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The European Council and its President
BACKGROUND
The European Council has brought together EU Heads of State or Government in
regular summit meetings since March 1975. An initiative of the then French President,
Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, who sought to convert the periodic holding of occasional
Community summit meetings into a more formalised system, the existence of the
European Council was first recognised in law in the Single European Act (1986) and its
role was reinforced by the Maastricht Treaty (1992).
Since the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty in December 2009, the European
Council has enjoyed the status of an EU institution in its own right, with a full-time or
'permanent' (non-rotating) President, appointed for a 30-month term, which is
renewable once. The President is elected on the basis of qualified majority voting in
the European Council; he or she can be dismissed on the same basis (Article 15(5)
TEU). The Treaties establish no eligibility conditions for the President (such as
nationality, residence or age), stipulating only that the President cannot hold any
national office at the same time (Article 15(6) TEU).
Herman Van Rompuy was the first President of the European Council, serving two 30month terms, from 1 December 2009 to 30 November 2014. On 30 August 2014, the
European Council elected the serving Polish Prime Minister, Donald Tusk, as his
successor; Mr Tusk’s mandate began on 1 December 2014. In addition to its President,
the members of the institution are the Heads of State or Government of the 28 EU
Member States and the President of the European Commission. The High
Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy also 'takes part' in
its work, but is not a member in his or her own right.
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Role of the European Council
Under the Lisbon Treaty, the European Council meets twice every six months, convened by its
President. This has evolved to holding normally five or six formal meetings a year. When the
situation requires it, the President may convene a special meeting of the European Council
(Article 15(3) of the TEU). Informal meetings may also be convened, but with no conclusions
adopted. Meetings are not public (Article 4 European Council Rules of Procedure). Since the
entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty in December 2009, 29 formal European Council meetings
have taken place: one in December 2009; five in 2010 and 2012; and six in 2011, 2013 and 2014.
In addition, four informal meetings have been held: in February 2010, October 2011, January
2012 and May 2014.
The European Council does 'not exercise legislative functions' within the Union (Article 15(1)
TEU), although there are about 30 formal decisions which the institution does take under the
Treaties, many concerning senior appointments within the EU institutions. The central task of
the European Council is to 'provide the Union with the necessary impetus for its development
and to define [its] general political directions and priorities'. It may also 'identify the Union's
strategic interests' and 'define the principles and general guidelines' for the Union's Common
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), under Article 26 TEU. Before the Lisbon Treaty, the role of
President of the European Council was performed by the Head of State or Government of the
Member State holding the rotating six-month Presidency of the Council of Ministers, in addition
to his or her normal national governmental responsibilities. The concept of a full-time or
permanent presidency emerged during the Convention on the Future of Europe in 2002,
following support from the leaders of most large Member States. It was embodied successively
in the draft European Constitution and the Lisbon Treaty, being established with a view to
ensuring greater continuity and coherence of leadership and policy within the European
Council. The stable exercise of the presidency by one person chosen by his or her peers,
detached from the direct interests of any one national government, and serving for at least a
30-month period, was expected to make it easier to achieve workable compromises between
Member States. It was also thought in some quarters to make it easier for third countries'
leaders to deal with a 'Mr or Ms Europe', instead of with multiple presidents of institutions
and/or individual EU Member States.
The Lisbon Treaty maintained the six-monthly rotation system for the Presidency of the Council
of Ministers, leading some to fear a duplication of roles between it and the new European
Council. The Treaties provide for close cooperation between the two presidencies, and in
practice, the European Council now defines the overall strategy of national governments
collectively within the EU system, whilst the Council of Ministers implements it in respect of
specific legislative files.

President of the European Council
The specific functions of the President, assigned by the Treaty, are to chair and drive forward
the work of the European Council, to ensure the preparation and continuity of its work, and to
endeavour to facilitate cohesion and consensus within it (Article 15(6) TEU). The European
Council’s Rules of Procedure also assign the President the task of ensuring that discussions are
conducted smoothly (Article 4(4) RoP). Although the President signs all decisions adopted by the
European Council (Rule 12(1)), he or she does not take part in its votes (Article 235(1) TFEU),
underlining his or her role of honest broker between the Heads of State or Government.
The role of the President in setting the agenda of the European Council, and the EU more
generally, is central to his or her relationships both with members of the European Council and
the Council and with the other EU institutions, notably the European Commission and the
European Parliament. The President maintains active bilateral relations with the Presidents of
both the Parliament and the Commission, and he or she represents the European Council when
appearing before the Parliament. The President’s tasks of convening, organising and chairing
the European Council meetings, and his or her organisational functions allow the incumbent
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effectively to set the political agenda of the institution. In practice, the President is in charge of
preparing the draft agenda of European Council meetings, in close cooperation with the rotating
Council presidency and the President of the Commission (Article 3 RoP). The President is also
tasked with preparing the draft guidelines for European Council conclusions, as well as both the
draft conclusions themselves and draft decisions of the European Council (Article 3(1) RoP). He
or she can also propose to hold 'meetings in the margins of the European Council' with
representatives of third countries and international organisations (Article 4(2) RoP).
As President, Herman Van Rompuy used these various powers and roles fairly intensively. His
philosophy was to try to hold shorter European Council meetings than were the norm before
2009, with a rather more focussed agenda, shorter conclusions and more systematic follow-up
to points agreed. He convened several European Council meetings on specific issues – such as
energy policy or defence – although sometimes pressure of economic or international events
made it difficult to hold to the planned agendas. He also sought to hold 'orientation debates' at
informal European Council meetings, to build awareness of certain topics and foster consensus
between the Heads of State or Government in advance of formal positions being taken in formal
European Council meetings.

European Council and European Commission
Although the European Commission retains a monopoly over formal legislative initiative within
the Union system (Article 17(2) TEU), in recent years this key role has been somewhat diluted in
practice by the de facto involvement of other actors in the process. For example, both the
Council (Article 241 TFEU) and the Parliament (Article 225 TFEU) can now ask the Commission to
present any proposals for legislation which they consider appropriate. Interestingly, when
presenting his new Commission to Parliament in October 2014, Jean-Claude Juncker stated he
and his institution would be 'neither the secretariat of the European Council nor the valet of the
Parliament'.
The President of the European Council cooperates with the Commission President when
ensuring the preparation and continuity of the work of the European Council (Article 15(6), b
TEU). In the past five years they held weekly meetings. In any case, as a non-voting member of
the European Council, the Commission President participates in the drafting of its agenda and
conclusions. Treaty provisions require cooperation between the two Presidents when preparing
the work of the European Council (Article 15(6) TEU) – whether when the President of the
European Council drafts the annotated draft agenda of its meetings or when preparing its
decisions or conclusions (Article 3(1) RoP).
In recent years, the European Council has included a growing number of specific policy requests
to the Commission in its conclusions. Academic research shows that, between 2006 and 2011,
40 per cent of European Council conclusions were addressed directly to the Commission and
'invited' it to present or prepare reports, recommendations or proposals. In many instances, the
European Council also seeks to impose clear time-limits for action on the Commission. The
responsiveness of the Commission to such calls for action from the European Council has been
reasonably good – 98 of 162 demands made between 2007 and 2011 resulted in a Commission
proposal or communication, according to research by Alexandrova – but at the same time, this
represents only a small proportion of the total number of such documents adopted by the
Commission in that period, and thus a small proportion of the European Commission’s overall
level of activity.
It would not seem fair to characterise the complex role of the Commission as simply one of a
secretariat of the European Council, in a subservient role. Equally, the opposing view that the
Commission is wholly independent is wide of the mark. The relationship is complex and seems
to vary according to the sector and the circumstances. Within EMU (see below), where tasks are
technical and more independent, the Commission’s enhanced role in monitoring the national
budgets of the Member States and the latter’s implementation of the Country Specific
Recommendations (CSRs), has seen it strengthened as an institution, claim Höing and Wessels.
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However, the European Council and the Commission are increasingly working together as
partners, due to the parallel growth of both supranational and intergovernmental features of
decision-making, often with shared responsibilities and joint problem-solving.

European Council and Economic and Monetary Union (EMU)
Herman Van Rompuy steered decision-making on specific EMU-related issues through his
leadership of 'task forces'. In 2010, the European Council set up a task force for better
budgetary discipline and an improved crisis resolution framework. The task force's report,
'Strengthening economic governance in the EU', was later endorsed by the European Council.
Van Rompuy was also asked to examine the possibility of Treaty change related to the fiscal
discipline rules and the creation of a permanent bail-out mechanism. In 2011, he led a task force
that prepared a report 'Ten measures to improve the governance of the euro area' that led to
the adoption of the Fiscal Compact Treaty, officially known as the Treaty on Stability,
Coordination and Governance (TSCG). In May 2012, he was asked by the European Council to
analyse, together with the Presidents of the Commission, the Euro Group and the European
Central Bank, what should be the building-blocks and working methods of an economic union.
Finally, the 'Four Presidents' report' of December 2012 led to the creation of a resolution
mechanism to complete the Banking Union.
The informal initiatives taken by the European Council and its President prompted recourse to
intergovernmental agreements outside the EU framework, notably the Fiscal Compact Treaty
and the European Stability Mechanism (ESM), justified on the grounds that rapid solutions were
needed and the available Treaty provisions were inadequate. Mr Van Rompuy presented
himself as an advocate of pragmatic solutions and the development of new institutional
synergies, sometimes at the expense of the traditional 'Community method'. He commented at
Humboldt University, Berlin, in February 2012: 'in times of crisis, we reach the limits of
institutions built on attributed competences. When we enter uncharted territory and new rules
have to be set, the European Council ... is well placed to play its part.'
The European Semester is a process of economic and employment policy coordination at EU
level, undertaken on the basis of Articles 121 and 148 TFEU, starting in November and ending in
July each year. The spring European Council (each March) gives strategic guidance on the
priorities for the semester cycle, and in June it endorses Country Specific Recommendations
(CSRs) for Member States, based on a report from the Council (Article 121 TFEU). The European
Council updates on the European Semester form part of the general report delivered by the
President of the European Council to the Parliament after relevant meetings: there are no
specific hearings or other meetings with the President of the European Council in this area of
policy. Although he may be invited to economic dialogues at parliamentary committee level,
there is no obligation on the President to attend. In practice, however, Mr Van Rompuy
attended all the annual 'European Parliamentary Weeks' held between the EP and
representatives of the national parliaments, in the context of the European Semester, since its
introduction in 2012. As head of the Task Force on Economic Governance, he also met the chairs
of seven parliamentary committees. Informally, the European Council President meets political
group leaders, rapporteurs and committee chairs, on an ad hoc basis, to deal with specific issues
before the European Council, whether in relation to EMU or more widely.

Euro Summit
During the Van Rompuy years, a major development, advocated by France and initially resisted
by Germany, was the holding of regular summits of the Heads of State or Government of the
euro area. The President of the European Council has, so far, also been elected as President of
the Euro Summit. Meetings of the latter are now held, under the Fiscal Compact Treaty, at least
twice per year. The President of the Euro Summit is elected by simple majority, at the same
time as the European Council elects its President, for a 30-month term (Article 5(1) Euro Summit
Rules). Neither the Fiscal Compact Treaty nor the Rules for the organisation of the Euro
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Summits require that the President of the Euro Summit has the nationality of a euro-area
Member State, and Mr Tusk is not from such a state.
The President convenes the Euro Summit meetings and prepares the agenda, in close
cooperation with the President of the Commission and the President of the Euro Group (Articles
3(1) and 3(2) Euro Summit Rules). Together with the Commission President, he or she presents
the outcomes of Euro Summit discussions to the public (Article 5(2)g). The President is also in
charge of drafting any statements by the Euro Summit, in cooperation with the President of the
Commission and the President of the Euro Group, building on the preparatory work carried out
by the Euro Group.

European Council and Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP)
The Lisbon Treaty configures the external representation of the EU at personal level as
something of a triangle consisting of the Presidents of the European Council and the
Commission, and the High Representative (HR) for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy. While the
President of the Commission is in charge of the EU's external representation 'with the exception
of the CFSP' (Article 17(1) TEU), the Treaty gives both the President of the European Council and
the High Representative responsibility for representing the EU in CFSP matters. The European
Council sets the strategy and priorities for Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) (Article
26 TEU). The President of the European Council ensures, 'at his level and in that capacity', the
external representation of the Union on CFSP (Article 15(6) TEU); at the level of Heads of State
or Government. The relation between the two has been likened to the relationship between a
Prime Minister or President and his or her Foreign Minister. Mr Van Rompuy was less active on
the international stage than expected, partly as a result of the pressures of the eurozone crisis;
Mr Tusk may see external representation as a more important part of his job.

European Council and European Parliament
The European Council and its President are not formally accountable to the Parliament, which
has no Treaty powers to sanction their actions. The increasingly prominent role of the European
Council in EU decision-making, especially on domestic economic issues traditionally the
preserve of Member States, has, however, led to criticism of a relative lack of parliamentary
scrutiny of its decisions, whether at European or national level. Different approaches place the
emphasis either on the importance of stronger control by national parliaments (with some of
them indeed having reinforced scrutiny procedures), shared scrutiny by national parliaments
and the European Parliament, or pure European parliamentary scrutiny.
The President of the European Parliament 'may' be invited to be heard by the European Council
(Article 235(2) TFEU). This practice was established in 1987, and has since entered the Treaties,
without establishing a legal obligation to invite the EP President. Such exchanges of views take
place at the start of the European Council meeting, unless the institution unanimously decides
otherwise (Article 4(2) RoP). Accordingly, there is no automatic right for the EP President to be
heard, but in practice, since the Lisbon Treaty came into effect, the Parliament's President has
always been invited to European Council meetings for an exchange of views, and this is now
included as the first item on the meeting's agenda. In his speech to the European Council, the
Parliament's President normally refers to the EP position on the most important items on the
agenda and on any other topics of interest. His or her speech may be followed by a discussion,
with the Commission President and/or the Head of State or Government of the Member State
holding the rotating Presidency of the Council of Ministers usually commenting on some of the
issues raised. In parallel, since the Lisbon Treaty came into force, informal meetings between
the Presidents of the Parliament and of the European Council have usually taken place monthly.
The President of the European Council represents the institution before the European
Parliament. He or she generally presents an oral report to the Parliament after each of the
meetings of the European Council, a practice established in 1981. (The Maastricht Treaty
introduced an obligation on the European Council to submit a report to the Parliament after
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each of its meetings). The venue for such reports is either a plenary session in Strasbourg or
Brussels or at a meeting of the Parliament's Conference of Presidents (CoP) 'open to all
Members' (in Brussels). The European Council President has, for the most part, fulfilled his
reporting obligations since 2010 (see Annex). In one instance, after the European Council of
December 2013, the report was given in writing. An oral report on the March 2014 meeting was
scheduled for an open CoP in March 2014, but due to a joint press conference with the US
President, Mr Van Rompuy was unable to attend. No reports were made after the four informal
meetings. Mr Van Rompuy claimed that he could not 'report any formal conclusions ... from an
informal meeting', adding that those informal European Councils were only aimed at preparing
future deliberations. During Mr Van Rompuy's mandate, two special and one ‘extraordinary’
European Council meetings were also held. He informed Parliament on the results of both the
extraordinary meeting in March 2011 and the special meeting in November 2012, but did not
report on the two special meetings in July 2014 and August 2014.
Members of the European Council (and of the Council and of the Commission) may at any time
ask the President of the Parliament for permission to make a statement. The President decides
when a statement may be made and whether it is to be followed by a full debate or by 30
minutes of brief questions (Rule 123(1) EP Rules of Procedure).
The Fiscal Compact Treaty (TSCG), in force since 1 January 2013, provides for informal meetings
of the Heads of State or Government of euro area states in Euro Summit meetings, together
with the President of the European Commission. The President of the European Central Bank
must also be invited to take part (Article 12). Euro Summit meetings had already been held
before their ‘officialisation’ in the Fiscal Compact. The first was held in October 2008 in Paris,
providing a forum for euro-area leaders to discuss matters of interest to the common currency
area. However, during 2012, euro-area issues were mainly dealt with at European Council level,
in meetings with all EU leaders. According to the TSCG, Euro Summit meetings are convened by
the President and take place at least twice a year, usually back-to-back with European Council
meetings (Article 12(2)), unless there is an exceptional or urgent case (Article 1 RoP for the Euro
Summits). However, euro-area leaders only held one Euro Summit meeting in 2013.
The President of the European Parliament may be invited to be heard. Moreover, with a view to
ensuring transparency and democratic accountability, the TSCG stipulates that the Euro
Summit President 'shall present a report to the European Parliament after each Euro Summit
meeting' (Article 12(5)). From October 2011 on, Heads of State or Government of the euro area
committed that the Euro Summit President will inform the European Parliament of the outcome
of Euro Summits. Since then, euro-area leaders twice reiterated their commitment to further
enhancing economic governance within the eurozone while ensuring that 'strong mechanisms
for democratic legitimacy and accountability' are in place. The Euro Summit President did not
report to the European Parliament on two occasions since 2010. However, that was before the
TSCG entered into force in 2013. The two instances in which no report was delivered to the
Parliament were the Euro Summits of May 2010 and July 2011 that were not preceded or
followed by a European Council meeting. Barring that, the Euro Summit President Herman Van
Rompuy did report to Parliament after each Euro Summit meeting after October 2011. He
reported to the EP on European Council and Euro Summit meetings simultaneously as those
meetings were held back-to-back.
The Treaties do not provide for a right for the Parliament to ask questions of the European
Council. However, in 2010, the President of the European Council voluntarily agreed to answer
Members' questions for written answer, in so far as they deal with his own political activities,
rather than those of the European Council as an institution, and the Parliament's Rules of
Procedure now provide for this possibility (Rule 130 EP RoP and Annex III RoP). Questions which
require an immediate answer, but not detailed research (priority questions), must be answered
within three weeks; other questions within six weeks.

Members' Research Service and European Council Oversight Unit

Page 6 of 8

EPRS

The European Council and its President

Further reading
P. Alexandrova, 'Setting the EU's Agenda: The European Council's role in the European
Commission's monopoly on initiative', paper presented at the annual meeting of the
Comparative Agendas Project, 12-14 June 2014, Konstanz.
R. Corbett, 'President of the European Council, new kid on the block: asset or complication?',
Maastricht Monnet Papers, No. 1, 2011.
N. Helwig, 'Two foreign policy chiefs for Europe? Donald Tusk’s election could boost the foreign
policy profile of the European Council President', Finnish Institute of International Affairs,
Comment, 11, September 2014.
J. Howorth, 'The 'New Faces' of Lisbon: Assessing the performance of Catherine Ashton and
Herman van Rompuy on the global stage', European Affairs Review, 16 (2011).
U. Puetter, The European Council and the Council: New intergovernmentalism and institutional
change, 2014.
S. Van Hecke, P. Bursens, 'The Council Presidency and the European Council: Towards collective
leadership in the EU', in F. Foret, Y.-S. Rittelmeyer (eds), The European Council and European
governance: The commanding heights of the EU, 2014.
O. Höing, W. Wessels, 'The European Commission's position in the Post-Lisbon Institutional
Balance: Secretariat or Partner to the European Council?', in M. Chang, J. Monar (eds.), The
European Commission in the Post-Lisbon Era of Crises, 2013.
H. de Waele, H. Broekensteeg, ‘The semi-permanent European Council Presidency: some
reflections on the law and early practice’, Common Market Law Review, 49 (2012).
W. Wessels, O. Rozenberg (et.al.), Democratic control in the Member States of the European
Council and the euro zone summits, European Parliament, Policy Department for Citizens' Rights
and Constitutional Affairs, 2013.
Disclaimer and Copyright
The content of this document is the sole responsibility of the authors and any opinions expressed
therein do not necessarily represent the official position of the European Parliament. It is
addressed to the Members and staff of the EP for their parliamentary work. Reproduction and
translation for non-commercial purposes are authorised, provided the source is acknowledged
and the European Parliament is given prior notice and sent a copy.
© European Union, 2015.
eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu (intranet)
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank (internet)
http://epthinktank.eu (blog)

Members' Research Service and European Council Oversight Unit

Page 7 of 8

The European Council and its President

EPRS
Annex: European Council meetings held since December 2009
Year
2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

Date
10/11 December*
25/26 March

Reference
EUCO 6/09
EUCO 7/10

17 June

EUCO 13/10

16 September

EUCO 21/1/10

28/29 October
16/17 December
4 February
11 March
24/25 March
23/24 June
23 October
8/9 December
1/2 March
28/29 June
18/19 October
22/23 November
13/14 December
7/8 February
14/15 March
22 May
27/28 June
24/25 October
19/20 December**
20/21 March***
26/27 June
16 July
30 August
23/24 October
18 December

EUCO 25/1/10
EUCO 30/1/10
EUCO 2/1/11
EUCO 7/1/11
EUCO 10/1/11
EUCO 23/11
EUCO 52/1/11
EUCO 139/1/11
EUCO 4/2/12
EUCO 76/12
EUCO 156/12
Statement
EUCO 205/12
EUCO 3/13
EUCO 23/13
EUCO 75/1/13
EUCO 104/2/13
EUCO 169/13
EUCO 217/13
EUCO 7/1/14
EUCO 79/14
EUCO 147/14
EUCO 163/14
EUCO 169/14
EUCO 237/14

Notes

Extraordinary meeting

Special meeting

Special meeting
Special meeting

Reports to the European Parliament
Statement
Date
Place
n/a
n/a
n/a
Speech
7 April
Plenary (BRU)
Exchange of views
17 June
CoP (STR)
Speech
23 June
Plenary (BRU)
Exchange of views
16 September
CoP (BRU)
Speech
22 September
Plenary (STR)
Exchange of views
29 October
CoP (BRU)
Exchange of views
17 December
CoP (BRU)
Speech
8 February
CoP (BRU)
Speech
16 March
CoP (BRU)
Speech
5 April
Plenary (STR)
Remarks
28 June
CoP (BRU)
Remarks
27 October
Plenary (STR)
Remarks
13 December
Plenary (STR)
Remarks
13 March
Plenary (STR)
Speech
3 July
Plenary (STR)
Speech
23 October
Plenary (STR)
Speech
27 November
CoP (BRU)
Speech
17 December
CoP (BRU)
Speech
18 February
CoP (BRU)
Speech
20 March
CoP (BRU)
Speech
28 May
CoP (BRU)
Speech
2 July
Plenary (STR)
Speech
5 November
CoP (BRU)
Written
26 March
CoP (STR)
Speech
2 July
Plenary (STR)
Speech
4 November
CoP (BRU)
13 January
Plenary (STR)

* In December 2008, the European Council had decided that the Member State holding the EU Presidency would continue to chair the remaining European Council meetings until the end of the semester so as to
ensure the preparation and continuity of the work of the European Council. In line with this agreement, Swedish PM Fredrik Reinfeldt chaired the last meeting of 2009.
** No report by the EUCO President after the December 2013 meeting due to the holiday period and following a decision by the EP.
*** Due to a press conference with Barack Obama, President of the United States, the EUCO President was unable to deliver a planned report to the EP at the CoP of 26 March.
Source: European Council, Agendas and Minutes of the Conference of Presidents, Author's analysis
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