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Outcome of the meetings of 
EU leaders in Porto on 7-8 May 2021 

On 8 May 2021, EU Heads of State or Government met in Porto for an informal European Council, 
preceded on 7 May by a social summit, organised by the Portuguese Presidency. The informal 
European Council was followed by an EU–India leaders' meeting, attended remotely by the Indian 
Prime Minister, Narendra Modi. At their informal meeting, EU leaders discussed social policy and, 
without formally endorsing the Commission action plan, adopted the Porto Declaration, welcoming 
'the new EU headline targets on jobs, skills and poverty reduction' for 2030. They also assessed the 
EU Covid-19 situation, focusing on vaccine production and delivery, the future EU digital green 
certificate, and international solidarity in the fight against the pandemic. They also prepared for the 
EU–India leaders' meeting, agreeing to resume talks on a free trade agreement (FTA) and start 
negotiations on a stand-alone investment protection agreement, and on an agreement on 
geographical indications that, depending on the pace of negotiations, could either stand alone or 
be built into the FTA. 

1. Background 
The 2020-2021 Leaders' Agenda announced a meeting of the Heads of State or Government on 
7-8 May 2021, dedicated to the 'social impact of the digital and green transformation', and taking 
place 'back-to-back' with the EU–India leaders' meeting. The social summit was added by the 
Portuguese Presidency, as a highlight of its six-month presidency. After Gothenburg in November 
2017, Porto was the second social summit to be scheduled with an informal EU leaders' meeting, 
allowing leaders to focus on social policy, a topic that comes onto their agenda only occasionally. 

2. The Gothenburg and Porto summits: Similarities and differences  
Whereas the Gothenburg Social Summit proclaimed the European Pillar of Social Rights, the Porto 
Social Summit focused on the related action plan; analysts summed up the process as 'turning 
principles into action'. In Gothenburg, the European Parliament, Council and the European 
Commission made the Interinstitutional Proclamation on the European Pillar of Social Rights in the 
presence of the social partners. Proclamations, as legal instruments, are not mentioned in the EU 
Treaties, and are considered an expression of 'soft law'. The social pillar's 20 principles and rights are 
thus not binding on the institutions; conversely, they are binding on the EU and/or the Member 
States when enshrined in legally binding documents such as the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. 

The social partners were fully involved in the process and, in Porto, alongside the European 
Parliament, the European Commission and the Portuguese Presidency, signed the Porto Social 
Commitment, which welcomes the Commission's action plan and stresses that the European Pillar 
of Social Rights represents 'a compass to guide us towards a strong, sustainable, inclusive recovery 
and towards upward economic and social convergence'. The Porto Social Commitment was handed 
over by the Prime Minister of Portugal, António Costa, to the President of the European Council, 
Charles Michel, to inform and inspire the European Council's social policy debate. In turn, the EU 
leaders adopted the Porto Declaration, expressing their determination 'to continue deepening the 
implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights at EU and national level'.  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45951/leaders-agenda-2020-2021-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2021/05/08/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/631762/EPRS_STU(2019)631762_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights_en
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/empl/european-pillar-of-social-rights/en/
https://institutdelors.eu/en/publications/sommet-social-de-porto-passer-des-principes-a-laction/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32017C1213(01)&from=EN
https://www.cels.law.cam.ac.uk/sites/www.law.cam.ac.uk/files/images/www.cels.law.cam.ac.uk/documents/seminar_resources/the_european_pillar_of_social_rights_sgarben.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/charter/pdf/text_en.pdf
https://video.consilium.europa.eu/event/en/24518
https://www.2021portugal.eu/en/porto-social-summit/porto-social-commitment
https://www.2021portugal.eu/en/porto-social-summit/porto-social-commitment
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-action-plan_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/08/the-porto-declaration/?utm_source=dsms-auto&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=The+Porto+declaration
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The role played by the six-monthly rotating Council presidency in the organisation of the social 
summit was substantively different in Gothenburg and Porto. The Gothenburg Social Summit was 
called at the initiative of Sweden and Estonia. Estonia, which held the presidency of the Council at 
the time of the summit, actively supported the event, while also organising its own presidency event 
in the form of the Tallinn Digital Summit. Conversely, the Porto Social Summit was designed as the 
centre-piece of the Portuguese Presidency right from the start. 

There were noteworthy differences between the Gothenburg and Porto informal summits. Ahead 
of Gothenburg, there was a clear intention by the European Council President at the time, Donald 
Tusk, to act as agenda-shaper. As he stated in his invitation: 'I will also like to share with you my ideas 
on how to take the social agenda forward in the European Council in December'. Tusk circulated a 
Leaders' note – the first under the 2017-2019 Leaders' Agenda – to structure the debate, and used 
the invitation letter to stress the limited EU competences in the area of education and social issues. 
By contrast, Charles Michel used his invitation letter to announce the topics the EU leaders would 
consider, namely: social policy, the Covid-19 situation and external relations. Much of Michel's letter 
focused on preparatory work for the EU–India leaders' meeting, confirming his focus on foreign 
policy since his mandate began.  

3. The informal European Council: Format and participation 
The EU leaders met in person for the first time since December 2020, although a few leaders, the 
German Chancellor, Angela Merkel and the Prime Minister of the Netherlands, Mark Rutte, attended 
remotely owing to the domestic coronavirus situations in their countries. The hybrid – in-person and 
remote participation – nature of the Porto meeting was a first since the beginning of the pandemic, 
as all the meetings held over the past year have been either entirely in person or, on the contrary, 
conducted in a fully virtual setting. This model offers flexibility and could be used in the future for 
informal summits, but not for regular ones, for which personal interaction between leaders is key to 
successful negotiations. 

4. Main results of the informal European Council meeting 
Covid-19 
Since the European Council's last discussion on Covid-19 in March 2021, the virus has continued to 
circulate at a high rate in all Member States. Nevertheless, there are now encouraging signs of a 
reduction in the number of infections. 

Production and delivery of vaccines  

The European Commission President, Ursula von der Leyen, reported on vaccine production and 
delivery, confirming that 200 million doses had been delivered to the EU Member States so far, and 
that enough doses would be delivered by July 2021 to meet the 70 % population vaccination target. 
Furthermore, a new contract for the delivery of 1.8 billion doses up to 2023 has been signed with 
BioNTech-Pfizer to cover third dose needs and possible annual vaccination programmes. To avoid a 
loss of speed in the Member States' vaccination campaigns owing to citizens' hesitancy in being 
vaccinated, strengthened national and EU communication efforts are required. 

EU digital green certificate 

EU leaders took stock of progress made in setting up an EU digital green certificate aimed at 
fostering EU citizens' freedom of movement, while preserving their health. The certificate, which will 
only certify that a person has been vaccinated, tested negative in a PCR test or developed antibodies 
following an infection with SARS/Covid-19, is expected to come into force in early June 2021. The 
Commission President welcomed the speedy work undertaken by the co-legislators, stressing that 
the legislative procedure was expected to be completed by the end of May 2021. EU leaders will 
return to the topic at a special European Council meeting on 25 May 2021. 

https://www.digitalsummit.ee/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/11/14/invitation-letter-by-president-donald-tusk-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-the-leaders-agenda-discussion-on-education-and-culture/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/11/14/invitation-letter-by-president-donald-tusk-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-the-leaders-agenda-discussion-on-education-and-culture/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/32574/leaders-agenda.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/49462/president-michel-s-invitation-letter-informal-meeting-of-eu-leaders-in-porto-1.pdf?utm_source=dsms-auto&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=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.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/642821/EPRS_BRI(2020)642821_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/654209/EPRS_BRI(2020)654209_EN.pdf
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/brussels-playbook/politico-brussels-playbook-getting-serious-about-gender-equality-vaccination-means-vacation-is-david-a-goliath/
https://nieuws.nl/algemeen/20210504/ook-rutte-blijft-thuis-van-eu-top-in-portugal/
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/cases-2019-ncov-eueea
https://newsroom.consilium.europa.eu/permalink/225678
https://www.dw.com/en/eu-puts-faith-in-pfizer-jab-with-plan-for-18-billion-doses/a-57201551
https://theconversation.com/3-doses-then-1-each-year-why-pfizer-not-astrazeneca-is-the-best-bet-for-the-long-haul-159137
https://www.recover-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Social-science-policy-brief_Vaccination_v5.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/coronavirus-response/safe-covid-19-vaccines-europeans/covid-19-digital-green-certificates_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/32574/leaders-agenda.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2021/05/25/
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International solidarity on vaccines 

Charles Michel stressed that 'Covid-19 is the greatest challenge of global solidarity in generations', 
and that 'the only way out is to immunise the global population'. Ursula von der Leyen called the EU 
'the pharmacy of the world', stressing that the EU was currently exporting about 50 % of its 
production of Covid-19 vaccines and calling on countries around the world to follow suit. The EU is 
committed to the COVAX facility, to which France chose to donate some of its doses in support of 
African countries. Donations may also occur bilaterally, as was the case with Romania, which has 
donated vaccines to Moldova and to Ukraine. 

EU leaders had an initial debate on intellectual property (IP) rights for Covid-19 vaccines, largely 
triggered by the US announcement that it would support a temporary waiver of patent rights. 
Several countries, including India and South Africa, have introduced a request to the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) for the IP rights for Covid-19 vaccines to be waived. The request goes beyond 
patents and includes technology, know-how and manufacturing processes. EU leaders agreed that 
there was a need to increase vaccine production rapidly worldwide in order to be able to fight the 
spread of the virus and its variants. How best to proceed had still to be clarified. However, a patent 
waiver alone would not be sufficient, since scaling up vaccine production would require technology 
and knowledge-sharing. The President of France, Emmanuel Macron, considered that the model 
used in the international fight against HIV could be replicated, offering pharmaceutical companies 
the necessary guarantees as well as the opportunity to be part of the process in an inclusive way. 
Ursula von der Leyen stressed that measures such as vaccine exports, reselling and donations had 
immediate effects and that long-term solutions could include capacity-building in third countries, 
licence transfers and pricing.  

The Porto Declaration and the future of EU social policy 
EU leaders adopted the Porto Declaration without endorsing the Porto Social Commitment, but 
nonetheless taking note of the outcome of the Porto Social Summit. They confirmed their 
commitment to building a 'fair and social Europe' and to implementing the European Pillar of Social 
Rights as envisaged by the 2019-2024 EU Strategic Agenda. The Porto Declaration covers the 
principles and rights included in the European Pillar of Social Rights, with very few exceptions – data 
protection and long-term care. On minimum wages, a sensitive subject for both social partners and 
some of the Member States, as is apparent from the language used in both the Porto Declaration 
('defending fair wages') and the Porto Social Commitment (support for 'decent wages'), the 
European Commission presented a proposal for a directive in October 2020. 

Given perennial sensitivities on specific aspects of social policy, the EU leaders did not endorse the 
action plan, despite an express request from the European Commission. They did however 
recognise that the 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' thus offering political support for the three pillars of the EU's social policy up until 2030.  

On employment, the target of at least 78 % of the population between 20 and 64 years being 
employed by 2030 is an ambitious but realistic one, as the EU employment rate was 73.1 % in 2019, 
thus 4.9 % higher than in 2009. With respect to skills and education, at least 60 % of adults should 
take part in training courses on an annual basis. This target is challenging, as in 2016 only 37 % of 
adults took part in training. The last target aims to reduce the number of people in the EU at risk of 
poverty and social exclusion by at least 15 million, from 91 million at present (17.9 million children).  

Gender equality is one of the principles of the European Pillar of Social Rights. For the Porto 
Declaration to mention that the EU was committed to 'work actively to close gender gaps in 
employment, pay and pensions', unity needed to be achieved in the European Council on the word 
'gender', as just days prior to the summit some Member States were still expressing reservations. 
Figure 1 below shows the degree of progress in reducing the gender pay and pensions gaps, as well 
as in increasing the employment rates of both men and women over the past five years. 

https://newsroom.consilium.europa.eu/permalink/225677
https://newsroom.consilium.europa.eu/permalink/225822
https://www.gavi.org/covax-facility?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIo4DDkZy88AIVcQUGAB3eqgLjEAAYASAAEgLVYvD_BwE
https://www.capital.fr/entreprises-marches/vaccin-astrazeneca-la-france-veut-donner-500000-doses-a-lafrique-1400827
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-romania-moldova-idUSKCN2AR0LS
https://www.ukrinform.net/rubric-society/3240886-romania-to-donate-100000-doses-of-astrazeneca-vaccine-to-ukraine.html
https://www.reuters.com/business/healthcare-pharmaceuticals/biden-says-plans-back-wto-waiver-vaccines-2021-05-05/
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/IP/C/W669.pdf&Open=True
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/may/06/covid-vaccines-what-is-patent-waiving-and-will-it-solve-the-global-shortage
https://newsroom.consilium.europa.eu/permalink/225771
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/08/the-porto-declaration/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/eu-strategic-agenda-2019-2024/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/economy-jobs/opinion/adequate-minimum-wages-proposal-an-attack-on-collective-bargaining/
https://www.eu-logos.org/2020/10/09/dignity-and-humanity-a-new-hope-for-european-workers/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1968
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/empl/european-pillar-of-social-rights/en/#B31
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Employment_-_annual_statistics#:%7E:text=In%202019%2C%20the%20EU%2D27,ever%20recorded%20for%20the%20EU.
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/empl/european-pillar-of-social-rights/en/
https://euobserver.com/tickers/151779
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EU leaders recognised 'the importance of closely following the progress achieved towards the 
implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights'. In this way, they responded in part to the 
call 'for a regular assessment at the highest political level of progress towards the 2030 headline 
targets' made by the signatories of the Porto Social Commitment. 

Message of the President of the European Parliament: European Parliament President David Sassoli 
warned that the pandemic threatened 'to leave a legacy of poverty and social and economic 
instability', and called on the EU institutions to 'immediately define a strong political agenda with 
clear, ambitious and achievable objectives and with clear indicators of social sustainability'. 

5. The EU–India leaders' meeting  
At the EU–India leaders' meeting, Charles Michel expressed the EU's 'sympathy to Prime Minister 
Modi and the people of India as they battle the current Covid-19 surge', and expressed 'full solidarity' 
during these challenging times. He stressed that, as the world's largest democracies, the EU and 
India share the same values and are therefore natural partners. With a view to developing bilateral 
cooperation, they adopted a joint statement, which acknowledged the resumption of the human 
rights' dialogue and a new EU-India connectivity partnership that identifies digital, energy, transport 
and people-to-people contact as priority areas. Substantive progress was made in the areas of trade 
and health, with agreement to resume talks on an FTA and open negotiations on investment and 
geographical indications agreements. With respect to health, the EU Member States offered India 
assistance and equipment worth over €100 million, in the form of medicines, oxygen and 
ventilators; the European Investment Bank is meanwhile increasing its financial support for India. 
 
 

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

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, 2021. 

eprs@ep.europa.eu (contact) 

www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu (intranet) 

www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank (internet) 

http://epthinktank.eu (blog)  

Figure 1 – Evolution of gender employment, pay and pensions gap in the EU 

 

Source: Eurostat. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/the-president/en/newsroom/sassoli-to-euco-we-must-address-inequalities-now-this-is-a-european-commitment
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://newsroom.consilium.europa.eu/permalink/225677
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/eu-india_relations_factsheet_may_2021.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/49516/eu-india-connectivity-partnership-8-may-2.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/49508/eu-india-connectivity-partnership-8-may-2.pdf
https://newsroom.consilium.europa.eu/permalink/225678
https://www.eib.org/en/press/all/2021-152-eib-supports-india-covid-recovery-climate-action-and-urban-transport-upgrades-with-eur-325m-of-new-sustainable-investment.htm
mailto:eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank
http://epthinktank.eu/
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