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SUMMARY 
Charles Michel's (first) term as European Council President comes to an end on 31 May 2022. In 
advance of his potential re-election by EU Heads of State or Government to that function, this paper 
looks at his activities during the course of his 30-month mandate to date, with a special focus on the 
institutional and inter-institutional dimension of his role. 

In practice, the coronavirus pandemic has dictated the agenda of the European Council from almost 
the beginning of Mr Michel's time in office. The resulting need to concentrate on ‘crisis 
management’ provided him, as it had his predecessors, with the opportunity to show leadership, 
applying a careful balance between the role of facilitator and that of agenda-setter. Despite the 
challenging circumstances he has faced, Mr Michel has managed to make his mark on the European 
Council's agenda, notably on external relations, championing the concept of ‘strategic autonomy’. 
He demonstrated strong activism both prior to and after the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, playing 
an important role in European Union mobilisation to support the country. He has also adjusted the 
European Council's working methods, in particular with the use of video-conferences of small 
groups of EU leaders to better prepare full European Council meetings. Cooperation between the 
European Council President and the European Parliament has increased in comparison to previous 
years, particularly regarding activities not required of the President by the Treaties. Mr Michel has 
also innovated in communications, notably through a newsletter aimed at EU citizens.  

Role and objectives 
To place Charles Michel's activities as President of the European Council in proper context, it is 
important to look at the formal role of the office, as well as at the aims he had set when starting his 
mandate.  

As laid out in Article 15(6) of the Treaty on European Union (TEU) and in the European Council 
Decision of 1 December 2009 adopting the institution’s Rules of Procedure, notable functions of the 
European Council President include those of chair, agenda-setter, facilitator and representative.1 

 Chair 

The principal role of the President is to chair the meetings of the European Council. He or she decides 
when to call its meetings and how to arrange its working methods so that the meetings run as 
efficiently as possible. 

 Representative 

The President's formal representative role is two-fold: He or she represents the European Union 
externally, together with the President of the European Commission and the High Representative of 
the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, whilst simultaneously he or she represents the 
European Council vis-à-vis the other EU institutions. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12016M015
https://www.cvce.eu/content/publication/2014/11/5/00df8091-d7e0-4740-8867-ff0175fb6eb0/publishable_en.pdf
https://www.cvce.eu/content/publication/2014/11/5/00df8091-d7e0-4740-8867-ff0175fb6eb0/publishable_en.pdf
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 Agenda-setter 

The President 'draw[s] up the provisional agenda' for each meeting of the European Council. While 
strategic long-term planning is provided for through the European Council's strategic agenda, its 
short-term agenda is often influenced by urgent events at national and international level, 
especially by crises. In that context, the President balances the need for debates amongst EU 
leaders between the short- and long-term framework, and steers the process. 

 Facilitator 

In an institution where consensus is the general decision-making principle, the President's role of 
'facilitat[ing] cohesion and consensus within the European Council' is extremely important. In times 
of crisis in particular, the President's role as the guardian of unity and facilitator of agreements is also 
critical – whether or not the compromise originates from within the President's office. Often the 
work of achieving unity between EU Heads of State or Government takes place away from the 
spotlight and can be under-appreciated. 

The main objectives which Charles Michel set for himself at the start of his 30-month mandate were 
to: 

 reduce bureaucracy; 
 take a common-sense approach to problem-solving with innovation and efficiency; 
 be open to dialogue and committed to building bridges; 
 promote respect and mutual understanding between the European leaders;  
 encourage an unshakeable unity between EU leaders;  
 develop positive stories, a clear vision, to result from hard work, ambition, and a 

forward-looking plan. 

Some of these objectives reflect the formal roles of a European Council President. For example, Mr 
Michel’s aim 'to promote respect and mutual understanding between the European leaders' echoes 
his formal role of facilitator. Other elements are more personal, notably the aim to tell ‘positive 
stories’ about the European Union, going beyond any formal job description. 

Cooperation with the European Parliament 
As outlined in previous European Parliamentary Research Service (EPRS) analysis, in his first report 
to the Parliament's plenary as President of the European Council, Charles Michel extended an 
invitation to the Parliament, ‘hoping that together we can play a useful role in the future of the 
European project'. In examining Mr Michel's cooperation with the European Parliament, it is 
important to consider the actual implementation of his stated objectives.  

As Desmond Dinan, an academic expert on the relationship between the European Council and the 
European Parliament, has stressed,2 a European Parliament resolution on relations between the 
Parliament and 'the institutions representing the national governments' of October 20133 noted 
approvingly that: 

In agreement with Parliament's authorities, and in particular through exchanges of letters, 
President Herman Van Rompuy [President 2009-2014] has sought to take account of information 
and transparency requirements as far as possible: he has personally met Parliament's committee 
chairs, rapporteurs and sherpas to discuss a number of important topics; he has replied to written 
questions; he has provided regular reports on European Council meetings, either to the plenary or to 
the enlarged Conference of Presidents, and has had numerous contacts with group chairs.  

Building on this benchmark, cooperation between Mr Michel and the Parliament can be examined 
in view of both the fulfilment of his reporting duties, as required by the Treaties, and his interaction 
with the Parliament beyond what is strictly required by the Treaties. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/631762/EPRS_STU(2019)631762_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/11/29/speech-by-next-european-council-president-charles-michel-at-the-handover-ceremony-with-the-outgoing-president-donald-tusk/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/12/01/common-sense-common-europe-speech-by-european-council-president-elect-charles-michel-at-the-university-of-amsterdam/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/642821/EPRS_BRI(2020)642821_EN.pdf
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Reporting to the EP 
The two most visible interactions between the European Council and the European Parliament are 
the European Council President's post-meeting report to the Parliament in plenary session, and the 
President of the European Parliament’s address to EU Heads of State or Government at the start of 
European Council meetings. 

According to Article 15(6) of the Treaty on European Union (TEU), the European Council President 
has to present a report to the Parliament after each formal European Council meeting.4  

Chart 1 confirms that the positive 
trend identified after the first few 
months in office regarding 
Mr Michel's systematic reporting 
after formal European Council 
meetings has been maintained 
during the rest of his mandate. A 
comparison of his track-record with 
that of his two predecessors shows 
that he has the highest ratio of 
reporting after formal European 
Council meetings. His record of 
reporting after formal European 
Council meetings stands at 90 %. 
Only on one occasion did he not 
report in a plenary debate, namely 
on the results of the December 2021 
European Council.5 

In terms of reporting, there is, and 
always has been, a difference 
between formal and informal 
European Council meetings. The 
President only has a duty to report to 
the Parliament after formal 
meetings. A strong indicator of 
Mr Michel's willingness to cooperate 
with the Parliament is the fact that 
he has so reported on occasions 
when he was not obliged to do so. 

Chart 2 shows that Mr Michel 
reported following many more 
informal meetings than his most 
recent predecessor, Donald Tusk. 
Although he has not reached the 
same percentage as 
Herman Van Rompuy, this could be 
explained by the high number of 
video-conferences taking place 
during Mr Michel's mandate, many 
of which were held at short intervals. 

Chart 1 – European Council President's reports to 
Parliament following formal meetings 

 

Source: EPRS. 
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https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/630288/EPRS_STU(2018)630288_EN.pdf
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EP President at the European Council 
In accordance with Article 235(2) TFEU, the President of the European Parliament addresses the 
Heads of State or Government at the start of each formal meeting of the European Council. While 
this practice – which originated in 1987 and was codified in the Lisbon Treaty in 2009 – provides no 
automatic right for the Parliament's President to be heard, in practice, the latter has always been 
invited to formal European Council meetings since the Lisbon Treaty came into effect. 

As with the European Council President's reporting duty, it is important to distinguish between 
informal and formal European Council meetings. While the Parliament's President is always invited 
to speak at formal meetings,6 the invitation to informal meetings remains at the discretion of the 
President of the European Council and his or her cabinet. 

The last President of the European Parliament, David Sassoli spoke at seven out of the 13 informal 
European Council meetings held during his mandate. This is an indication that Mr Michel has been 
relatively open to the EP President’s attendance at informal European Council meetings. It is 
however unclear how the decision whether or not to invite the President of the Parliament is taken. 

Other meetings with the EP 
Following the example set by his Belgian compatriot, Herman Van Rompuy, Charles Michel sought 
from the start of his mandate to interact with the European Parliament in ways that go beyond what 
is formally required by the EU Treaties. Examples of this interaction are manifold: for example, 
meetings with the Parliament's Conference of Presidents, 'breakfast meetings' with the leaders of 
the political groups in the Parliament, either in bilateral or multilateral formats, and meetings with 
the political groups themselves. Mr Michel's willingness to step up cooperation with the Parliament 
on specific files, such as the 2021-2027 Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF), have been 
described in detail in EPRS research. Mr Michel has also participated in numerous plenary debates 
unrelated to the outcome of a European Council meeting and which did not fall under his reporting 
duty.7 Unsurprisingly, his willingness to go before the Parliament more often than strictly required 
by the Treaties has been criticised by elements within the Council structure, with some people 
arguing that the impression should not be given that the European Council President is or may be 
accountable to the Parliament.8 

Response to written questions 
On 2 February 2011, the then President of the European Council, Herman Van Rompuy, informed 
the then President of the European Parliament, Jerzy Buzek, that he would voluntarily answer 
written questions from Members of the European Parliament, in so far as they dealt with his own 
political activities rather than those of the European Council as an institution. In 2015, his successor, 
Donald Tusk, announced that he would continue with this practice.  

Over time, the possibility of posing written questions to the President of the European Council, in 
addition to representatives of the Council and the European Commission, has been included in 
Rule 138 of the Rules of Procedure of the European Parliament. However, the use of this official 
channel to address the European Council President has significantly decreased over the years. 
Whereas around 60 questions (and the answers to them) addressed to previous European Council 
Presidents have been recorded in the public register, only three written questions have so far been 
addressed to Mr Michel. Responding to the first of these questions, Mr Michel recalled that ‘the 
President of the European Council is willing to answer parliamentary questions insofar as they 
concern his own political activities, as an important exercise of transparency.’ He also responds to 
letters addressed to him by individual Members or political groups, outside the formal framework 
of the written question.9  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/european-council/president/calendar/?StartDate=2020-03-05
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2021/662611/EPRS_IDA(2021)662611_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2020)642821
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getAllAnswers.do?reference=E-2015-000905&language=EN
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/lastrules/RULE-138_EN.html?redirect
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-003112_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-003112-ASW_EN.html
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Criticism by Parliament 
Charles Michel has, like his predecessors, been criticised on certain occasions by the European 
Parliament. The case that generated the most interest and  press coverage concerned the ‘sofagate’ 
incident and his failure to act immediately when confronted with unequal treatment towards the 
European Commission President, Ursula von der Leyen, during a joint visit by the two Presidents to 
meet the President of Turkey, Recep Erdoğan, in April 2021. This event triggered a discussion both 
in the Parliament's Conference of Presidents and in the Parliament’s plenary, during which Mr Michel 
was questioned about his behaviour. 

Meetings and interactions 
As seen above, one of the roles of the 
President of the European Council is to 
speak on behalf of the institution in its 
interactions with other EU institutions, 
as well as to represent the Union 
externally. Examining the official 
schedule of the President of the 
European Council shows that 
Mr  Michel attended around 1 000 
official meetings 10 between 
1 December 2019 and 21 February 
2022, suggesting that he has been a 
very active President.11 Chart 3 shows 
that the two main types of meeting in 
the President's schedule are (with 
31 % and 29 % shares respectively), 
meetings with EU Member States and 
meetings with third countries (in both 
cases, mainly bilateral, but also 
multilateral). Meetings with EU 
institutions and agencies accounted 
for around 13 % of his activity. 

Of the around 260 formal bilateral meetings with EU Heads of State or Government in the European 
Council, the highest number recorded were with the German Chancellor (18 with Angela Merkel and 
two with Olaf Scholz) and with the President of France, Emmanuel Macron (16). 

In relation to his interactions with EU institutions, bodies and agencies, 38 % of his meetings have 
been with the European Commission (mainly the President, but also individual Commissioners), and 
19 % with the European Parliament (plenary, President, political groups or group leaderships), whilst 
14 % have been multilateral meetings with EU institutions and bodies, and 29 % bilateral meetings 
with other EU institutions, bodies and agencies. 

Communication 
Charles Michel appear to be very aware of the importance of communications. Communicating 
better with EU citizens and showcasing 'positive stories' about the EU was one of his objectives when 
becoming European Council President. He began to put this into practice immediately following his 
election, even before officially taking office. In a speech at the University of Amsterdam on 
20 November 2019, giving an example of how EU leaders can communicate better with the younger 
generation, he called for Europe to be 'prouder and more self-confident about how [it has] improved 
people's daily lives'. Similarly, in his video message to EU citizens at the start of his term, in which he 

Chart 3 – Charles Michel's formal meetings and 
interactions of various kinds  

 
Source: EPRS 
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https://www.theparliamentmagazine.eu/news/article/sofagate-furore-rages-on-as-charles-michel-comes-under-pressure-to-publicly-apologise
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/26/sofagate-snub-would-not-have-happened-to-a-man-von-der-leyen
https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/webstreaming/plenary-session_20210426-0900-PLENARY
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/european-council/president/calendar/?StartDate=2022%2F01%2F28&EndDate=2022%2F02%2F21
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/european-council/president/calendar/?StartDate=2022%2F01%2F28&EndDate=2022%2F02%2F21
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/11/29/speech-by-next-european-council-president-charles-michel-at-the-handover-ceremony-with-the-outgoing-president-donald-tusk/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/12/01/common-sense-common-europe-speech-by-european-council-president-elect-charles-michel-at-the-university-of-amsterdam/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KcvMQ6BENYk
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also gave insights into his personal life, he called on citizens to take part in 'building the future of 
Europe'. 

Besides his keen participation in think-thank and university events that include young people, his 
two main communication tools are Twitter and his 'citizens' newsletter'. 

Citizens’ Newsletter 
One innovative tool introduced by Charles Michel has been a newsletter aimed at European citizens, 
the first of which was launched after just six months in office. The aim is to show that the European 
Union and its decision-makers are not as remote from citizens as is often perceived. By informing 
citizens regularly about his actions as President of the European Council, he aims to contribute to 
addressing perceptions that the general public is not well enough informed about what the EU does.  

By the end of February 2022, eight editions of Mr Michel’s newsletter had been issued. The 
frequency is slightly irregular, with five editions in 2020 and three in 2021, and with a gap of between 
one and as much as six months between publication. 

Twitter activities 
Several EPRS publications have examined how certain political actors in the EU, notably EU Heads 
of State or Government, use Twitter to communicate about the Union and the European Council. 
An examination of Mr Michel's Twitter activity during his first 100 days in office showed that he had 
expanded the use of Twitter as a communication tool. 

A total of 601 tweets were issued from his account during the first year of his mandate. This is slightly 
below the average Twitter activity of Heads of State or Government in the EU (59 tweets per month). 
The policy areas most concerned were external relations (20 %), coronavirus (20 %) and European 
Council meetings themselves (13 %).  

Although promising ‘to be more cautious with his tweets, at least at the beginning’, Mr Michel used 
both Twitter as well as his newsletter to put out some highly controversial messages, such as one 
stating that 'The United Kingdom and the United States have imposed an outright ban on the export 
of [coronavirus] vaccines or vaccine components produced on their territory', which was considered 
to be provocative. 

European Council working methods 
Some of the working methods of the European Council are set out in the Lisbon Treaty (for example, 
in relation to voting procedures, the calling of formal meetings or preparation arrangements for the 
organisation of formal meetings), or in the Council's rules of procedure. Other aspects, such as the 
structure of the European Council work programme, the launching of new forms of informal 
European Council meetings, or the consultation of members of the European Council ahead of 
meeting, have been developed over time by successive Presidents.12 Mr Michel’s innovations, 
detailed below, have been important in optimising his formal role, as well as achieving the series of 
objectives he had set for his mandate. 

The Leaders' Agenda: Keeping the name, changing the approach 
At the handover ceremony with the outgoing President of the European Council, Donald Tusk, on 
29 November 2019, Charles Michel stressed the need for a 'forward-looking plan'. In October 2020, 
close to a year after taking office, he presented his Leaders´ Agenda 2020-2021, a document setting 
out a work programme for the European Council up to June 2021. This outlined the main meetings 
planned and the policy topics that EU Heads of State or Government were due to address. 

The concept of a Leaders' Agenda was first put forward in October 2017 by then President Tusk. 
Besides setting out a work programme, it also originally included a working method that allowed 
for an open debate among EU leaders on sensitive political issues at informal Leaders' meetings. The 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/european-council/president/news/2020/06/04/20200602-newsletter-pec/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2021/654200/EPRS_STU(2021)654200_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2021/654200/EPRS_STU(2021)654200_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/642821/EPRS_BRI(2020)642821_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/11/29/speech-by-next-european-council-president-charles-michel-at-the-handover-ceremony-with-the-outgoing-president-donald-tusk/
https://twitter.com/eucopresident/status/1369398650946850822
https://nsl.consilium.europa.eu/104100/GeneralNewsletter/4od5l4siyvf7z5zx5ai27sxp5i/Html
https://www.politico.eu/article/charles-michel-crisis-manager-inciter-european-council/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/11/29/speech-by-next-european-council-president-charles-michel-at-the-handover-ceremony-with-the-outgoing-president-donald-tusk/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45880/leaders-agenda-23020-2021_en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/21594/leaders-agenda.pdf
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aim of the process was to allow consensus to develop progressively in the course of one or more 
informal debate(s), which would be followed up through the adoption of formal European Council 
conclusions at a subsequent meeting. The informal debates were stimulated by the use of ‘Leaders' 
Notes’, which outlined the main challenges and sticking-points on a specific topic.13  

Mr Michel presented updated versions of the Leaders' Agenda in June 2021 and in December 2021. 

Table 1 – Leaders' Agenda and updates 

 Validity Agenda points Methodology 

October 2017 21 months 37 
Work programme, special type of 
meetings and preparatory briefings 

October 2020 9 months 20 Work programme 

June 2021 9 months 17 Work programme 

December 2021 4 months 15 Work programme 

Source: EPRS. 

While changing the methodology, it could be argued that Charles Michel has continued the aim of 
having strategic debates, already started by Mr Tusk. These strategic debates were notably on geo-
political issues (see below), as President Michel wanted 'well-prepared, strategic discussions in the 
European Council [that] will enable us to deepen our understanding of our shared interests and 
widen our strategic consensus'. Similar to Mr Tusk's approach, Mr Michel indicated that 'where no 
immediate conclusions are drawn, the outcome of the debates will be reflected in later conclusions'. 

European Council meetings 

Following the outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic in spring 2020, the use of video tele-
conferencing (VTC) for European Council meetings was clearly a necessary innovation. Introduced 
during Mr Michel's mandate, it allowed the European Council to continue its activities during a very 
significant crisis, during which regular and continued action was required. The main advantage of 
VTC meetings is the comparative ease with which EU Heads of State or Government can be brought 
together at short notice. However, as previously argued, besides not being conducive to reaching 
agreement on sensitive technical topics, the video-conference format has another drawback: in 
practice, there are 'more people in the room' than just the members of the European Council. In 
contrast to normal 'physical meetings' in Brussels, some EU leaders had their advisers with them 

Chart 4 – European Council meetings by type, 1975-2021 

 

Source: EPRS. 
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https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/50761/indicative-leaders-agenda-2021-2022.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/53364/updated-indicative-leaders-agenda-2021-2022-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45880/leaders-agenda-23020-2021_en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/642832/EPRS_BRI(2020)642832_EN.pdf
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during discussions, which made frank discussions and a concrete outcomes less likely. When 
examining the number of meetings over the history of the European Council, a significant increase 
can be observed during Mr Michel’s mandate (see Chart 4). Almost half of these meetings were held 
in a VTC format. 

The ‘Michel method’: Divide to unite 
It has been tradition for European Council Presidents to consult fellow members of the institution 
ahead of any meeting, either on the telephone or in person, so as to get an overview of the different 
views on the topics on the agenda. In addition to such bilateral discussions with EU leaders, 
Charles Michel has been applying a new method, by holding meetings with small groups of (four to 
six) EU Heads of State or Government to prepare forthcoming European Council meetings (either 
physically or by VTC). The membership of the individual groups is constantly reshuffled, leading to 
a variable geometry of Heads of State or Government.14 However, attention is paid to having both a 
geographical balance and to the representation of a variety of views.  

Having these small group discussions appears a useful preparatory step to enable the President to 
later achieve an agreement in the full European Council meeting. They provide Mr Michel with an 
opportunity to express his intentions as to the result he is seeking to obtain and to gain an insight 
into how strongly members feel about certain agenda points, reducing surprises at the European 
Council meeting itself. Another advantage of this method is that potential solutions can be tested 
and feedback received ahead of the European Council, so that compromises can be further adjusted 
if necessary to achieve unity.   

As a result of this approach, most EU Heads of State or Government, depending on their availability, 
have had the possibility to exchange views with a group of their colleagues ahead of the full 
European Council meeting. While EU leaders do not favour virtual meetings for real negotiations, 
these pre-meetings in smaller groups seem to be appreciated. It gives the participating EU Heads of 
State or Government additional indications as to whether their own views are shared by peers. It 
also gives them the possibility to become pro-active. Those who have a particularly good working 
relationship with a specific member who has concerns about an agenda point can try to facilitate 
and smooth the issue bilaterally.15 

This method is then replicated by Mr Michel's head of cabinet, Frédéric Bernard, who also holds 
discussions with the 'sherpas' – namely the personal representatives of Heads of State or 
Government who are tasked with preparing international summits and European Council 
meetings –  in this way. 

European Council conclusions 
One objective of each European Council President since the introduction of the Lisbon Treaty has 
been to try to reduce the length of European Council conclusions, as well as the time spent by EU 
leaders in debating them. Whilst the latter is difficult to gauge, the former is easy to measure. A 
comparison of the average length of European Council conclusions per annum, as well as per period 
of office of each European Council President, shows that the length of conclusions has generally 
decreased since the institutionalisation of the European Council in 2009. Although the average 
length has slightly increased during Mr Michel's presidency, conclusions are still relatively short 
compared to the period before Donald Tusk was in office. 

As European Council VCT meetings are informal by nature, no formal conclusions are adopted. 
However, most of the time, 'conclusions of the President' or 'oral conclusions by the European 
Council President' have been issued, and sometimes even a statement by the Heads of State or 
Government. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/european-council/president/cabinet/
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Setting the policy agenda 
Charles Michel's initial policy priorities in 2019, which notably aimed at fighting climate change, 
building a strong and fair economy, and promoting a more assertive Europe, very much reflected 
the then recently adopted Strategic Agenda 2019-2024, as well as the political guidelines of the 
European Commission.  

However, like his predecessors, Mr Michel was confronted with a major crisis in the early days of his 
presidency, making it necessary to adapt the envisaged policy priorities to a crisis management 
context. Nevertheless, by updating the Leaders' Agenda in mid-2020, he produced a medium-term 
work plan for the European Council, outlining the policy issues which, in his view, the European 
Council should address. While recalling the objectives of a green transition and digital 
transformation, Mr Michel aimed at developing a more strategic and structured approach to dealing 
with the EU's external relations, including further deepening of the cooperation between African 
countries and the EU. He underlined that the 'EU's role in the world' would be on every 'European 
Council agenda'.  

A quantitative comparison by policy area between the first Leaders' Agenda under Donald Tusk and 
the initial update under Mr Michel (Table 2) indicates a shift from 'internal' policy topics to more 
'external' ones. 

Table 2 – Overview of policy items on the work programmes of Donald Tusk and 
Charles Michel 

 Internal policies External policies Institutional or 
horizontal issues 

Total 

Tusk's Leaders' Agenda 20 6 11 37 

Michel's first Leaders' 
Agenda 8 12 0 20 

Source: EPRS. 

From the very start of his mandate, Mr Michel has advocated the European Council becoming more 
politically relevant, more operational and more tangible.16 One way of promoting this was by 

Chart 5 – Average word-count of European Council conclusions, by year and by 
presidency 
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planning strategic reflections in the European Council on the EU's positioning towards some of the 
major geo-political actors in the world (for example, Russia and China). 

When examining the outcome of European Council meetings during Mr Michel’s presidency,17 
Chart 5 shows that EU leaders have paid most attention to three policy areas: external relations, 
coronavirus and the MFF. The focus on the latter two was due to the need to manage the pandemic 
and the approaching end of the seven-year EU budgetary cycle. 

The European Council agenda is generally influenced by events (at national, European or 
international level), as well as by the institution's President. Consequently, the increase in the extent 
of European Council conclusions on external relations can be explained by two complementary 
developments, namely Mr Michel's choice in favour of an of increasing focus on external relations, 
and the need to do so as a result of the increasingly challenging events throughout the world 
(notably in Afghanistan, Turkey, Belarus and Ukraine).  

Chart 7 shows that, while external relations issues were already on the rise before Mr Michel took 
office, his mandate has seen the greatest focus on these topics in European Council conclusions 
since a previous peak in 2014. 

Chart 6 – Policy focus in the European Council conclusions during Charles Michel's 
mandate  
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Leadership during crisis management: Between facilitator 
and agenda-setter 
The challenge for every European Council President is to find the right balance between the 
different roles implicit in the office. Sometimes the President has to 'drive forward' the work of the 
European Council, and sometimes the focus is more on 'facilitating cohesion and consensus'. 

Facilitator 
The biggest challenges since Charles Michel's mandate began, with regard to his role as facilitator 
and promotor of unity, were to achieve consensus on the EU's climate goals, to find an agreement 
on the MFF, and most significantly, to create and maintain unity between the Member States during 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Most recently, building unity between the Heads of State or Government 
on the Russian war against Ukraine has also been a significant challenge. 

The President's role as facilitator is particularly important in times of crisis. The crisis following the 
outbreak of the pandemic provides a good example. The frequent meetings called by Mr Michel, 
often involving elements of exchange of good practice and peer learning, contributed to creating 
the conditions for a consensus between the Member States on the economic response to the crisis.18 
Mr Michel needed to play the role of facilitator not only within the European Council, but between 
the EU institutions, contributing to the roadmap for recovery, jointly presented by Presidents Michel 
and von der Leyen on 21 April 2020. 

Agenda-setter 
The coronavirus pandemic is also a good example of how the European Council President can shape 
the institution's agenda and discourse, even during crises. The outbreak of the pandemic 
highlighted the EU's dependence on imports in many essential areas. Building on his strong 
conviction on the need to strengthen the EU's role in the world, Mr Michel became a champion for 
the concept of strategic autonomy for the Union, making reference to it in European Council 

Chart 7 – Word-count in European Council conclusions, 2010-2021 
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conclusions whenever appropriate. He has defined strategic autonomy as referring to the 'ability to 
influence in accordance with [the EU's] interests and values while also placing emphasis on the [EU's] 
ability to act'. As early as April 2020, he indicated that it was of 'utmost importance to increase the 
strategic autonomy of the Union and produce essential goods in Europe'. In September 2020, he 
declared that 'strategic autonomy for Europe [is] the aim of our generation'. 

The example of Russia's war against Ukraine 
Charles Michel's performance as European Council President is likely to be judged, at least in part, 
by his reaction, prior to and after, the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Moreover, he played an important 
part in the EU's mobilisation to support Ukraine. 

In his roles as chair and agenda-setter, Mr Michel called two unscheduled meetings on the 
developing Ukraine crisis: the informal European Council meeting of 17 February and the special 
European Council meeting of 24 February 2022. Following Russia's invasion of Ukraine, he was 
heavily engaged, in his role as facilitator, in achieving unity between EU leaders on additional 
sanctions against Russia. To achieve this unity, he applied the 'Michel method' of holding a series of 
calls with various smaller groups of Heads of State or Government. He contributed to coordinating 
the EU and the Member States' support, and represented the EU at the highest level, notably, 
through continuous interaction with the President of Ukraine, Volodymyr Zelensky.19 Mr Michel 
participated in a debate on the topic in the European Parliament, which was followed by Parliament 
adopting a resolution on the Russian aggression, which called for 'the EU institutions to work 
towards granting EU candidate status to Ukraine'. Subsequently, with Ukraine having submitted a 
formal membership application, Mr Michel added the topic to the agenda of the informal European 
Council meeting of 10-11 March 2022. 

With a direct address to the Ukrainian population, Mr Michel followed his approach of seeking ways 
to speak directly to citizens, in this case beyond the confines of the Union. 

Outlook 
The (first) term of Charles Michel as President of the European Council comes to an end on 31 May 
2022. Based on previous cycles, the decision on the (re-)election of the European Council President 
for the period from July 2022 to November 2024 is expected to be taken at the last formal European 
Council meeting before the end of his current mandate, namely at the meeting of 24-25 March 2022. 

While the (re-)election of the European Council President will be overshadowed by the war in 
Ukraine, the role of the President in coordinating Member States' positions and maintaining unity 
in this context is likely to prove more important than ever, and is expected to take up a significant 
amount of time in the foreseeable future, including potentially requiring additional meetings of EU 
Heads of State or Government in the coming months. 
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ENDNOTES
1  Anghel, S., and Drachenberg, R., The European Council under the Lisbon Treaty: How has the institution evolved 

since 2009?, EPRS, European Parliament, 2019, outlines how previous presidents have carried out these roles.  
2  Dinan D., Relations between the European Council and the European Parliament, EPRS, European Parliament, 2018. 
3  European Parliament resolution on relations between the European Parliament and the institutions representing 

the national governments, 18 October 2013. 
4  As well as the European Council President, the European Commission President also reports after European Council  

meetings, but this is not specified in the Treaties. 
5  The planned plenary debate was cancelled as one of Charles Michel's staff tested positive for Covid-19, leading 

him to isolate. 
6  Though invited, David Sassoli did not attend the European Council meeting of 21-22 October 2021 due to ill health. 
7  EU coordinated action to combat the COVID-19 pandemic and its consequences, the inauguration of the new 

President of the United States, on the occasion of the International Holocaust Remembrance Day, debate on EU-
Russia relations. 

8  Interviews with senior officials of the Council. 
9  Interviews with senior officials of the Council. 
10  In person, by video-conference or on the telephone. 
11  Interviews with senior officials of the Council. 
12  For more details see Anghel, S., and Drachenberg, R., The European Council under the Lisbon Treaty: How has the 

institution evolved since 2009?, EPRS, European Parliament, 2019. 
13  See Anghel, S., and Drachenberg, R., Assessing the Leaders' Agenda, EPRS, European Parliament, 2019. 
14  See for example: Polish Permanent Representation to the EU, Twitter, 10 December 2021; Vlada Republike 

Slovenije, Twitter, 18 October 2021; President Michel meets EU leaders via video conference 13 February-
14 February 2022, European Council  

15  Full schedule of the President of the European Council, European Council.  
16  Interviews with senior officials of the Council. 
17  Based on formal conclusions and statements. 
18  For more details on Charles Michel's role in consensus-building during the Covid-19 crisis see Vidal, J,P., The  

genesis of the European Union's economic response to the Covid-19 crisis, in Gnan, E., and Schneider, C,. (eds.)  
Schwerpunkt Außenwirtschaft 2020/2021, Facultas, 2021.  

19  See for example the tweets of Charles Michel on: 
 5 February 2022; 
 13 February 2022; 
 17 February 2022; 
 22 February 2022; 
 24 February 2022; 
 25 February 2022; 
 4 March 2022; 
 7 March 2022. 
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