not on the agenda of the EU leaders' February video-conference, but it is difficult to 
imagine that the subject did not come up during the strategic debate that EU leaders held on 
European security and defence policy, following an exchange of views on EU-NATO relations with 
NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg. Michel closed his remarks after the first session of the 
video-conference by saying that 'we will have a strategic debate in March on our relationship with 
Russia. And I would like to repeat: we condemn the treatment of Alexei Navalny and we demand his 
immediate release'. He reminded the media that 'On Monday (22 February), Foreign Ministers 
reached a political agreement to impose restrictive measures against those responsible for his arrest 
and sentencing. The decision will be formalised next week, in the framework of the new EU's Global 
Human Rights sanctions regime'. 

In the event, EU leaders postponed their strategic discussion of Russia following the change of 
format of the March summit from an in-person meeting to a video-conference, due to the persistent 
COVID-19 crisis. 'As regards Russia', Michel wrote in his invitation letter to the March summit, 'I 
propose to have an information point and will share with you the outcome of my latest contacts 
with President Putin in advance of a more strategic debate on the matter at our next physical 
European Council meeting'. The statement issued at the March summit merely noted that EU leaders 
'were informed about the latest developments in relations between the EU and Russia. They will 
hold a strategic debate at the next European Council meeting'. 

Russia's needling of the EU continued in April, with an accusation that the EU was undermining talks 
on the Iran nuclear deal after the Council decided, on 12 April, to extend its restrictive measures 
responding to serious human rights violations in Iran for another year. At the same time, Russia 
ramped up its rhetoric against Ukraine. As a result, the Financial Times reported on April 14, 'western 
allies (were) increasingly worried that Moscow may intervene in the country's eastern border 
regions'. Adding fuel to the fire, Russia and several EU Member States, mostly in central and eastern 
Europe, were engaged in a tit-for-tat expulsion of diplomats.  

The 'next physical European Council meeting,' at which EU leaders were to have a strategic 
discussion on Russia, took place on 24-15 May, in Brussels. 'As agreed during our videoconference 
in March', Michel wrote in his invitation letter, 'we will hold a strategic debate on Russia. Russia's 
illegal and provocative steps have continued both within EU Member States and beyond, most 
recently with the so-called 'unfriendly states' list.' Czechia was one the states that Russia deemed to 
be unfriendly and engaging in unfriendly actions against Russia. On 15 May, the High Representative 
had issued a declaration on behalf of the EU deploring the publication of by Russia of measures in 
'response to unfriendly actions of foreign states'. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/01/18/russia-declaration-by-the-high-representative-on-behalf-of-the-eu-on-the-arrest-of-alexei-navalny-upon-his-return/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/01/18/russia-declaration-by-the-high-representative-on-behalf-of-the-eu-on-the-arrest-of-alexei-navalny-upon-his-return/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/01/21/
https://www.politico.eu/article/bested-by-sergey-lavrov-josep-borrell-faces-fury-in-brussels-russia/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/02/25-26/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/02/25/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-first-session-of-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/02/25/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-first-session-of-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/03/23/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-of-25-and-26-march-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48976/250321-vtc-euco-statement-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/04/12/iran-council-reviews-eu-human-rights-sanctions-regime/
https://www.ft.com/content/9476edbf-0ea4-44b9-a27e-0d9bae29cbb7
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/21/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-special-meeting-of-24-and-25-may-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/15/russia-declaration-by-the-high-representative-on-behalf-of-the-eu-on-the-publication-of-a-list-of-so-called-unfriendly-states/
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The May special summit was overshadowed by the diversion of the Ryanair flight to Minsk, which 
happened on 23 May, the day before the summit began. Having denounced Belarus, which Russia 
supported, EU leaders easily condemned 'the illegal, provocative and disruptive Russian activities 
against the EU, its Member States and others', and 'reaffirmed the EU's unity and solidarity in the 
face of such acts'. EU leaders also expressed their solidarity with Czechia.  

The European Council reaffirmed its commitment to the five principles governing EU policy vis-à-vis 
Russia. The five principles, originally agreed to by the Foreign Affairs Council on 14 March 2016, 
were: 

 full implementation of the Minsk agreements; 
 strengthened relations with the Eastern Partnership countries; 
 strengthening EU resilience in areas such as energy security, hybrid threats and strategic 

communication; 
 selective engagement with Russia on issues of clear EU interest; 
 support for people-to-people contacts (civil society). 

Finally, EU leaders invited the High Representative and the Commission to present a report with 
policy options on EU-Russia relations, in line with these principles, ahead of the European Council 
meeting in June 2021.  

In his post-summit remarks, Michel described the meeting partly as 'an occasion to have an in-depth 
exchange of views on the relationship between the EU and Russia. We condemn Russia's illegal, 
provocative and disruptive activities, and we express our solidarity with Member States, especially 
Czechia and the Eastern partners … This debate was useful. This debate was fruitful. It was the 
occasion to listen to each other, talk to each other, and also, through collective intelligence, to make 
the assessment on what the current situation is and how we can try to improve the possibility for 
the EU to defend our interests and to promote our values'. 

The June 2021 meeting of the European Council is best remembered for the emotional discussion 
of LGBTI+ rights. But the meeting was significant for several reasons, including a major mis-step by 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel over policy towards Russia. In his letter of invitation to the 
summit, Michel referred only briefly to Russia: 'We will discuss relations with Russia, following our 
in-depth debate in May and the Commission and High Representative's report'. The discussion 
would centre on a communication on EU-Russia relations presented jointly by Commission and the 
High Representative on 16 June, which EU leaders had called for at their special meeting in May. The 
communication was uncontroversial and was organised around the existing five principles guiding 
the EU's policy towards Russia. Accordingly, the June discussion was expected to be routine, with 
little disagreement among national leaders on the malign nature of Russia' behaviour and the need 
for a robust EU response. 

A scoop in the Financial Times on 23 June revealed that Merkel and Macron were circumventing the 
normal channel for summit preparation in an effort to alter the draft conclusions with regard to 
Russia, thereby, in effect, presenting EU leaders with a fait accompli at the summit itself. Merkel was 
the prime mover behind the supposed Franco-German initiative. Impressed by the fact that US 
President Joe Biden had met Russian President Vladimir Putin recently in Geneva, and eager to 
improve the fraught EU-Russia relationship, Merkel proposed that the EU should re-engage with 
Russia at the highest level, by holding a leaders' summit that would include, on the EU side, the 27 
EU national leaders as well as the Commission President and the European Council President, rather 
than only the Commission President and the European Council President.  

Chancellor Merkel's proposal elicited a strong reaction in the European Council, both for its 
substance and for its unconventional, last-minute appearance on the meeting's agenda. Lithuanian 
President Gitanas Nausėda, Latvian Prime Minister Krišjānis Karinš, and Polish Prime Minister 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/49791/2425-05-21-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/node/5490_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/25/remarks-by-president-charles-michel/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/23/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-of-24-and-25-june-2021/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/joint-communication-eu-russia-relations_en
https://www.ft.com/content/03528026-8fa1-4910-ab26-41cd26404439
https://www.politico.eu/article/euco-summit-june-2022-live-blog/
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Mateusz Morawiecki fiercely opposed the idea. Their view was that holding such a summit with 
Putin would be an act of appeasement that would be interpreted as weakness on the EU's part. Even 
Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte, a close ally of Merkel's, disagreed with the idea, which risked 
shattering the European Council's unity on policy towards Russia.  

There were some testy exchanges in the European Council before Merkel dropped her proposal. 
This was a chastening experience for Merkel, who felt that her position had been misunderstood. 
Merkel had not proposed either rewarding or appeasing Russia. Rather, she wanted the EU to re-
engage with Putin while also pressuring him in response to Russia's 'malign, illegal and disruptive 
activity'. The leaders of the Baltic States and Poland, in particular, chafed at what they saw as a 
tendency on the part of Merkel and some other leaders of western European Member States to 
disregard their advice about Russia, which was based on recent, bitter experience. 

According to the conclusions, the European Council reiterated that the EU 'is committed to a united, 
long-term, and strategic European approach based on the five guiding principles', which the 
Council, the Commission and the High Representative should continue to implement fully, 'with due 
regard to the EU's values, principles and interests'. They went on to say that 'The European Council 
expects the Russian leadership to demonstrate a more constructive engagement and political 
commitment and stop actions against the EU and its Member States, as well as against third 
countries'. More specifically:  

 'The European Council calls on Russia to fully assume its responsibility in ensuring the 
full implementation of the Minsk agreements as the key condition for any substantial 
change in the EU's stance.  

 … the European Council stresses the need for a firm and coordinated response by the 
EU and its MS to any further malign, illegal and disruptive activity by Russia, making full 
use of all instruments at the EU's disposal, and ensuring coordination with partners. To 
this end, the European Council also invites the Commission and the High Representative 
to present options for additional restrictive measures, including economic sanctions. 

 … The European Council reiterates the European Union's openness to a selective 
engagement with Russia in areas of EU interest. It invites the Commission and the High 
Representative to develop concrete options including conditionalities and leverages in 
this regard, with a view to their consideration by the Council, on topics such as climate 
and the environment, health, as well as selected issues of foreign and security policy 
and multilateral issues such as the JCPoA, Syria and Libya. In this context, the European 
Council will explore formats and conditionalities of dialogue with Russia.  

 The European Council condemns the limitations on fundamental freedoms in Russia 
and the shrinking space for civil society. It stresses the need for people-to-people 
contacts and continued EU support to Russian civil society, human rights organisations 
and independent media. It invites the Commission and the High Representative to put 
forward proposals in this regard.   

 The European Council reiterates its full support for all efforts to establish truth, justice 
and accountability for the victims of the downing of MH17 and their next of kin and calls 
on all States to cooperate fully with the ongoing legal case.' 

Needless to say, the conclusions made no mention of the disagreement among national leaders at 
the summit; nor did Michel in either his post-summit remarks or his report to the European 
Parliament. Speaking immediately after the summit, Michel described the discussion as 'an 
opportunity, after a high-quality debate a month ago, to take a step forward and clarify how we 
want to implement the five principles that, in our view, underpin the relationship with Russia … We 
also discussed the terms and conditions for the political dialogue with Russia …'. Michel was equally 
elusive in describing to the European Parliament the European Council's 'long discussion on Russia' 
at the June summit. 

https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-de/aktuelles/pressekonferenz-von-bundekanzlerin-merkel-zum-abschluss-des-europaeischen-rats-am-24-25-juni-2021-1936858
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/25/european-council-conclusions-on-external-relations-24-june-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/26/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meeting-24-25-june-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/07/07/report-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-parliament-plenary-session/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/07/07/report-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-parliament-plenary-session/
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The June summit conclusions stated that 'The European Council will come back to this issue (Russia), 
assess implementation and provide further guidance as necessary'. EU leaders did not do so at either 
of their meetings in October, but did so in December, at a time when Russia was supporting Belarus 
in its stand-off with the EU over the migrant crisis provoked by Lukashenko, and was massing troops 
along its border with Ukraine and the border of Belarus with Ukraine. By the time of the December 
summit, several EU leaders had warned of further punitive measures against Russia if Putin 
undertook military operations against Ukraine, let alone a full-scale invasion.  

Michel's reference to Russia's sabre rattling, in his letter of invitation to the December summit, was 
short and to-the-point: 'We will also address the Russian military build-up along the border with 
Ukraine. Any further military aggression against Ukraine will have massive consequences and severe 
cost in response'. On this occasion, EU leaders were in agreement about the seriousness of the 
situation and the importance of a powerful, concerted EU response. Accordingly, the December 
conclusions on that subject were equally short and sharp. Under the heading of 'Ukraine,' the 
European Council stressed 'the urgent need for Russia to de-escalate tensions caused by the military 
build-up along its border with Ukraine and aggressive rhetoric. The European Council reiterates its 
full support for Ukraine's sovereignty and territorial integrity. Any further military aggression against 
Ukraine will have massive consequences and severe cost in response, including restrictive measures 
coordinated with partners'. 

Speaking after the summit, Michel referred to 'long, extremely useful and intense discussions' on 
Russia and Ukraine. At both the EU summit and the Eastern Partnership summit, which had taken 
place the previous day, EU leaders 'had the opportunity, in a debate which was extremely useful – I 
am fully convinced of that – first, to show the European Union's steadfast, total and complete unity 
in expressing our solidarity with regard to Ukraine's sovereignty and territorial integrity, and to say, 
calmly but firmly, that if there were to be a military aggression against Ukraine, the consequences 
would be massive and that we are ready to coordinate very concrete and very operational measures 
with all our partners and allies'. Thus ended, at a particularly low point, a year of strained EU-Russia 
relations.  

12.2.4. Belarus 
Belarus burst onto the agenda of the European Council on the first day of its special meeting in May. 
The previous day, Belarus had contrived to divert to Minsk a commercial flight from Athens to Vilnius 
and arrest two prominent critics of President Lukashenko, who were on board. Relations between 
the EU and Belarus were already at a low ebb following the rigged election in August 2020 that had, 
yet again, returned President Lukashenko to power. Following the presidential election, the EU 
imposed sanctions on President Lukashenko and many other Belarusian officials and institutions. 

Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis was especially irate over the aircraft incident, calling for 'a 
swift and unanimous condemnation, with clear, specific and robust consequences that leave Belarus 
in no doubt about our unity and our determination'. The leaders of Member States bordering Belarus 
were equally incensed. Indeed, it was the leader of one of those countries, Polish Prime Minister 
Mateusz Morawiecki, who asked that developments in Belarus be added to the agenda at the last 
minute. 

At the summit, EU leaders were united in their condemnation of Belarus, but divided on how far to 
go in imposing additional sanctions against the Lukashenko regime. For some leaders, the option 
of imposing more sanctions had to be balanced against the possibility of hurting ordinary 
Belarusians and of binding Belarus closer to Russia. In the end, the European Council called on the 
Council to adopt further targeted economic sanctions and invited the High Representative and the 
Commission to submit proposals without delay. In addition, the European Council: 

 demanded the immediate release of the two arrested activists; 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/25/european-council-conclusions-on-external-relations-24-june-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/12/14/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-on-16-december-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/53575/20211216-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/12/17/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meeting-on-16-december-2021/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/662635/EPRS_BRI(2021)662635_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/49791/2425-05-21-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/49791/2425-05-21-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
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 called on the International Civil Aviation Organization to investigate the incident; 
 invited the Council to adopt relevant sanctions concerning persons and entities as soon 

as possible; 
 called on all EU-based carriers to avoid overflight of Belarus; 
 called on the Council to adopt measures to ban overflight of EU airspace by Belarusian 

airlines and prevent access to EU airports of flights operated by such airlines; 
 stood in solidarity with Latvia following the unjustified expulsion of Latvian diplomats. 

In his remarks after the first day of the summit, Michel explained that 'The first matter we addressed 
(was) the completely unacceptable, shocking, outrageous events that unfolded yesterday involving 
a Ryanair plane being forced to land in Belarus … (which) pose a threat to the security of civil 
aviation, and threatens international security'. Hence the European Council reacted 'very swiftly and 
emphatically … In a nutshell, we will not tolerate attempts to play Russian roulette with the lives of 
innocent civilians'. According to Michel, the EU's response was 'commensurate with the serious 
nature of the events that unfolded yesterday'. 

As well as being outraged over the diversion of the flight on 23 May, EU leaders were growing 
increasingly concerned about the rising number of migrants crossing the border illegally from 
Belarus into neighbouring Member States. EU leaders discussed migration at the June summit, but 
the extensive conclusions on the subject did not mention any third country by name. Separately, EU 
leaders briefly reviewed recent developments and progress on the implementation of sanctions 
against Belarus. Without much debate, the European Council welcomed 'the timely implementation 
of the measures concerning Belarus, in line with its conclusions of 24-25 of May 2021', and reiterated 
its call for the immediate release of all political prisoners and arbitrarily detained persons, and for an 
end to repression of civil society and independent media. Harking back to the rigged August 2020 
election, the European Council reiterated 'the democratic right of the Belarusian people to elect 
their president through new, free and fair elections'. Michel did not devote much time to Belarus in 
his lengthy post-summit remarks, commenting only that 'We adopted conclusions on Belarus, 
conclusions on Ethiopia, on the Sahel, on Libya, and of course we will answer any questions'. 

At the regular October summit, the European Council reiterated its call for the Belarusian authorities 
to release all political prisoners. Leaders discussed the external aspects of migration, but Michel did 
not mention Belarus in his invitation letter or in his post-summit remarks. The conclusions stated 
that 'The EU will continue countering the ongoing hybrid attack launched by the Belarusian regime, 
including by adopting further restrictive measures against persons and legal entities, in line with its 
gradual approach, as a matter of urgency'. 

The migrant crisis on the borders of Belarus, especially the border between Belarus and Poland, 
escalated sharply in November. It was clear that Belarus was arranging the movement of migrants 
from Middle Eastern countries via Minsk to the frontiers of the EU. In a speech in Berlin on 
9 November, Michel declared that 'We are facing a brutal, hybrid attack on our EU borders. Belarus 
is weaponising migrants' distress in a cynical and shocking way'. During a visit to Warsaw on 
10 November, Michel described the behaviour of Belarus as constituting an attack on the borders of 
Poland, Latvia, and Lithuania, which was tantamount to 'a hybrid attacks on our common European 
borders'. Speaking to the European Parliament on 23 November, Michel reported that 'We have 
more or less stopped migrant arrivals into Belarus, the flows have been significantly reduced, we 
haven't been destabilised by the attack, but we must continue to be vigilant and continue to act'. 

The agenda for the December summit called for a discussion of Belarus under the heading of 
'External relations'. Without much disagreement or debate, the European Council strongly 
condemned 'the instrumentalisation of migrants and refugees by the Belarusian regime and the 
humanitarian crisis it created'. The summit conclusions went on to say that: 'the EU will continue to 
counter the hybrid attack launched by Belarus with a determined response, addressing all 
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dimensions of the crisis in line with EU law and international obligations, including fundamental 
rights. The European Council underlines in particular the importance of effectively protecting the 
EU's external borders, including by strengthening the EU's legal framework. In this respect it calls on 
the Council to examine the Commission proposal on provisional emergency measures; combatting 
smuggling and trafficking; promptly implementing restrictive measures, following the adoption of 
the fifth package of listings, and being prepared to adopt further measures as necessary; ensuring 
unhindered access for international organisations in Belarus and stepping up humanitarian support; 
supporting the return of migrants from Belarus'. 

In addition, the European Council reiterated its call for 'the immediate and unconditional release of 
all political prisoners and for an end to the repression of civil society and independent media' and 
reiterated 'the democratic right of the Belarusian people to elect their president through new, free 
and fair elections'. 

The migration crisis on the borders of Belarus may have eased noticeably by the end of 2021, but 
relations between the EU and Belarus remained at rock bottom. The build-up of Russian forces on 
the borders of Ukraine, including along the border of Belarus and Ukraine, did nothing to improve 
President Lukashenko's standing in the EU. Moreover, the poor state of EU-Belarus relations cast a 
pall over the Eastern Partnership Summit on 15 December, when EU leaders met their counterparts 
from five of the six non-EU Eastern Partnership countries: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova, 
and Ukraine. An empty chair symbolised the absence of Belarus, the other non-EU Eastern 
Partnership member. 

12.2.5. Ukraine 
December was the only time that Ukraine appeared in its own right on the agenda of the European 
Council, although Ukraine cropped up occasionally in European Council discussions earlier in 2021, 
mostly in relations to Belarus and Russia. At the December summit, EU leaders stressed the urgent 
need for Russia to de-escalate tensions caused by the military build-up along its borders with 
Ukraine, while reiterating its full support for Ukraine's sovereignty and territorial integrity. They also 
encouraged diplomatic efforts and expressed their support for the Normandy format to achieve the 
full implementation of the Minsk agreements. The Normandy format brought together France, 
Germany, Russia, and Ukraine – the Normandy Contact Group – to try to resolve the conflict in 
Ukraine; the Minsk agreements were a series of international agreements that sought to end the war 
in Eastern Ukraine being fought between armed separatist groups, supported by Russia, and the 
Ukrainian authorities. EU leaders agreed that further military aggressions against Ukraine would 
have 'massive consequences and costs in response, including restrictive measures coordinated with 
partners'. 

According to Michel, at both the European Council meeting and the Eastern Partnership summit, 
which had taken place the previous day, EU leaders 'had the opportunity, in a debate which was 
extremely useful … to show the European Union's steadfast, total and complete unity in expressing 
our solidarity with regard to Ukraine's sovereignty and territorial integrity, and to say, calmly but 
firmly, that if there were to be a military aggression against Ukraine, the consequences would be 
massive and that we are ready to coordinate very concrete and very operational measures with all 
our partners and allies'. 

Two months earlier, on 12 October, the 23rd summit between the EU and Ukraine took place, with 
Michel and von der Leyen representing the EU and Ukraine's President Volodymyr Zelenskyy 
representing Ukraine. Among the points that he made following the EU-Ukraine summit, Michel 
highlighted 'the issue of security and stability. I should like to say, emphatically, once again: you can 
count on the EU. We repeatedly and consistently condemn the illegal annexation of Crimea and 
Sevastopol. We unwaveringly affirm our solidarity with Ukraine's territorial integrity and 
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sovereignty'. Unbeknownst to the summit participants, those words would be put to the test in 
2022, following Russia's invasion of Ukraine. 

12.2.6. Eastern Partnership 
Speaking in Georgia on 19 July, at the Batumi International Conference, Michel reminded his 
audience that 'In 2009, at the Prague summit, we decided to launch our Eastern Partnership'. 'Today', 
Michel went on to say, 'our Eastern Partnership is a reality that benefits all our citizens. We share a 
common agenda and purpose, determined by common priorities and needs'. In fact, the Eastern 
Partnership – made up of the EU Member States and the countries of Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, 
Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine – was beset by formidable difficulties. For a start, Armenia and 
Azerbaijan were engaged in a long-simmering dispute over the contested region of Nagorno-
Karabakh, which broke out into fierce fighting in late 2020. Michel was proud of his role as a mediator 
in the conflict. As he remarked in a speech in Berlin on 9 November, 'after my contacts with the 
Armenian and Azeri leaders, the EU managed to broker a post-conflict deal between these countries, 
which were at war a few months ago. The EU has a role to play, an important role'. An even more 
daunting problem for the Eastern Partnership was the growing hostility of Belarus towards the EU. 

EU leaders addressed the Eastern Partnership, under the heading of 'Russia,' in the conclusions of 
the June summit: the European Council stressed the need for the EU 'to further deepen and intensify 
political, economic and people-to-people ties and cooperation with the Eastern Partners with a view 
to increasing their resilience. In this context, it recalls the 2017 Eastern Partnership Summit 
declaration which acknowledges the European aspirations and European choice of the Eastern 
Partners concerned, as stated in the Association Agreements, and in the context of their entry into 
force'. 

EU leaders spent a short time at the October European Council discussing preparations for the next 
Eastern Partnership Summit, due to take place in Brussels on 15 December. According to the 
conclusions, 'The EU's relations with this region remain of key strategic importance. The European 
Council reiterates its call on the Belarusian authorities to release all political prisoners'. 

In his letter of invitation to the December European Council, Michel reminded EU leaders that 'This 
will be the occasion to reaffirm the strategic importance of the Eastern Partnership, not least in the 
light of current challenges'. The biggest of those challenges was Belarus, which, according to the 
European Council conclusions, had launched an 'ongoing hybrid attack' against the EU by funnelling 
migrants from the Middle East across the frontiers of Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland. 

The sixth Eastern Partnership Summit duly took place on 15 December. It ended with a joint 
declaration pledging cooperation on a range of issues, rooted in 'common fundamental values, 
mutual interests and shared ownership'. Despite the well-meaning rhetoric, the realities of the 
poisonous relationship between Armenia and Azerbaijan, the storm clouds gathering over Ukraine, 
and the malign behaviour of Belarus could not be disguised. Indeed, an empty chair at the summit 
symbolised the suspension of Belarus from the Eastern Partnership. Nonetheless, in Michel's 
opinion, the summit had 'given the Partnership a new impetus, thanks to an ambitious declaration 
which shows that Europe is committed to ensuring that our ambitions for prosperity and security 
are translated into action'. 

On 14 December, the day before the summit, Michel hosted the President of Azerbaijan and the 
Prime Minister of Armenia for a discussion on the evolving situation in the South Caucasus region 
and ways to improve EU relations with both countries. Despite Michel's intercession, the dispute 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan continued to fester. This, together with the behaviour of Belarus, 
where Russian troops were gathering for a possible invasion of Ukraine, boded ill for the usefulness 
of the Eastern Partnership. 
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12.2.7. Turkey 
EU-Turkey relations were fraught at the end of 2020. Things began to improve in early 2021, after 
Turkey stopped illegal drilling in disputed waters off the coast of Cyprus and resumed talks with 
Greece on the demarcation of maritime boundaries in the Eastern Mediterranean. At the same time, 
the UN renewed efforts to resuscitate the moribund Cyprus peace process. Needless to say, for two 
members of the European Council – Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis and Cypriot President 
Nikos Anastasiades – the issue of EU-Turkey relations was a perennial and pressing concern. 

Building on the constructive developments of early 2021, Michel and von der Leyen held a video-
conference with Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan on 19 March, ahead of the meeting of the 
European Council one week later. There was much to discuss, notably the situation in the Eastern 
Mediterranean; the upcoming Cyprus settlement talks; the importance of sustained de-escalation 
and further confidence-building to allow for a more positive EU-Turkey agenda; the situation of 
Syrian refugees hosted in Turkey; and the wider regional situation including Libya and Syria.  

At the March European Council, Michel and von der Leyen briefed EU leaders on the outcome of 
their talks with Erdoğan. EU leader then discussed the situation in the Eastern Mediterranean and 
EU-Turkey relations, taking into account the Joint Commission-High Representative communication 
on the 'state of play of EU-Turkey political, economic and trade relations', which the European 
Council had requested in December 2020. 

EU expectations of a breakthrough in EU- Turkey relations were low. In his invitation letter, Michel 
wrote briefly that: 'In relation to the Eastern Mediterranean, we will consider, with a view to our 
meeting in June, stepping up our engagement with Turkey in a phased, conditional and reversible 
manner'. In a lengthy summit statement, EU leaders welcomed recent developments in EU-Turkey 
relations. Provided that the current de-escalation continued and that Turkey engaged 
constructively, 'and subject to the established conditionalities set out in previous European Council 
conclusions' the EU was ready 'to engage with Turkey in a phased, proportionate and reversible 
manner to enhance cooperation in a number of areas of common interest and take further decisions 
at the European Council meeting in June'. The statement went on to list areas of possible 
improvement in EU-Turkey relations, such as economic cooperation (implementation and 
modernisation of the customs union), public health, climate, and counter-terrorism, as well as 
regional issues. EU leaders were nonetheless realistic: 'We call on Turkey to abstain from renewed 
provocations or unilateral actions in breach of international law … we reaffirm the determination of 
the EU, in case of such action, to use the instruments and options at its disposal to defend its 
interests and those of its Member States as well as to uphold regional stability'. 

On the delicate issue of migration, EU leaders were more conciliatory: 'We appreciate Turkey's 
hosting of around 4 million Syrian refugees and agree that the assistance of the EU for the refugees 
and host communities be continued. We invite the Commission to present a proposal to the Council 
for the continuation of financing for Syrian refugees in Turkey, as well as in Jordan, Lebanon and 
other parts of the region'. As for migration management, 'within the framework of the broader EU 
strategy encompassing all migratory routes, cooperation with Turkey should be strengthened, 
notably in areas such as border protection, combatting illegal migration, as well as the return of 
irregular migrants and rejected asylum seekers to Turkey, in accordance with the EU-Turkey 
Statement, applied in a non-discriminatory manner'. 

The summit statement dealt as well with another touchy issue in EU-Turkey relations: 'Rule of law 
and fundamental rights remain a key concern. The targeting of political parties and media and other 
recent decisions represent major setbacks for human rights and run counter to Turkey's obligations 
to respect democracy, the rule of law and women's rights. Dialogue on such issues remains an 
integral part of the EU-Turkey relationship'. The statement did not mention Turkey's recent 
announcement of its withdrawal from the Convention on Preventing and Combatting Violence 
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Against Women and Domestic Violence, which had incurred the ire of the European Parliament and 
of human rights campaigners in Turkey and abroad. 

After the meeting, Michel devoted considerable time to describing the discussions that had taken 
place on 'international matters, and Turkey in particular'. Lamenting that EU-Turkey relations, 'a very 
important priority for the EU and for our Member States', are always 'a difficult debate', Michel 
explained that 'We prepared the agreed conclusions very well'. In other words, the draft statement 
with regard to Turkey and the Eastern Mediterranean was easily approved and the discussion at the 
meeting was relatively short. As long as Turkey maintained 'moderate behaviour, positive 
behaviour, in the next weeks and in the next months', the European Council was prepared 'to put 
more concrete proposals on the table to have a more stable and a more predictable relationship 
with Turkey', including on 'the harmonisation of the customs union, people-to-people activities and 
mobility. And, of course, the topic of migration'. Speaking to the European Parliament in April, 
Michel summed up the outcome of the March European Council as follows: 'we adopted a clear and 
robust statement: a positive agenda, but phased, proportionate and reversible, and subject to a 
review in June'. 

On 6 April, Michel and von der Leyen met with Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, in Ankara, 
to discuss EU-Turkey relations. There was an embarrassing incident at the beginning of the meeting 
when von der Leyen was left standing as Michel and Erdoğan sat down in two armchairs at the front 
of the room, leaving von der Leyen to sit on a sofa at the side of the room. The incident, quickly 
dubbed 'sofagate,' was caught on video and soon went viral. It caused an upset in relations between 
the Commission President and the European Council President –Michel appeared insensitive to von 
der Leyen by taking the only seat next to Erdoğan – rather than in EU-Turkey relations, which were 
already rocky.  

Although overshadowed by sofagate, the meeting represented a step towards better EU-Turkey 
relations. Michel reiterated the EU's interest in developing a cooperative and mutually beneficial 
relationship, while expressing his deep concerns about the latest developments in Turkey regarding 
the rule of law and respect of fundamental rights. Michel welcomed the continuation of bilateral 
exploratory talks between Greece and Turkey and the forthcoming visit of the Greek Foreign 
Minister to Tukey. He also highlighted the EU's commitment to the launch of settlement talks on the 
Cyprus question.  

Officials from Greece and Turkey conducted talks in Ankara, in April, aimed at reducing tensions over 
disputed territorial waters in the Eastern Mediterranean and the divided island of Cyprus. Also in 
April, UN-brokered talks on Cyprus convened in Geneva. But progress on the resumption of 
negotiations for a settlement of the Cyprus problem, and on improving Greece-Turkey relations, was 
painfully slow. 

At the June European Council, EU leaders discussed relations with Turkey, over dinner, along with 
other international issues. The discussion of Turkey was short, although the conclusions on Turkey 
were relatively long. In his invitation to the summit, Michel mentioned only that the leaders would 
'return to the EU's relations with Turkey, as announced in March', and in his post-summit remarks he 
said that he would 'not say very much about the issue of Turkey' as Commission President 
Ursula von der Leyen would address it in more detail.  

The extensive conclusions on Turkey recalled the EU's strategic interest in a stable and secure 
environment in the Eastern Mediterranean and in the development of cooperative EU-Turkey 
relations. The European Council reiterated the EU's readiness to engage with Turkey 'in a phased, 
proportionate and reversible manner to enhance cooperation in a number of areas of common 
interest, subject to the established conditionalities set out in March and in previous European 
Council conclusions'. EU leaders took note of the start of work at technical level for a mandate for 
the modernisation of the EU-Turkey customs union; recalled the need to address current difficulties 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/03/25/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-25-march-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/04/26/report-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-parliament-plenary-session/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/european-council/president/news/2021/04/06/20210406-pec-in-ankara/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/04/06/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-his-meeting-in-ankara-with-president-recep-tayyip-erdogan/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/23/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-of-24-and-25-june-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/26/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-european-council-meeting-24-25-june-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/25/european-council-conclusions-on-external-relations-24-june-2021/


The European Council in 2021 

  

 

77 

in the implementation of the customs union; and took note of the preparatory work for high-level 
dialogues with Turkey on issues such as migration, public health, climate, counterterrorism and 
regional issues. Regarding Cyprus, the European Council recalled its previous conclusions and 
expressed its full commitment to the comprehensive settlement of the Cyprus problem on the basis 
of a bicommunal, bizonal federation with political equality, in accordance with the relevant UNSC 
resolutions. At the same time, rule of law and fundamental rights in Turkey remained a key concern. 

Thereafter, Turkey faded from the agenda of the European Council, if not from the concerns of Greek 
Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis and Cypriot President Nikos Anastasiades. Michel did not 
mention Turkey in his invitation to the October European Council, and Turkey was mentioned in the 
conclusions only briefly, under the heading of 'Migration'. First, in line with its March 2021 statement 
and its June 2021 conclusions, the European Council reiterated 'its expectation that the financing 
for Syrian refugees and host communities in Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon and other parts of the region, 
including Egypt, under relevant instruments will be mobilised in a timely manner'. Second, the 
European Council called on Turkey 'to ensure the full and non-discriminatory implementation of the 
EU-Turkey Statement of 2016, including vis-à-vis the Republic of Cyprus'.  

By the end of 2021 a peace agreement in Cyprus seemed as elusive as ever, the drilling dispute in 
the Eastern Mediterranean had not been satisfactorily resolved, and there were several outstanding 
irritants in EU-Turkey relations. However, in one respect, at least, the EU and Turkey managed to 
cooperate. Michel was able to report to European Parliament on 23 November that, concerning the 
Belarus migration crisis, 'My own diplomatic team had productive talks with the Turkish authorities, 
but also with others countries like the United Arab Emirates, Uzbekistan, and others. As a result of 
these joint efforts with the Commission, Turkish Airlines has decided to stop allowing Belavia to 
funnel migrants to Minsk, and to stop issuing one-way tickets to Minsk from Istanbul to the key 
nationalities concerned. Other companies have taken similar decisions'.  

Michel and Erdoğan met briefly on the sidelines of the G20 summit in Rome, on 1 November, and 
discussed bilateral relations as well as regional issues. Nonetheless, the overall state of EU-Turkey 
relations was not much better at the end of 2021 than it had been at the beginning of the year. 

12.2.8. Southern neighbourhood 
For the EU, the southern neighbourhood encompasses the following Mediterranean countries: 
Algeria, Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Palestine, Syria and Tunisia. (The EU qualifies 
the designation 'Palestine' by saying that 'it shall not be construed as recognition of a State of 
Palestine and is without prejudice to the individual positions of the Member States on this issue'.) 
The EU's relationship with the southern neighbourhood aims to turn 'the Mediterranean basin into 
an area of dialogue, exchange and cooperation, guaranteeing peace, stability and prosperity'. This 
is a tall order for such a volatile region. Undaunted, 'By acting together, recognising our growing 
interdependence, and in a spirit of partnership,' the EU and its Mediterranean partners are 
committed to turning 'common challenges into opportunities, in our mutual interest'. 

Despite the enormity of those challenges and the obvious importance of the southern 
neighbourhood for the EU, the European Council spent little time in 2021 discussing the region. In 
February, EU leaders briefly addressed 'the political and strategic partnership with the southern 
neighbourhood'. This followed the publication of the joint communication from the Commission 
and High Representative, 'Renewed Partnership with the Southern Neighbourhood: A New Agenda 
for the Mediterranean', on 2 February. EU leaders invited the Council 'to address the implementation 
of the Joint Communication … with a view to tackling common challenges and taking advantage 
of shared opportunities through strengthened cooperation'. 

Michel elaborated on this in his post-summit remarks:  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/52622/20211022-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/11/23/report-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-european-parliament-plenary-session/
https://www.dailysabah.com/politics/eu-affairs/turkey-eu-dialogue-key-for-regional-security-charles-michel
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/joint_communication_renewed_partnership_southern_neighbourhood.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/joint_communication_renewed_partnership_southern_neighbourhood.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/joint_communication_renewed_partnership_southern_neighbourhood.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48625/2526-02-21-euco-statement-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/02/26/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-second-session-of-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council/


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 

  

 

78 

We have a number of key priorities: to strengthen the resilience of our economies and societies, 
preserve our collective security, tackle the challenge of mobility and migration, and offer prospects 
to young people on both sides of the Mediterranean. This should be based on an upgraded and 
intensified political dialogue across the Mediterranean … this morning's discussion showed us a new 
horizon, a new level of ambition for political dialogue, for economic cooperation drawing on our 
values, and there, too, we hope to bring our strategic interests to the fore. 

The European Council did not return to the subject again until December. EU leaders did not 
specifically discuss the Southern Mediterranean but included, in the Conclusions, a statement that 
'The European Council reaffirms its determination to renew and reinforce the EU's partnership with 
the Southern Neighbourhood with a view to tackling common challenges and taking advantage of 
shared opportunities through strengthened cooperation. To that end, it invites the Council and the 
Commission to accelerate work on the new Agenda for the Mediterranean.   

The European Council addressed developments in Libya in its June conclusions, in which it 
confirmed its commitment to Libya's stabilisation process under the auspices of the United Nations. 
Hoping the elections would take place, as agreed, in December, and that the results would be 
accepted by all, the European Council called for 'progress on the inclusive and Libyan-owned 
political dialogue and for the withdrawal without delay of all foreign forces and mercenaries'. 

Although the EU co-hosted, with the UN, the 5th annual conference on 'Supporting the future of 
Syria and the region', on 29-30 March, in a virtual format, and was actively involved in trying to end 
the Syrian civil war, the European Council did not mention Syria in 2021. This may have reflected 
differences among Member States in positions towards the regime of Syrian President 
Bashar al-Assad, with countries such as France and Germany opposing any normalisation of 
relations with Damascus, and Hungary, for instance, being more favourably disposed. It may also 
have reflected the EU's lack of influence and leverage in the region, where countries such as Russia, 
Turkey and Iran are major players. 

12.3. Further afield 

12.3.1. United States 
EU relations with the United States improved dramatically in 2021. The reason was obvious: the 
inauguration of Joseph Biden as US President on 20 January. After four years of President Donald 
Trump, who disdained the EU, the arrival of the Biden administration was greeted almost ecstatically 
by most EU leaders. Addressing the European Parliament on the day of President Biden's 
inauguration, the day before the January video-conference of EU leaders, Michel spoke at length on 
the significance of the change of administration in Washington and on prospects for EU-US 
relations. 'Today is more than a transition', Michel said: 'Today is an opportunity to rejuvenate our 
transatlantic relationship, which has greatly suffered in the last four years … This is why the 
European Council reaffirms the strategic importance of our Union's partnership with the United 
States, as the world's foremost and closest relationship. We share values, common interests, cultural 
and historical ties, and a geopolitical reality. Together, we must stand as the bedrock of the rules-
based international order, working for peace, security, prosperity, freedom, human rights and 
gender equality. Values sometimes harshly challenged in the world'. 

Michel called for the EU and the US to work on five priorities comprising an 'ambitious … new 
European Union-United States agenda'. The priorities were: boosting multilateral cooperation; 
combatting COVID-19; tackling climate change; rebuilding our economies, ensuring fair trade, and 
promoting a digital transformation; and cooperation on security and peace. Despite EU-US 
differences, Michel was confident that 'what unites us is so much greater than what divides us'. He 
concluded: 'on this first day of his term of office', by inviting Biden 'to visit Europe to take part in an 
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extraordinary meeting of the European Council in Brussels. It could take place in parallel to a NATO 
summit'. 

In the event, President Biden did not participate, in-person, in 'an extraordinary meeting of the 
European Council in Brussels', but participated virtually in the March video-conference of the 
Members of the European Council. Before that, on the second day of the February video-conference, 
EU leaders had a discussion of security and defence, including an exchange of views on EU-NATO 
relations with NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg, which inevitably touched on the US. 
Indeed, in his remarks before the discussion, Michel declared that he was 'totally convinced that the 
new Biden administration offers a unique opportunity to renew the strong trans-Atlantic alliance 
between Europe and the United States'. Speaking after the discussion, Michel remarked: 'Last week, 
President Biden said "America is back". We in Europe are ready to do our part, to be a strong and 
reliable partner'. The summit statement reflected the optimism among EU leaders: 'We look forward 
to cooperating with the new United States administration on a strong and ambitious transatlantic 
agenda that includes a close dialogue on security and defence. This global cooperation will benefit 
from a stronger EU in the field of security and defence'. 

There was great excitement among EU leaders when President Biden joined the video-conference, 
from Washington, on the evening of 25 March. Michel made lengthy remarks at the beginning of 
the session with the US president, including an explanation of what the European Council is and 
what it does. 'It's not common practice for the European Council to host foreign guests at our regular 
meetings', Michel told his visitor, 'The last time was 11 years ago. It was your good friend, Barack 
Obama'. 

More substantively, Michel saw the Biden presidency as 'a historic opportunity to re-energise our 
cooperation. And deepen our historic bond. Since your election, we have talked a lot about you. 
Now we are happy to talk directly with you. America is back. And we are happy you are back'. For 
the EU, 'COVID-19 is the top priority'. On climate, 'Your decision to bring America back to the Paris 
Agreement is wonderful news. It's music to our ears'. On digital: 'We need a wise framework, where 
our digital resources will be used for innovation and economic development. And we must also 
protect the "environment" of our democracies and our individual freedoms. This is a complex and 
exciting challenge. Let's frame this digital democratic standard together'. On defence: 'NATO 
remains the cornerstone of our collective peace and security. And we Europeans are determined to 
assume our fair share of the burden'. Other areas of mutual interest and possible cooperation 
included 'geopolitical topics like China, Russia, Iran or the Horn of Africa, Western Balkans, Eastern 
Partnership'. 

President Biden reciprocated with kind words, and the other participants chimed in with equally 
effusive remarks. Differences would persist between the EU and the US, despite the advent of a 
friendly, Eurocentric Administration in Washington, but this was an occasion for celebration. Michel 
described it as 'an exceptional European summit' in which the president of the United States 
expressed 'his vision of the future cooperation between the EU and the United States', and EU 
leaders expressed their 'very strong commitment to this fundamental transatlantic alliance'. 

During the rest of the year, the US appeared only once more, formally, on the agenda of a European 
Council meeting. That was at the special summit on 24 May. As Michel wrote in his invitation letter, 
in addition to other foreign policy issues 'we will briefly address … preparations for the upcoming 
EU-US Summit'. In his post-summit remarks, Michel said that EU leaders had taken 'the opportunity 
during the meeting to take stock of preparations for the institutional summit we are to hold with 
the United States. The President of the Commission outlined the matters we will be discussing with 
(President Biden); we will also be drawing on the conclusions of the December 2020 European 
Council, which identified the issues on which we would like to shore up our transatlantic alliance'. 
The summit conclusions did not refer to a summit discussion on the US, but, under the heading of 
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'Climate Change', mentioned something of great importance to the EU: 'the US' renewed 
commitment to the Paris Agreement', which EU leaders warmly welcomed. According to the 
conclusions, 'The EU underlines its readiness to seize the global momentum and calls on its 
international partners, in particular G20 members, to increase their ambition ahead of the COP26 
meeting in Glasgow'. 

Otherwise in 2021, the US was sometimes mentioned at European Council meetings but not referred 
to in European Council documents. At the informal meeting of Heads of State or Government in 
Porto, on 7-8 May, for instance, EU leaders clearly had the US in mind when they discussed 
intellectual property rights with respect to the production of COVID-19 vaccines. The discussion 
arose because, only days before the summit, the Biden administration called for the temporary 
suspension of intellectual property rights for COVID-19 vaccine production. The US announcement 
seemed to be a public relations ploy rather than a serious policy proposal, but it took EU leaders by 
surprise. Most were at pains to point out that the EU was the world's leading provider of vaccines to 
the rest of the world, and that the waiver of intellectual property rights would not immediately help 
countries urgently in need of additional doses.  

In his remarks before the Porto meeting, Michel noted that, with respect to international solidarity 
and the COVID-19 crisis, the EU was 'totally committed through COVAX. We took the decision in 
Europe to make exports of vaccines possible and we encourage all partners to facilitate export of 
doses. On intellectual property, we don't think in the short term that it's the magic bullet but we are 
ready to engage on this once concrete proposals are put on the table. We all agree we need to do 
everything possible to increase production across the world'.  

Michel elaborated on this at some length in his post-summit remarks: 'Of course, we also discussed 
the question of intellectual property rights on vaccines … Different views and opinions were 
expressed on that topic. We are determined to support any effort that may result in increased global 
production and the swift delivery of vaccines. However, in the short term, many of us around the 
table think that there is no magical solution that will fix everything. It goes without saying that we 
are ready to keep engaging in extremely practical discussions. That is what Europe has already been 
doing for some time with African countries, for example, to try to boost public-private partnerships 
and support from the European institutions in order to materially increase production capacity and 
ensure the diversification of supply chains in the pharmaceutical sector'. 

In his public comments in the matter, Michel did not specifically mention the United States. Perhaps 
he was wary of upsetting the US at a time of EU-US rapprochement. EU leaders were nonetheless 
irritated by the insensitivity of the US in raising such an important topic without consulting Brussels. 
Intellectual property rights with respect to pharmaceutical products was already a prickly issue in 
the World Trade Organization, where India and South Africa were making the case for 
pharmaceutical companies to share their intellectual property. 

The spat over intellectual property rights and COVID-19 vaccines was a reminder for the EU – if a 
reminder was needed – that EU-US relations, though greatly improved since the dreadful days of 
the Trump administration, were still touchy. Both sides differed on a variety of issues, ranging from 
trade, to digital, to sustainable finance, to agriculture. Hence the particular importance of the EU-US 
summit of 15 June, the first EU-US summit since 2014 and the first visit of a US President to the EU 
institutions since 2017. Here was an opportunity to strengthen the transatlantic partnership and to 
set an agenda for EU-US cooperation in the post-pandemic era. 

At the summit, Michel and von der Leyen represented the EU; Biden represented the US. The 
discussions centred on four key topics: COVID-19; climate change; trade, investment and 
technology; and democracy, peace and security. Based on extensive preparatory work by EU and US 
officials, the summit delivered concrete results in a number of areas, including trade policy. In 
particular, the leaders agreed to create a Cooperative Framework for Large Civil Aircraft; engage in 
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discussions to resolve differences on measures regarding steel and aluminium by the end of the 
year; and establish an EU-US Trade and Technology Council. The EU-US summit statement, 'Towards 
a renewed Transatlantic partnership', elaborated on these and other issues discussed by the leaders. 
The gist of the lengthy summit statement was that: 'Together, we intend to: (i) end the COVID-19 
pandemic, prepare for future global health challenges, and drive forward a sustainable global 
recovery; (ii) protect our planet and foster green growth; (iii) strengthen trade, investment and 
technological cooperation; and (iv) build a more democratic, peaceful and secure world. We are 
committed to uphold the rules-based international order with the United Nations at its core, 
reinvigorate and reform multilateral institutions where needed, and cooperate with all those who 
share these objectives'. 

Michel's remarks after the summit were long and detailed. He was 'happy to announce excellent 
news on our trade disputes'. He then commented on each aspect of the discussions. On COVID-19, 
however, neither he nor the official statement mentioned the contentious question of intellectual 
property rights. Michel welcomed transatlantic cooperation on climate change, while affirming the 
EU's 'international leadership' on the subject. On trade, innovation and digital matters, Michel 
celebrated 'the energetic revival of … cooperation with the United States'. Finally, on democracy, 
peace and security, 'we were … able to discuss our ambition to be very committed to promoting 
our fundamental democratic values: the rule of law, a rules-based international model, and 
international cooperation'. 

There was no mention of the EU-US summit, or of EU-US relations generally, in the published official 
records of the June European Council, which took place 10 days after the EU-US meeting. 
Nonetheless, it is likely that Michel and von der Leyen referred to it in the European Council, and 
that they and some of the national leaders mentioned the US during the discussion of Russia. 

French irritation with the AUKUS defence deal, announced on 15 September 2021, caused a rift in 
Franco-US relations and nearly derailed the inaugural meeting of the EU-US Trade and Technology 
Council, which finally went ahead in Pittsburgh, on 29 September. At the informal meeting of the 
members of the European Council in Brdo pri Kranju, Slovenia, on 5 October, leaders held 'a strategic 
discussion on the role of the Union on the international stage in light of recent developments in 
Afghanistan, the AUKUS security partnership and the evolution of our relations with China'. The 
discussion was bound to have touched on the US and EU-US relations. Indeed, the oral conclusions 
drawn up by Michel mentioned that EU leaders 'are committed to working with our allies and like-
minded partners, in particular the US and within NATO which is the cornerstone of our security'. 

The US would likely have come up as well at the October European Council in the context of the 
leaders' discussions on trade and external relations, and on the EU's digital transition. In the 
Conclusions, with respect to 'digital connectivity,' the European Council observed that 'Partnerships 
with like-minded countries play a central role in advancing our interests and values on the global 
stage. The Trade and Technology Council is an important step in strengthening transatlantic 
cooperation in the digital field'. Michel did not refer to the US in his post-summit remarks or in his 
report to the European Parliament. 

Similarly, the US was integral to the extensive discussions at the December European Council on 
external relations, including the situation in Belarus and Ukraine, and on security and defence. 
Indeed, the EU and the US were coordinating closely on developments along Ukraine's borders with 
Belarus and Russia, where Russian forces were massing. They were also cooperating closely on the 
migrant crisis on the borders of Belarus and EU Member States. That said, none of the publicly 
available official documents relating to the December European Council reference the US. 
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12.3.2. China 
EU-China relations were on a downward slide in 2021. The reasons for this were numerous, including 
the European Parliament's refusal to approve the Comprehensive Agreement on Investment with 
China; growing anger in the EU over the treatment of Uyghur Muslims in the Xinjiang region of China 
and China's crackdown in Hong Kong; EU concern about China's apparent involvement in cyber-
attacks against Member States and non-governmental entities; and declining support in many 
central and eastern European Member States for China's Belt and Road Initiative.  

Nonetheless, the EU chafed at US efforts to win its support for a more confrontational position 
towards China. Although criticism of China was widespread throughout the EU, some Member 
States were more willing to take a tougher stand than others. Inevitably, economics had much to do 
with it. Germany, for example, advocated restraint in the EU's dealings with China, doubtless in part, 
at least, because China was Germany's main trading partner.  

By contrast, Lithuania was fearless in its approach to China. It was the first EU Member State to 
withdraw from the 17+1 group of countries (17 countries in central and eastern Europe and the 
Balkans, plus China), set up by China to promote business and investment opportunities. Moreover, 
Lithuania's parliament labelled China's treatment of the Uyghur minority as 'genocide,' and voted 
to exclude Chinese companies, notably Huawei, from the country's 5G networks. 

Despite China's global prominence and importance for the EU, China was barely mentioned in the 
European Council in 2021. Indeed, it featured only twice in publicly-available official European 
Council documents. First, in his oral conclusions following the informal meeting of the member of 
the European Council in Brdo pri Kranju, on 5 October 2021, at which they discussed the EU's role in 
the world, Michel mentioned two third countries: the US and China. Whereas the reference to the 
US was positive, the reference to China was equivocal, at best: 'We will also pursue our own interests, 
in particular vis-à-vis China which we consider as a competitor, a partner and a systemic rival'.  

Second, in his remarks after the December European Council, Michel said that the meeting, which 
included 'long, extremely useful and intense discussions [on] the situation in Ukraine and Russia', 
included as well a brief mention of another international issue, as EU leaders 'listened to the 
Lithuanian President, who told colleagues about tensions with China. And I want to reaffirm here 
our solidarity with Member States, Lithuania in this case, which are under pressure from China'. 

12.3.3. Africa 
In addition to the usual items on the agenda of EU-Africa relations, such as trade, development, and 
security, another item continued to dominate the agenda in 2021, as it had in 2020: EU effort to 
boost the availability of COVID-19 vaccines in Africa, through both vaccine exports and building 
local vaccine manufacturing capacity. The EU pledged considerable COVID-19-related assistance to 
Africa at the Global Health Summit, on 21 May, hosted by Italian Prime Minister Mario Draghi, the 
then chair of the G20, and Commission President Ursula von der Leyen. Michel addressed the 
summit virtually. 

France was especially active in 2021 in promoting closer relations with African countries on its own 
behalf and on behalf of the EU broadly. On 18 May, Macron convened a Summit on the Financing of 
African Economies, in Paris. Held in a hybrid format, Michel was a summit participant. Michel did not 
attend a more ambitious French undertaking: the New Africa-France Summit, in Montpellier on 
8 October 2021. 

Unsurprisingly for a former prime minister of Belgium, Michel has a keen interest in African affairs. 
This was evident throughout 2021, notably in a speech that he delivered at the Dakar International 
Forum on Peace and Security, on 6 December. Having planned to deliver a written speech, Michel – 
'inspired by the previous speakers' – decided 'to speak spontaneously, to give you my personal take 
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on (EU-Africa relations) as I stand before you here today'. In what turned out to be a long speech – 
'longer than I originally intended' –Michel called for a New Africa-Europe Alliance built on two pillars: 
'a Prosperity Pact … (and) a Security Pact'. In his view, 'at this particular point in our history, I believe 
we need to change the paradigm of this partnership between Africa and the European Union'. With 
regard to EU COVID-19 assistance to Africa or broader EU support, Michel assured his audience that 
'you can count on my determination and the determination of the European Union'. 

The next European Union-African Union Summit was scheduled to take place in Brussels on 
17-18 February 2022. EU leaders discussed preparations for the event at the December European 
Council. 'Looking ahead to next year', Michel wrote in his invitation letter, 'we will prepare the 
European Union-African Union Summit … with the aim of creating an Alliance of prosperity and 
stability underpinned by a transformational investment package'. In the event, EU leaders had little 
time at the 1-day December European Council to dwell on EU-Africa relations, although the summit 
conclusions recorded that they discussed the preparations for the EU-AU summit 'and the possible 
themes and deliverables', including 'a transformational investment package'. 

Whereas Michel may have been disappointed with the lack of time available at the December 
European Council for a discussion of EU-Africa relations, he could at least devote a considerable 
amount of time on 19 December to a working session with African leaders, which he hosted, to 
prepare for the upcoming EU-AU Summit. During the session, the participants addressed key 
themes and priorities, including innovative financing solutions for the EU-AU partnership, economic 
recovery and the EU's flagship digital and green transitions. Michel emphasised that the new EU-AU 
alliance should be based on prosperity, peace and common values, and that the EU supports a 
holistic approach to strengthen African health systems and vaccine production. 

Apart from dealing collectively with the continent of Africa and organisationally with the African 
Union, the European Council in 2021 singled out two African countries for brief mentions: Ethiopia 
and Mali. In the conclusions of its June and December meetings, the European Council commented 
on the situation in Ethiopia's Tigray region. In June, the European Council condemned the ongoing 
atrocities, ethnic-based and sexual violence and other human rights violations there and welcomed 
the ongoing investigations to bring accountability and justice. The European Council called for an 
immediate cessation of hostilities, unimpeded humanitarian access to all areas, and the immediate 
withdrawal of Eritrean forces. In December, the European Council expressed support for the 
mediation efforts of the African Union, called for an unconditional ceasefire, and urged all parties to 
engage in an inclusive and transparent national dialogue. For the European Council, ensuring the 
protection of civilians and providing unhindered humanitarian access remained key priorities.  

Mali, a former French colony, has endured decades of instability. In February 2017, France and the 
G5 Sahel countries – Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, and Niger – established the G5 Sahel Joint 
Force to conduct counterterrorism operations against militant groups in the region. In addition, the 
EU had a training mission in Mali (EUTM Mali). Prodded by France but with broad support among 
other Member States, EU leaders, the special European Council in May 2021, responded to the 
deteriorating security situation in Mali by condemning the kidnapping of the interim president and 
the prime minister and calling for their immediate release. The European Council associated itself 
with the declaration of the ECOWAS and the African Union on the situation in Mali, and expressed 
its readiness to consider targeted measures against political and military leaders who were 
obstructing the Malian transition. 

The situation in Mali nonetheless continued to deteriorate. On 1 June, the AU decided suspend Mali 
from participation in all of its activities and institutions, until normal constitutional order had been 
restored in the country. The European Council again addressed developments in Mali and in the 
other G5 Sahel countries later that month. EU leaders repeated their call for the Malian authorities 
to fully implement the Transition Charter and reaffirmed the EU's support to the G5 Sahel countries' 
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efforts to strengthen governance, the rule of law and the provision of public services in their 
territories. EU leaders agreed that the EU and its Member States would continue to support the G5 
Sahel Joint Force, notably through the continuation of security and defence missions and 
engagement in the Takuba Task Force, a French-led force of elite units drawn from a number of EU 
Member States. 

12.3.4. India 
In a speech delivered via video-conference at the Raisina Dialogue, India's premier conference on 
geopolitics and geoeconomics, on 14 April 2021, Michel mentioned that 'an important EU-India 
summit will take place in just three weeks, in Portugal, where we will meet Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi. Both sides are intensely preparing this meeting'. Michel went on to say something that 
sounded improbable: 'India often comes up in the debates of the European Council, even when it is 
not on the agenda'. He explained why: 'Because in a world that is more interconnected, more 
competitive and less stable, like-minded countries tend to look out for each other and join forces'; 
because of growing strategic importance of the Indo-Pacific region, and because 'As the two largest 
democracies in this challenging landscape, India and the European Union are key partners. We can, 
and we should, do much more together'. 

The EU-India leaders' meeting took place via video-conference on 8 May 2021. 

The EU leaders were in Porto, where they had met for the Porto Social Summit and for an informal 
European Council; India's Prime Minister Narendra Modi joined remotely. The EU-India leaders' 
meeting was the most recent in a series of summits between the two sides going back to 2000 (the 
previous meeting took place on 15 July 2020, via video-conference).  

In his invitation letter to the Porto summit, Michel wrote that, after concluding the informal EU 
leaders' meeting on 8 May, 'We will then welcome Indian Prime Minister Modi, who will join us via 
video-conference for the EU-India Leaders' meeting that same day. Our focus will be on 
strengthening EU-India cooperation. The President of the Commission will update us on the latest 
trade developments with India. Our meeting takes place against the dramatic backdrop of the 
COVID-19 pandemic recently hitting India and for which the EU and Member States are providing 
support. Beyond this immediate priority, we will discuss how to reinforce our Strategic Partnership 
with India. I believe the current global situation may allow us to open a new important chapter in 
our relationship and we should make the best of this opportunity.' 

Having been well prepared by officials on both sides, the EU-India leaders' meeting covered a raft of 
issues, from the COVID-19 crisis, to trade, to climate change, to foreign and security affairs. 
According to the meeting page, 'The meeting reinforced the EU-India strategic partnership, which 
is underpinned by the shared values of democracy, freedom, rule of law and respect for human 
rights. The leaders agreed to resume free trade negotiations and start negotiations on two 
additional trade agreements. They also launched a new connectivity partnership'. 

Michel seemed ebullient after the meeting, describing it as an 'exceptional encounter'. According to 
Michel, its success owed something to the fact that Modi 'has special ties with the Prime Minister of 
Portugal', whom the President thanked for hosting 'this important EU-India Leaders' meeting'. 
Having expressed sympathy with Modi and the people of India as they battled the current COVID 
surge, Michel was 'happy to announce that the EU and India are opening a new important chapter 
in our relationship. We are the world's two largest democracies. We are natural partners in many 
areas. This partnership, based on shared values and convergent interests, will benefit our citizens, 
the Indo-Pacific region and the wider world. We have today agreed on concrete steps to expand this 
strategic partnership'. Michel went on to note the important first step that both sides were taking 
by launching negotiations 'on a mutually reinforcing agreement on trade, on investment protection 
and on geographical indications', and on launching 'our new Connectivity Partnership … a major 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/50763/2425-06-21-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/04/14/the-state-of-the-world-order-and-the-importance-of-the-india-eu-relationship-address-of-president-charles-michel-at-the-raisina-dialogue-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2021/05/08/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/05/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-informal-meeting-in-porto-on-7-8-may-2021/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2021/05/08/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/08/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-and-the-eu-india-leaders-meeting-in-porto/
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project that will promote high standards, infrastructure for sustainable and resilient economic 
growth, and foster exchanges between our people'. Touching on sensitive issues for India, Michel 
noted that 'We have resumed our human rights dialogue after eight years and this is very good news 
because human rights, gender equality and equal opportunities are at the heart of our engagement 
with India'. Meanwhile, 'Our security cooperation is growing in many areas, from securing maritime 
routes to combating terrorism and fighting cybercrime'. 

This was indeed good news. But despite what Michel had said about India often coming up in the 
debates of the European Council, the reality was that India was usually far from the minds of EU 
leaders. India may have been the world's biggest democracy, but the country had been sliding 
towards illiberalism and intolerance under its Prime Minister Narendra Modi. Moreover, trade 
relations with India were notoriously difficult to manage. Nonetheless, the EU-India summit was a 
noteworthy event, and an opportunity to boost relations between the two sides. Michel's ebullience 
may have been overstated, but it was understandable. 

12.3.5. Middle East 
At the special meeting of the European Council on 24-25 May, EU leaders had many pressing issues 
to discuss. One such issue was the recent outbreak of fighting between Israel and Palestinian armed 
groups in the Gaza Strip. According to the High Representative, 'we [the European Union] are deeply 
affected by the conflict, not least because of our historic and extensive links to Israel and Palestine. 
I have been very active throughout this crisis in reaching out to all the protagonists, to try to de-
escalate tensions and promote the ceasefire'. Given the urgency of the situation, the High 
Representative convened an extraordinary video-conference of EU Foreign Ministers on 18 May. 
'While we should acknowledge that there are nuances in the positions of Member States, and any 
differences tend to get media attention', the High Representative stated, 'there was a wide common 
understanding shared by 26 out of 27 Member States'. The High Representative was playing down 
the fact that the EU was unable to issue a joint statement calling for a truce due to opposition from 
one Member State: Hungary (EU foreign affairs decisions require unanimity).  

Despite the importance of the situation in the Middle East, it featured only as an 'information point' 
at the EU leaders meeting on 24 May. Perhaps because of Hungary's position, other Member States 
did not want to risk a rift on the issue. More likely, EU leaders were simply too busy with other 
pressing issues. The summit conclusions noted merely that the European Council welcomes 'the 
ceasefire that should bring an end to the violence. The EU will continue to work with international 
partners to restart a political process. The EU reiterates its firm commitment to the two-state 
solution'. In his post-summit remarks, Michel commented that 'we voiced our shared position on the 
situation in the Middle East. We welcome the ceasefire, which is a necessary and important step. We 
are fully convinced that the situation requires a robust political solution, and we reaffirmed our 
support for the two-state solution'. In neither the conclusions nor in Michel's remarks were the 
protagonists in the conflict mentioned by name. 

12.3.6. ASEM 
At the October European Council, EU leaders discussed the preparations for the 13th Asia-Europe 
Meeting (ASEM13), due to take place on 25-26 November 2021. 'In this context', according to the 
summit conclusions, the European Council 'supports the EU strategy for cooperation in the Indo-
Pacific region and invites the Council to ensure its swift implementation'. Usually a biennial event, 
the summit was scheduled to take place in 2020 but had to be postponed owing to the COVID-19 
pandemic. It took place instead via video-conference from Phnom Penh. Under the overall theme of 
'strengthening multilateralism for shared growth', the meeting brought together the leaders of the 
30 European and 21 Asian member countries, the EU (represented by Charles Michel and 

https://www.journalofdemocracy.org/articles/an-illiberal-india/
https://www.journalofdemocracy.org/articles/an-illiberal-india/
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/israelpalestine-after-ceasefire-what-should-europe-do_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/49791/2425-05-21-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/25/remarks-by-president-charles-michel/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/52622/20211022-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2021/11/25-26/
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Ursula von der Leyen), and the ASEAN secretariat. The summit agenda included the post-pandemic 
socio-economic recovery, climate change, and cooperation on foreign and security policies. 

Speaking immediately after the summit, Michel described it as 'an excellent opportunity to bring 
together more than 50 partners from Europe and Asia to discuss our cooperation …(and) one of the 
most important multilateral meetings of 2021'. As Michel explained, the Indo-Pacific region was 
increasingly important for the EU, which was 'already a top investor in this region, and we are also a 
top development cooperation and trading partner in this region'. Accordingly, the EU had decided 
'to reinforce our strategic focus and actions with the region, and our new EU Strategy for 
Cooperation with the Indo-Pacific sends a strong signal'. 

  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/11/26/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-press-conference-following-the-asem13-summit/
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13. Conclusions 
The December 2021 meeting of the European Council was most notable not for any particular item 
under discussion – although EU leaders discussed an array of important issues – but for the change 
in Germany's representation. Angela Merkel, who had been chancellor since November 2005, and 
who had attended an impressive 106 meetings of EU leaders, was no longer sitting at the table. 
Instead, Olaf Scholz, Germany's new chancellor, attended his first European Council meeting. 
Merkel's departure was not unexpected. She had announced more than a year before that she 
would not contest the September 2021 federal elections. After the elections, she attended the next 
two European Council meetings – the informal summit in Brdo pri Kranju, on 5 October, and the 
regular European Council, on 20-21 October – while Olaf Scholz worked to put a new coalition 
government together. 

Merkel's departure from the European Council marked the end of an era for the institution. Her 
tenure spanned the demise of the Constitutional Treaty in 2005; the emergence of the Lisbon Treaty; 
and the series of crises that gripped the EU since 2009-2010. Throughout that time, Merkel was 
central to the functioning of the European Council and the endurance of the EU. According to a 
member of Donald Tusk's cabinet, Merkel was 'by nature almost pathologically cautious', but 
nonetheless capable of operating in the European Council 'with brutal decisiveness, if the occasion 
called for it'. 

More than anything else, Merkel came to personify steadfastness and calm at a time of crisis and 
upheaval. She was often the voice of reason and restraint when the European Council seemed riven 
by division and discord, as it did in 2020 during the negotiations to conclude the multiannual 
financial framework and the Next Generation EU stimulus package. While always protective of 
Germany's interests, she saw herself – and was seen by others – as an honest broker, especially with 
regard to the persistent east-west fissure among EU Member States. 

In 2021, Merkel's role in the European Council was noteworthy for positions that she took on issues 
that emanated from the east of the continent and that were highly significant for the EU. One 
concerned Russia, whose hostility towards the EU became increasingly apparent during the year. 
True to her cautious and conciliatory nature, at the June summit Merkel advocated a resumption of 
EU-Russia summits, including the participation on the EU side of the 27 national leaders in addition 
to the European Commission and the European Council presidents. For other national leaders, 
especially those of the Baltic States and Poland, both the substance and the manner of Merkel's 
proposal, which did not go through the usual channels of summit preparation, were highly 
objectionable. Merkel was forced to retreat, which cast a pall over her closing months in the 
European Council. Indeed, the European Council took an increasingly hard line on Russia in 2021, 
which was a harbinger of what was to come early in the following year. 

One of the most striking developments in the European Council in 2021 was that EU leaders twice 
addressed highly sensitive rule of law concerns. On each occasion, the discussion focused on an 
eastern European Member State: Hungary, in June; and Poland, in October. On the first occasion, a 
majority of national leaders insisted on addressing in the European Council recent Hungarian 
legislation that, in their view, was incompatible with the EU fundamental value of LGBTQI+ non-
discrimination. Most of the national leaders excoriated Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, who had long 
been a thorn in the side of the European Council. Even Merkel, who had often attempted to smooth 
over relations between other leaders and Orbán, joined in the criticism of him. At the October 
European Council, it was the turn of Polish Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki to face the wrath of 
other EU leaders for alleged rule of law violations. This time, Merkel played the more familiar role of 
bridge builder, while nonetheless signalling her concern about threats to democratic norms and 
values in the EU. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/12/16/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/06/oral-conclusions-drawn-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-informal-meeting-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-in-brdo-pri-kranju-slovenia/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/10/21-22/
https://geopolitique.eu/en/2021/06/28/openness-versus-helplessness-europes-2015-2017-border-crisis/
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Apart from what those two incidents revealed about Merkel in her final year in office, they signalled 
a willingness on the part of the European Council to tackle topics that were central to the EU's 
identity as a bastion of liberal-democracy. After several years of apparent democratic backsliding 
and rule-of-law violations in Hungary and Poland, the majority of EU leaders thought it necessary to 
discuss the issue at the highest level. This was a major development for the European Council in 
2021. 

Beyond the departure of Merkel and the discussion of rule of law issues, especially the extraordinary 
and highly emotional discussion of LGBTQI+ rights in June, the year 2021 will be remembered in the 
history of the European Council for the impact of the COVID-19 crisis. As it had for most of 2020, the 
pandemic profoundly affected the 2021 schedule, format, agenda, and dynamics of European 
Council meetings. As it had been for most of 2020, the European Council was indispensable in 2021 
in responding to the crisis. It was essential for national and institutional leaders, sitting at the top of 
the EU political pyramid, to discuss and decide how best to respond to a crisis that was wreaking 
such havoc in every Member State. It was hardly surprising, therefore, that EU leaders discussed 
COVID-19 at almost every meeting in 2021, as the pandemic ebbed and flowed throughout the year. 
In particular, EU leaders were instrumental in resolving problems with the EU's vaccine strategy, 
early in 2021; facilitating the development of the EU digital COVID-19 certificate and addressing the 
global impact of the pandemic, in the middle of 2021; and striving to overcome vaccine hesitancy, 
including by tackling disinformation, at the end of 2021. 

Although preoccupied with the COVID-19 crisis, EU leaders dealt with a host of issues in 2021 apart 
from relations with Russia and rule of law concerns. These ranged from the single market, industrial 
policy, and digital transformation; to the implementation of the Next Generation EU recovery plan; 
to trade policy, climate policy, and the external aspects of migration. As for external relations, EU 
leaders discussed an equally wide range of issues, such as the EU's role in the world; security and 
defence; developments in Belarus; relations with Turkey; and enlargement prospects for countries 
in the Western Balkans. 

Of the myriad of international issues under discussion in 2021, EU-US relations were one of the few 
bright spots in an otherwise worrisome year. On 20 January, Michel addressed the European 
Parliament to celebrate the inauguration in Washington, on that day, of US President Joseph Biden. 
On 25 March, President Biden joined EU leaders for part of their video-conference. On 15 June, the 
European Council President and the European Commission President welcomed President Biden to 
Brussels for the EU-US Summit. Despite persistent differences in transatlantic relations, both sides 
were keen to launch a new EU-US agenda. 

It is difficult to confine an assessment of the European Council to a particular calendar year – in this 
case 2021 – knowing the momentous events that were soon to happen. By the end of 2021, EU 
leaders were growing more concerned about the massing of Russian troops along Ukraine's borders 
and the warnings from Washington about a possible Russian invasion of its western neighbour. 
Knowing now what EU leaders did not know then – that Russia would indeed invade Ukraine and 
trigger an all-out war – the advent in Washington of a friendly administration and the revival of EU-
US relations in 2021 were propitious developments, which the European Council was right to 
celebrate at the time. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/01/20/speech-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-inauguration-of-the-new-president-of-the-united-states/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/01/20/speech-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-inauguration-of-the-new-president-of-the-united-states/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/03/25/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2021/06/15/


 
 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic dominated the agenda of the 
European Council in 2021, just as it had for much of 
2020. Early in the year, the European Council struggled 
in a series of video-conferences to overcome problems 
besetting the procurement and distribution of vaccines 
throughout the EU. By mid-2021, as the situation 
improved and the pace of vaccination finally picked up, 
EU leaders welcomed the development of the digital 
COVID-19 certificate to facilitate intra-EU travel. Later in 
the year, as a new variant of COVID-19 emerged, EU 
leaders focused on efforts to overcome vaccine 
hesitancy.  

In the meantime, EU leaders confronted a series of other 
challenges, in areas ranging from economic affairs to 
climate change and the external dimension of 
migration. As for international affairs, EU leaders were 
preoccupied in 2021 with deteriorating EU-Russia 
relations; this was not unrelated to worrisome 
developments in Belarus. The improvement of 
transatlantic relations after the advent of a new US 
administration was one of the few bright spots in an 
otherwise gloomy year. Within the European Council, 
the most notable development was the departure of 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel after 16 years of 
membership. 
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