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Executive summary

The European Council's task is to provide political leadership and guidance in the
European integration process, and it thus plays an important role in European Union (EU)
agenda-setting. Because of the strong political power of its members, the European Council
is master of its own agenda.

In the period from December 2014 to June 2017, 24 meetings took place. Slightly fewer than
half of them (11) were informal and/or extraordinary. The February 2016 summit was
largely dedicated to new arrangements regarding the United Kingdom’s EU membership.
Those new arrangements were agreed following a request from the then UK Prime
Minister. However, at the subsequent referendum held in the UK on 23 June, 51.3 % of
those voting cast their votes in favour of the 'leave' option, and the UK government decided
it had to follow the will of the voters, although it did not formally trigger the withdrawal
procedure until March 2017. As a consequence, the European Council began meeting
informally in EU27 format (without the UK). Seven of the thirteen meetings since the date
of the referendum were held in EU27 format; following the UK's formal notification of its
withdrawal, the European Council held a first formal meeting in EU27 format. While the
number of regular summits appears to have stabilised at about two every six months, the
number of informal and extraordinary meetings has been on the rise. Beyond the issue of
UK membership, another explanation for this pattern is the migration crisis.

Almost all 24 meetings resulted in European Council conclusions (ECCs). However, no
statements were issued after the informal summits on 12 November 2015, 10 March 2017
and 22 June 2017 (the last two in EU27 format). The conclusions of the formal meeting on
9 March 2017 were issued on behalf of the President. The overall volume of text in the ECCs
has remained low compared to the previous decade. This probably has to do with the fact
that informal and extraordinary meetings generally produce shorter conclusions.

The topic that occupied the highest share of attention at the summits was migration. It was
followed by issues of governance, which concerned primarily the EU's relationship with
the UK and were discussed at meetings held in both EU28 and EU27 formats. Somewhat
prominent were foreign policy and economics, with limited attention paid to these
domains at the summits without the UK. Issues of internal and external security as well as
external trade have been rising moderately.

A wide variety of other topics received scant attention or were not discussed at all. There
was a relative decline in the share of the agenda dedicated to agriculture, civil rights,
employment, energy, environment, and regional policy, in comparison with the period
under Herman van Rompuy's Presidency, December 2009 – November 2014. These
subjects were almost exclusively discussed in the EU28 format, with the exception of civil
rights. Summits with the 27 leaders emphasised the added value of citizens’ rights in the
EU. Topics which generally receive limited attention at European Council meetings, such
as health or education, were hardly mentioned.
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The pattern of attention has been largely underscored by the major crises. The influx of
third-country nationals preoccupied EU leaders. Attention focused on issues of border
control, illegal migration and returns, and asylum. The Heads of State or Government
struggled to come up with collective solutions. Subsequently, the prospect of the Brexit
referendum, and then its result, made it necessary to consider the structure and operation
of EU governance – both in terms of the UK-EU relationship and a new vision for the future
of the EU. Further prominent events and developments, most notably conflicts in the
neighbourhood and terrorist attacks in the EU, raised matters of security up the agenda.
Similarly, public opposition to comprehensive trade deals and the fears of protectionist
tendencies abroad made external trade a bit more salient than usual.

Meanwhile, the change in issue prioritisation driven by the major crises and their links to
violent conflicts and terrorism, reduced the space for other issues on the agenda. The
European Council did not opt to issue longer conclusions. Instead, the topics that usually
occupy little attention at summits, attracted even less. Many topics which were fleetingly
mentioned within a given six-month period, were absent from the agenda in the following
half year.

In order to deal with the overwhelming pressure of the crises, the European Council
concentrated on strategic language, although it continued to give more specific operational
instructions whenever necessary. Strategic language dominated at the summits in both
EU28 and EU27 formats. The European Council also interacted extensively with the
Member States and EU institutions, in particular the Commission and the Council. Most of
the actions referred to in the ECCs were future oriented, with a relatively equal share of
expressed intentions and calls for action.
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Introduction

The European Council consists of the Heads of State or Government of the European Union
(EU) Member States, together with the President of European Council and the President of
the European Commission. The EU’s High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security
Policy also takes part in the work of the body.1 Even though the European Council became
an institution in legal term with the entry in force of the Treaty of Lisbon, regular summits
have been carried out since 1975.

Research on the European Council has been growing in the last decade. Several extensive
volumes have been dedicated to this body (Eggermont, 2012; Foret and Rittelmeyer, 2014;
Werts, 2008; Wessels, 2016). The European Council is treated separately from other
institutions in textbooks on the EU (e.g. Hodson and Peterson, 2017). It is seen as the
ultimate arena of national interests, with changing coalitions along lines of structural or
issue-specific power, preferences, ideological orientation and cultural affinity (Tallberg,
2008; Tallberg and Johansson, 2008). The relatively new theory of deliberative (or new)
intergovernmentalism places the European Council at the centre of EU politics (Puetter,
2014). Because of the high political status of the body’s members, the European Council’s
involvement in policy making often goes beyond formulating general directions as
stipulated in the treaties (Bocquillon and Dobbels, 2014; Bressanelli and Chelotti, 2016;
Eggermont, 2012).

The agenda of the European Council has been subject to a growing scholarly interest. It has
been shown that this institution deals with a wide variety of issues and the diversity of its
agenda has increased over time (Alexandrova, Carammia and Timmermans, 2012). The
European Council has moved from selective targeting – concentration on a limited set of
problems with high issue turnover – to routine monitoring – more stable patterns of
continuous addressing of a broad scope of issues (Carammia, Princen and Timmermans,
2016). It has thereby turned into ‘a key actor in day-to-day decision-making’ (Fabbrini and
Puetter, 2016: 482). While the European Council has always represented an arena for
resolving sensitive issues and managing crises, this role has gradually become more
formalised (van Middelaar, 2013).

The European Council is in charge of determining its own agenda (Werts, 2008). The issues
discussed at the meetings reflect the collective concerns of the Member States and matters
of strategic priority for the EU. Until the end of 2009, the summits were chaired by the
rotating six-month country Presidency, which occupied primarily the role of moderator
and coordinator. The Member States holding the chair have, on various occasions,
emphasised specific topics to which they attach importance (e.g. Bjurulf, 2003). However,
the Presidency did not provide a permanent influence mechanism for the country holding
the chair to align the whole European Council agenda with its own domestic priorities
(Alexandrova and Timmermans, 2013). In December 2009, following the entry in force of
the Treaty of Lisbon the European Council acquired a permanent President. This

1 Article 15(2) TEU.
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institutional innovation was aimed at enhancing coherence and consistency in the planning
of the meetings. An evaluation of the term in office of the first President –
Herman van Rompuy – suggests that even though the position is weak in terms of political
authority, it facilitates the work of the European Council and strengthens transactional
leadership, especially in turbulent times (Dinan, 2017).

This study can be read as a follow up to the ‘Analysis of Agenda Setting in the European
Council, 2009–2014’ (Alexandrova, 2015), which examined the agenda of the institution
during the Presidency of Herman van Rompuy. The focus here is on the first mandate of
the second President of the European Council – Donald Tusk, who assumed this position
on 1 December 2014. On 9 March 2017, Donald Tusk was re-elected for a second term,
inaugurated on 1 June 2017. The analysis presents an evaluation of the period from
December 2014 to June 2017 in a comparative perspective.
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Structure of the agenda

Number and type of summits
The period from December 2014 to June 2017 features a total of 24 meetings.2 The number
of meetings appears to have stabilised around eight events annually in recent years. This
constitutes an increase compared to earlier periods. The number of summits has been
growing since the late 1990s in an uneven pattern. After a peak of seven meetings in 2004,
the total went down to four during the next year and then continued to grow steadily. Since
2009, there have been at least six meetings annually. Between 2014 and 2016, there were
four summits every six months. In the first half of 2017, the total went up to seven summits.

In line with the Lisbon Treaty,3 the European Council has convened twice every six months
for regular summits. In the first halves of 2016 and 2017, more regular meetings were held,
but this was a consequence of the United Kingdom’s (UK) attempt to renegotiate its
membership terms and subsequent decision to leave the EU.

The number of extraordinary4 and informal meetings has been rising. Between the first
informal summit in 1989 and the end of 2013, just over a quarter of all meetings has been
extraordinary or informal. In the period from 2014 to 2017, such meetings have amounted
to almost half of all summits. On average, there have been two extraordinary and/or
informal summits every six months. Figure 1 presents a stacked overview of the number
of meetings per half year in the period from 2009 to 2017, distinguishing between regular,
extraordinary and informal summits.

Figure 1 – Number of European Council meetings per six months, 2009–2017

Note: The data for 2017 cover only January-June.

2 Annex II contains a list of all meeting dates and their characteristics.
3 Article 15(3).
4 Since 2012 extraordinary meetings have been relabelled as special meetings (probably to reflect
more closely the wording in the Lisbon Treaty).
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When considering the number of meetings since 2016, another distinction needs to be
made, namely between the EU28 and EU27 formats. As explained, the February 2016
summit was aimed at presenting new arrangements for UK membership in the EU. Despite
this attempt of then Prime Minister David Cameron to convince British citizens of the
benefits of remaining part of the EU, the referendum resulted in 51.3 % of the electorate
voting in favour of the ‘leave’ option.5 Subsequently, several meetings were organised
without the participation of the UK. In the 13 meetings between 28 June 2016 and
23 June 2017, the UK participated on only six occasions. Figure 2 focuses only on the period
since 2016 and emphasises which summits were carried out in the EU27 format. Most of
these meetings were informal. The extraordinary summit on 29 April 2017 was held under
Article 50 TEU and issued guidelines defining the framework for the withdrawal
negotiations and the overall position of the EU.6 All but one of the EU28 meetings in the
same period were regular. The UK took part in the informal meeting on the external aspects
of migration in February 2017.

Figure 2 – Number of European Council meetings per six months divided between EU28
and EU27 formats, January 2016 – June 2017

There seem to be two general explanations for the trend towards a growing number of
summits organised in addition to the regular ones.

 The informal and extraordinary meetings in 2015 were all dedicated to urgent
problems. The first summit in February 2015 was triggered by the Paris terrorist
attacks a month earlier. The following three events aimed to address the
Mediterranean ‘tragedy’7 or ‘unprecedented migration and refugee crisis’8 that
had begun to evolve. The last one, on 12 November 2015 was an informal meeting
convened by President Donald Tusk after the Valletta Summit on Migration that
brought together Heads of State or Government of European and African

5 The results are available on the website of the Electoral Commission in the UK.
6 For more details on this meeting see the EPRS Post-European Council Briefing (Drachenberg, 2017).
7 ECCs, 23 April 2015 meeting.
8 ECCs, 23 September 2015 meeting.

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/find-information-by-subject/elections-and-referendums/past-elections-and-referendums/eu-referendum/electorate-and-count-information
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2017/603226/EPRS_ATA(2017)603226_EN.pdf
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countries.9 The informal meeting in February 2017 also dealt with migration,
focusing in particular on the Central Mediterranean route.

 The remaining informal and extraordinary summits since 29 June 2016 were
dedicated to the outcome of the UK referendum – the decision to leave the EU and
subsequent steps towards negotiations for membership withdrawal. Two of the
events were only triggered by these events but did not focus on the relationship
with the UK. Rather, they were used to emphasise the achievements of the EU and
deliberate on ideas for making the Union stronger. These summits in
September 2016 and March 2017 produced the Bratislava and the Rome
Declarations. The two declarations can be seen as milestones in the reflection
process on the future of the EU (Drachenberg, Anghel and McGlynn, 2017).

Thus, the growing number of extraordinary and especially informal summits in the recent
period can be explained primarily by two crises of exceptional importance: rising levels of
migration and the move of a Member State towards leaving the Union. Both situations can
be viewed as focusing events – unexpected sudden occurrences with wide-ranging and
(potentially) harmful impact (Birkland, 1997). Nevertheless, their nature goes beyond this
definition because they both represent evolving problems. The migration crisis elicited
attention through the humanitarian catastrophe in the Mediterranean, but it was soon
realised that the disaster is an enduring situation, requiring a comprehensive solution.
Similarly, the vote in the UK referendum, colloquially referred to as the Brexit referendum,
was a single event that unlocked a longer-term process. Moreover, it was perceived as a
deeper signal for reconsidering European integration. Last but not least, the salience of
these two topics is likely to have made it harder for the Heads of State or Government to
attach a status of urgency to further issues.

Size of the European Council conclusions
All but three of the 24 summits in the period from December 2014 to June 2017 produced
written European Council Conclusions (ECCs).10 The meetings that did not result in a
written output were all informal. They took place on 12 November 2015 (with a focus on
migration),11 10 March 2017 and 22 June 2017. The latter two summits were held in EU27
format next to formal meetings with all 28 leaders.

A notable phenomenon is that the conclusions from the meeting on 9 March 2017 were
labelled ‘Conclusions by the President of the European Council’. The introduction to the
text stated that the document ‘was supported by 27 Members of the European Council, but
it did not gather consensus, for reasons unrelated to its substance’. This peculiarity has to

9 The international Valletta Summit resulted in a joint political declaration and an action plan by the
European and African leaders. This subsequent meeting of the EU Heads of State or Government
was dedicated to a discussion on the implementation of the measures agreed during the previous
two months and did not produce conclusions.
10 Sometimes the European Council issues declarations or statements but they do not have different
status compared to the conclusions. Therefore, this analysis applies the term conclusions as a generic
reference to the documents issued by the European Council.
11 An analysis of this meeting is available in a Briefing by EPRS (Drachenberg and Grant, 2015).

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2015/558797/EPRS_ATA(2015)558797_EN.pdf
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do with the re-election of the President of the European Council, Donald Tusk, which was
opposed by the Prime Minister of Tusk’s country of origin, Poland, Beata Szydło. The
opposition was due to domestic political considerations. Eventually, Tusk was re-elected
but Szydło refused to endorse the conclusions.12 For the purposes of this analysis the
conclusions of the meeting on 9 March 2017 are considered on equal terms with all other
ECCs.

The size of the ECCs is measured in total number of quasi-sentences.13 Figure 3 presents
the size for all conclusions issued since 1975 on an annual basis. It is hard to speak of a
general pattern for the 2014-2017 period. In 2014, the size of the text was the largest and
somewhat similar to the average in the preceding decade. In 2015, the ECCs were rather
short. With a total of 604 quasi-sentences this size is comparable to the output in the 1980s.
In 2016, the text amounted to 991 quasi-sentences. This volume is still lower than the years
in the latest period (except for 2010). During the first half of 2017, the size of the agenda
was almost equal to that of the whole year in 2016. In the period from December 2014 to
June 2017 the total number of quasi sentences amounted to 2 218.

Since 2014, there has been a notable increase in the size of the ECCs issued following
extraordinary and/or informal meetings. The first extraordinary summit with conclusions
was held in 1989 and the first informal one with conclusions in 1990. On average about less
than 4 % of the conclusions’ text annually originated in such extraordinary and/or
informal meetings between 1989 and 2013. Between December 2014 and June 2017, the
average share went up to 23 %. In the first half of 2017 the proportion of the agenda coming
from informal and extraordinary meetings was 29 %.

Figure 4 shows the size of the agenda divided according to meeting type. The dates on
which the ECCs were published are used as a reference. The figure further indicates the
summits held in EU 27 format. Conclusions from extraordinary and/or informal meetings
are on average shorter than those published after regular summits. This is not surprising
considering their specialisation on a limited set of topics.

12 See e.g. news reporting in EUobserver (Zalan and Maurice, 9.3.2017) and the Post-European
Council Briefing by the EPRS (Drachenberg and Anghel, 2017).
13 For a clarification on the text-splitting approach, consult Annex I below and Alexandrova et. al,
2014. The full text of the conclusions and all annexes are coded. Only footnotes are not considered in
line with the approach initially taken within the EU Policy Agendas Project. Footnotes are generally
rare and offer brief clarifications on statements in the text.

https://euobserver.com/institutional/137180
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/598607/EPRS_BRI(2017)598607_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/598607/EPRS_BRI(2017)598607_EN.pdf
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Figure 3 – Agenda size per year, 1975–2017

Note: The data for 2017 covers only January-June.
Figure 4 – Agenda size per year, January 2014 – June 2017
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Attention paid to policy topics and issues
The analysis of political attention aims to classify the topics on the agenda of the European
Council in terms of their prominence. As Princen argues ‘agenda-setting is a matter of
degree, rather than a matter of simply being ‘on’ or ‘off’ the agenda’ (Princen, 2009: p.21).
This implies that prioritisation is always relative rather than absolute. Policy makers might
be able to neglect particular issues for a period but once problems become too large they
will be urged to address these problems. Therefore, the pattern of reaction that policy-
makers exhibit can be seen as a combination of ‘under- and overreaction to information’
(Baumgartner and Jones, 2015: p.161).

Throughout the existence of the European Council, the three topics, which have occupied
most of the attention of this institution on average, have been foreign affairs,
macroeconomics and governance (Alexandrova et al., 2014). As figure 5 demonstrates they
were also prominent in the period from December 2014 to June 2017, ranking as third,
fourth and second most salient policy areas respectively.14 However, all of them were
overshadowed by an unprecedented share of attention paid to migration.15 Among the
remaining topics with comparatively higher prominence are law and crime (or internal
security), defence (or external security), business and finance, and external trade. Figure 5
lists all thematic categories, which correspond to more than one per cent of the attention in
all ECCs in the period studied.16 The specific issues, which fall within each category, are
listed in Annex IV.

The overview in figure 5 distinguishes between meetings in the EU28 and EU27 formats.
On almost all topics a small portion of the attention comes from the EU27 summits. The
only substantial exception to this pattern is the topic of governance, which was discussed
more often at the meetings held without the UK. Thirteen per cent of the total agenda in
the ECCs was dedicated to matters of governance and almost two thirds of this share stem
from EU27 summits. If only the ECCs from EU28 meetings are considered, the topic
governance ranks as the seventh most prominent category. The ranking of all other
categories with substantial attention would not change.

14 A detailed ranking of attention paid to topics in comparative perspective is presented in Annex III.
15 The word migration refers to migrants from third countries. Any references to free movement  of
citizens from EU Member States fall under the categories of civil rights (when the issue is residence
rights) and single market (when the issue is freedom of movement of labour).
16 The reference category ‘other’ comprises the remaining seven categories of topic classification. Each
of them corresponds to between 0 % and less than 0.5 % attention paid.
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Figure 5 – Attention paid to policy topics in ECCs, December 2014 – June 2017

The following section delves into the two topics that received the highest portion of
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estimates of their temporal evolution, discusses the scope of the categories in terms of
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topics, which have been allocated less attention by the European Council. They are divided
in three groups. The somewhat prominent themes comprise foreign policy and economics
(macroeconomics and business and finance). The topics labelled as moderately rising
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Most prominent topics: migration and governance

Migration
Migration17 is the winner of the battle for attention in the European Council. It is a topic
that has on average occupied about four per cent of the quasi-sentences in the ECCs (1975–
2017). In the period of study, this topic covered one quarter of the text in the conclusions.
This unprecedented level of increase is clearly demonstrated in figure 6. A small share of
the agenda originated at EU27 summits. The highest peak was in the second half of 2015,
when 48 % of the attention went to immigration, asylum and border control related issues.
An examination of the attention paid per meeting shows that at three summits in 2015 and
one in 2017 the attention paid to migration occupied more than 60 % of the agenda of the
respective meeting (see figure 7).

Figure 6 – Attention paid to migration on half-yearly basis, January 1986 – June 2017

Notes: The cut-off point at the start of the series is intended to improve readability. Prior to 1986,
not more than 2 % of the attention was paid to this topic every six months. The data for 2017 covers
only January-June. The area in black refers to meetings in the EU27 format.

This distinct development has a straightforward explanation – the influx of third-country
nationals in the EU and tragic deaths in the Mediterranean. According to the International
Organization for Migration (2015), in 2015 there were more than one million registered
arrivals in Europe,18 most of them by sea, and over 3 700 fatalities recorded. According to
Eurostat data, there were 1.3 million asylum applications filed in the EU28 states in that
year, more than double the number for 2014.19 The ‘disorderly, dangerous and mass

17 In the EU Policy Agendas Project Codebook this topic is referred to as immigration. In order to
align the language in this study with that of the European Council, the term migration is used instead.
18 The term ‘registered arrivals’ refers to entrants detected at the borders of EU Member States.
Undetected entrants and individuals, who entered EU territory on student, tourist or work visas are
not included.
19 The name of the Eurostat database is migr_asyappctza. Note that not all asylum seekers file an
asylum application immediately upon entering EU territory and delays in the asylum application
systems of the Member States are possible.
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movement of people’ (Geddes and Scholten, 2016: p.1) attracted huge media attention in
Europe and around the world. The urgency of the matter prompted a swift political
response. The calling of a European Council meeting in April 2015 suggested that the ‘EU
could, for once, not be accused of having woken up late to the challenge’ (Monar, 2016:
p.135).

Figure 7 – Attention paid to migration issues in ECCs, December 2014 – June 2017

Note: 100 % represents the attention paid to all policy topics at a given meeting.

While on average two-fifths of the discussions in the period of study were about general
matters, three specific issues were almost equally represented in the remaining share:
border control, illegal migration and returns, and asylum and refugees. As figure 7
suggests, there is no trend in terms of shifting from one of these aspects to another. Rather
all issues have been discussed simultaneously.  The dominant discourse appears to be
related to protecting the border security, limiting entries, and ensuring returns for illegal
migrants, while striving for a fair asylum policy according to international humanitarian
standards.

The meetings at the European Council level were important drivers of multiple initiatives
in response to the migration crisis. They involved an increase in the resources of border
control missions in the Mediterranean,20 resettlement of 20 000 and temporary relocation

20 In April 2015, the European Council indicated a desire to triple the financial resources of the EU
operations Triton and Poseidon for 2015 and 2016.
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of 40 000 people ‘in clear need of international protection’ from frontline Member States,
establishment of registration hotspots in Greece and Italy, assistance to the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees, the World Food Programme and countries under
pressure from the Syrian refugee crisis (in particular Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey), as well
as to African countries for addressing the root causes of migration, and strengthening
cooperation with Libya on stemming migration flows.21 In addition to the discussions on
migration in the European Council, EU Heads of State or Government addressed the topic
at meetings with African leaders and the Turkish Prime Minister. Despite the extensive
catalogue of solutions stemming from the European Council and further EU institutions,
the ability of the EU to resolve the crisis has been questioned. Börzel (2016) emphasises
both the complexity of reaching agreement and the limited willingness of some Member
States to stick to their commitments as the core factors in this respect.

Governance
Issues of governance are generally prominent on the agenda of the European Council,
occupying on average 10 % of the total attention between 1975 and the middle of 2017 (see
annex III). However, as figure 8 demonstrates, there is substantial variation in salience
measured on half-annual basis. After a period of less intense attention, since 2016 this topic
has become quite prominent as a consequence of the UK’s decision to withdraw from the
EU.

The nature of the discussion in this category can be divided between two aspects. The first
and more dominant aspect concerns the relationship between the EU and the UK and
focuses on organisational and management characteristics of the withdrawal process. The
second aspect concerns the attempt of EU leaders to emphasise the added value of
European integration with its multiple achievements and underline determination in
continuing on the path after the withdrawal in order to ‘make a success of the EU at 27’.22

In fact, the Bratislava declaration, where this phrase appeared, marked the start of a
process, which began with reflection, continued through deliberation and moved towards
formulating a vision for the future of the EU, presented in the Rome Declaration at the
March 2017 summit (Drachenberg, Anghel and McGlynn, 2017).

21 For a more extensive discussion of the meetings in 2015 consider the EPRS In-Depth Analysis
(Anghel, Drachenberg and de Finance, 2016).
22 ECCs, 16 September 2016.

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2016/573283/EPRS_IDA(2016)573283_EN.pdf
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Figure 8 – Attention paid to matters of governance on half-yearly basis, 1975-2017

Notes: The data for 2017 covers only January-June. The area in black refers to meetings in the EU27
format.

In quantitative terms, 71 % of the attention paid to matters of governance concerns the
relationship between the EU and the UK. Almost half of the quasi-sentences are from ECCs
issued prior to the membership referendum and primarily from the meeting on
19 February 2016, when the European Council agreed on modified arrangements for UK
membership in the EU, which would have become effective if the country had decided to
remain in the Union. The topic of governance does not cover arrangements in specific
policy areas but only those related to the functioning of the EU political system (e.g. in
terms of general division of competences, relationships between the institutions, and
administrative reform). After the UK referendum, almost all statements in the area of
governance have been made in meetings in the EU27 format.

Figure 9 presents an overview of the different issues within the governance domain. The
left side of the figure distinguishes between the EU28 and EU27 formats. The right side of
the figure highlights the proportion of the attention paid to UK membership directly (both
prior to and following the referendum). It is clearly visible that the largest share of the
attention paid to governance matters at both EU28 and EU27 meetings covers the
relationship between the UK and the Union. Further issues in the context of UK
membership include institutional arrangements and government efficiency (mostly better
regulation).
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Figure 9 – Attention paid to governance issues in ECCs, December 2014 – June 2017

Note: 100 % represents the attention paid to all issues within the category governance throughout
the period.
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Somewhat prominent: foreign policy and economics

Foreign Policy
With its 12 % rate of attention paid, foreign policy appears the third largest topic on the
agenda in the period from December 2014 to June 2017. However, this policy field has
received less attention compared to the average half-yearly estimate (23 %) throughout the
existence of the European Council (1975–2017). The salience of matters of foreign policy
was substantively lower in the first half of 2016 and 2017. Figure 10 presents the
longitudinal pattern of attention paid to foreign policy. A very small proportion of the
foreign policy agenda of the recent period has been discussed at EU27 meetings.

The issues, which the European Council discussed, cluster around several subjects.
Relations with Ukraine and Russia were considered in the context of the implementation
of the Minsk Agreements and the investigation of the downing of flight MH17
(December 2014, March 2015 and October 2015). In 2016, the European Council also
reflected on the conclusion of the Association Agreement with Ukraine. In October 2016,
the conclusions mentioned that the European Council held a ‘strategic debate’ on relations
with Russia. While no further details were provided in the conclusions, President Tusk
mentioned some of the issues discussed at his press conference following the summit.23

Figure 10 – Attention paid to foreign policy on half-yearly basis, 1975 – 2017

Notes: The data for 2017 covers only January-June. The area in black refers to meetings in the EU27
format.

Another key aspect of foreign policy relates to the violent conflict in Libya and the civil
war in Syria. The European Council expressed commitment to the EU’s engagement in the
International Syria Support Group, which aims to put an end to the conflict through a
political process. In the context of the migration crisis, a desire for collaboration on various

23 See also the EPRS Post-European Council Briefing on this meeting (Drachenberg and Anghel,
2016).
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http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/593785/EPRS_BRI(2016)593785_EN.pdf
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issues with partners from the neighbourhood was expressed, including with African states,
countries in the Western Balkans, and the Middle East. A commitment was made to
continue to provide humanitarian aid to Syria and offer support to transit countries on the
migration routes. This would be achieved via an increase of allocations for the World Food
Programme and other UN agencies, and via better targeting of development cooperation
funding to Africa and pre-accession assistance to candidates for EU membership. At many
of its meetings, the European Council referred briefly to the issue of radical Islamic
terrorism in the EU’s wider neighbourhood and signalled a commitment to supporting
counter-terrorist engagement.

Economics
The economic policy domain can be divided roughly in two categories: (a) macroeconomics
and (b) business, finance and internal market. Macroeconomics is generally a topic that
receives substantial attention at European Council meetings. In the period following the
global economic and financial crisis, it was the most prominent theme on the agenda. Many
of the policy decisions aimed at resolving the crisis were taken at the level of the Heads of
State or Government (Alexandrova, 2015). Since 2014, attention has declined. Although it
is one of the relatively big topics during December 2014 – June 2017, the level of attention
paid to macroeconomics accounted for slightly under 9 % and was therefore below the
average for this topic (16 % when measured half-yearly).

Matters of business, finance and internal market have received on average about 6 % of the
attention every six months throughout the existence of the European Council. This policy
area was prioritised in the context of the financial and economic crisis. In the period from
December 2009 to November 2014, it was the third most prominent topic on the agenda
taking up over 10 % of the quasi-sentences in the ECCs. Attention has declined to just
above 6 % in the period of this study.
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Figure 11 – Attention paid to economic affairs on half-yearly basis, 1975 – 2017

Notes: The data for 2017 covers only January-June.

Figure 11 displays the proportion of attention paid to these two policy domains over
periods of six months since the first meeting of the European Council. During the
immediate period following the outset of the economic and financial crisis, the European
Council took major decisions on new institutional arrangements and programmes. Some
of them include: inauguration of the Europe 2020 strategy and the European semester,
establishment of the European Stability Mechanism and the Euro Plus Pact, signing of the
intergovernmental Fiscal Compact, and launch of a new ‘Investment Plan’ for helping
small and medium-sized enterprises and boosting employment (Alexandrova, 2015).

In figure 11, it is clearly visible that while hardly of negligible importance, the salience of
the two domains of economic affairs has recently declined. After a preoccupation with
crisis resolution measures, the urgency to adopt new measures gradually waned. The best
example of this is the Five Presidents’ Report, prepared jointly by the presidents of the
Commission (Jean-Claude Juncker), the European Council (Donald Tusk), the Eurogroup
(Jeroen Dijsselbloem), the European Central Bank (Mario Draghi), and the European
Parliament (Martin Schulz). The report was requested at the Euro Summit in October 2014
and prepared in June 2015. It built on the ideas presented in the Four Presidents’ Report of
2012,24 and proposed closer integration in several areas in order to complete the EMU.
While the Five Presidents’ Report has been seen as not ambitious enough because of an
attempt to frame realistic proposals (Begg, 23 June 2015; Wolff, 24 June 2015), some of its
aspects still face opposition in the Member States, especially in Germany (Howarth and
Quaglia, 2016; Odendahl, 22 June 2015).

24 Prepared by the President of the European Council (Herman van Rompuy) in close collaboration
with the presidents of the Commission (Jose Manuel Barroso), the Eurogroup (Jean-Claude Juncker),
and the European Central Bank (Mario Draghi).
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The postponement of a discussion of the Five Presidents’ Report at the October 2015
meeting has been interpreted as a signal that ‘substantial EMU reform is not in the cards
for the foreseeable future’ (Emmanouilidis, 2015: p.2). The report was examined at the
following meeting in December 2015 and work was delegated to the Council. Nevertheless,
exploration of the ‘legal, economic and political aspects of the more long-term measures
contained in the report’25 was postponed, aiming for a discussion by the end of 2017 at the
latest. This clearly suggests a lack of urgency, leading observers to question the need for
such an ambitious high-level report (Hodson, 2016: p.162).

Figure 12 - Attention paid to economic affairs, July 2014 – June 2017

Figure 12 presents the aggregated data for the period of study, distinguishing between the
EU28 and EU27 formats. Economic affairs were comparatively less prominent at the
meetings at which the UK was not present.

Moderately rising: security and external trade

Three topic categories in the mid-range of attention share can be combined under the
heading ‘moderately rising‘. They are rarely if at all among the most prominent on the
agenda of the European Council (with a lot of variation over time) but have recently
witnessed a relative increase in salience. Figure 13 presents the temporal evolution of these
three topics: law and crime, defence and external trade.

Figure 13 – Attention paid to law and crime, defence and external trade on half-yearly
basis, 1975–2017

25 ECCs, 18 December 2015.
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Notes: The data for 2017 covers only January-June. The areas in black refer to meetings in the EU27
format.

Law and crime matters, which could also be labelled internal security, take up on average
less than 4 % of the agenda. In the December 2014 – June 2017 period, they accounted for
7.6 % of the attention of the ECCs. Defence related issues occupy on average 6.4 % of the
agenda but in the recent period attention paid to this was slightly higher at 7.2 %.
Considered together, security concerns have taken up about 15 % of the agenda in the
period of study, which is a considerable amount.

The most prominent aspect in the law and crime domain was intra-EU terrorism. The
salience of the terrorist threat became painfully visible following a range of attacks with a
high number of casualties since the shootings at the satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo in
Paris in January 2015. Following the Madrid and London attacks of 2004 and 2005
respectively, less than around 20 people died in terrorist incidents in the EU per year. In
2015, this figure rose to 151 people killed in terrorist attacks across the EU, followed by 142
deaths in 2016.26 Several of the attacks with a high number of casualties attracted huge
media attention emphasising the cruelty of the acts and the radical Islamic background of
the perpetrators. This triggered discussions in the European Council on strategic measures
to counteract terrorism via thwarting its financing and the spread of online radicalisation.
The terrorist threat and security concerns in the context of the migration crisis urged EU
leaders to consider opportunities for strengthened cooperation between national security
services and other relevant authorities.

26 The data stems from the annual EU Terrorism Situation and Trend Reports published by Europol.
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The topic of defence or external security comprises both collective EU efforts to build
common defence instruments and deploy operations abroad as well as conflicts in third
countries.27 With respect to the latter, the European Council paid attention to the Syrian
war (including Russia’s intervention). Nevertheless, the attempt to strengthen EU defence
capabilities and capacity for joint action was at the centre of the discussions. The reasons
behind this should be sought in the past. The conflicts in the EU’s southern neighbourhood
following the Arab Spring of 2011, with ongoing political instability in some countries
(especially Libya); the Syrian Civil War since 2011; the conflict in Ukraine since 2014; all
contributed to the perception of a new security environment in the EU’s neighbourhood.
The rise of the ‘Islamic State’ as both a substantial threat and a new type of actor further
contributed to this. Terrorist attacks in Europe conducted by supporters of ‘Islamic State’
blurred the distinction between internal and external security and further enhanced the
need for the EU to act.

Following two years of strategic reflections and preparation, the High Representative for
Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Federica Mogherini, presented the EU Global Strategy
(Tocci, 2017) to the European Council in July 2016. This comprised both a vision for the
future and specific measures in external action, with a focus on security. In November 2016,
the Commission presented its European Defence Action Plan. These two documents
formed the basis for an extensive discussion at the December 2016 European Council
meeting, where the Heads of State or Government expressed commitments for reinforcing
cooperation, including by allocating resources and extending capabilities. The EU leaders
also expressed determination to review progress on the implementation of the new defence
agenda and followed suit throughout the first half of 2017. At the meeting in June 2017, the
European Council not only assessed ongoing efforts but also called for further specific
actions, elaborated additional elements of the project and gave the ‘green light’ for
Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO)28 to be developed within three months.
Donald Tusk referred to this latter as a ‘historic step’.29

External trade is not a topic that takes up much of the collective time of the EU leaders.
Research has demonstrated that in line with its functions the European Commission
displays institutional issue proclivity in this domain, and pays relatively more attention to
the Common Commercial Policy than the European Council does (Alexandrova, 2017). The
European Council generally expresses the EU’s commitment to ‘free, fair and open trade’,30

discusses the need to make the EU economy more competitive on the world market, and
focuses on specific trade deals when they are politically salient. The higher level of
attention paid to external commerce in the period studied reflects an increase in focus in
2016 and the first half of 2017.

27 It does not however cover international (i.e. extra-EU) terrorism, which is classified under foreign
policy. For more details see Annex IV.
28 The possibility for PESCO was envisaged by the Lisbon Treaty and allows a group of Member
States to pursue deeper integration in defence matters.
29 Remarks by President Donald Tusk on the European Council meetings of 22 June 2017. Press
Release.
30 E.g. ECCs of March 2011, June 2012, March 2014, etc.

http://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/top_stories/pdf/eugs_review_web.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52016DC0950&from=EN
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2017/06/22-tusk-remarks-european-council/?utm_source=dsms-auto&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Remarks+by+President+Donald+Tusk+on+the+European+Council+meetings+of+22+June+2017
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The attention paid to external trade in 2016 relates to a mixture of issues. They include
reviews of ongoing trade negotiations, commitments to ‘an open and rules-based
multilateral trading system’,31 a Declaration on Competitiveness32 (which formed one of
the pillars of the new settlement for the UK in the EU and became void following the ‘leave’
outcome of the referendum), and a clarification of the leaders’ ‘common understanding’ as
to what the EU-Ukraine Association Agreement constitutes33 (in an attempt to appease the
fears of Dutch citizens after a negative referendum in the Netherlands).

The discussions on external commerce in 2017 covered both specific agreements with third
countries and the general commitment of the EU to multilateral free trade. This higher
prominence was due to a changing political context. One attribute of this context is the
concerns of a growing number of EU citizens, NGOs and trade unions regarding the
potential of trade deals to undermine democracy and existing food safety, environmental
and labour standards (Nienaber, 17 September 2016; Scott Cato, 19 October 2016). These
concerns materialised in protests across the EU against the negotiated transatlantic trade
deals with Canada and the USA. This culminated in the temporary blockade of the
Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA) with Canada by the Parliament
in Wallonia (Khan, 15 October 2016). With the rise to power of US President
Donald Trump, the prospect of a partnership with the USA has become quite uncertain
(Dullien, 28 April 2018). All of these developments urged EU leaders to formulate a clear
position against protectionism34 in a globalised world and (in late 2016) to call for a
modernisation of trade defence instruments.

31 ECCs, 21 October 2016 meeting.
32 The competitiveness of the European economy on the international markets is encoded under the
topic of external trade.
33 ECCs, 15 December 2016. The ‘common understanding’ primarily specifies what is not covered by
the agreement.
34 At the meeting of French President Emmanuel Macron and German Chancellor Angela Merkel on
15 May 2017, the two leaders appeared to share a vision for a more protectionist agenda for Europe
(see e.g. Nienaber, 15 May 2017).

http://uk.reuters.com/article/us-eu-usa-ttip-idUKKCN11N0H6
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/oct/19/people-power-ending-ttip-eu-free-trade-deals-cetahttp:/uk.reuters.com/article/us-eu-usa-ttip-idUKKCN11N0H6
https://www.economist.com/news/europe/21709060-tiny-region-belgium-opposes-trade-reasons-are-hard-understand-wallonia
http://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_trumps_poisoned_ttip_chalice
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-germany-france-leaders-trade-idUSKCN18B2AX
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Topics receiving scant attention
A range of other topics received either very minimal attention from the European Council,
or did not feature on the agenda at all. Several of the policy domains hardly mentioned in
the ECCs are themes that the European Council rarely discusses. These include culture,
education, health, natural resources and territories, social policy and transport (see annex
III).

Two further topics almost absent from the agenda were agriculture and regional policy.
However, this is not surprising, as these domains are elaborated on primarily in the context
of budgetary negotiations. This was the driver behind the attention paid to these domains
during December 2009 – November 2014, illustrated in figure 14. Following the agreement
on the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) in 2013, agriculture and regional policy
could be expected to reach the European Council in 2019, when the next MFF will be
negotiated.

Figure 14 – Comparing attention paid to agriculture and regional policy during
December 2009 - November 2014 and December 2014 - June 2017

Note: 100 % represents the attention paid to all topics on the agenda in each period.

With its 3.6 % share of the agenda, employment was clearly not a marginalised area in the
December 2014 – June 2017 period. Nevertheless, it was less prominent than on average
(5.3 % half-annually, 1975–2017). It was also less prominent than during the period from
December 2009 to November 2014 (6.6 %), as figure 15(a) shows.
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Figure 15 – Comparing attention paid to employment and civil rights during
December 2009 - November 2014 and December 2014 - June 2017

Note: 100 % represents the attention paid to all topics on the agenda in each period.

Similarly, civil rights are usually one of the smaller topics in the ECCs (3.1 % on average
half-annually, 1975–2017) but recently, attention paid to this domain was even lower, at
1.6 %. As figure 15(b) demonstrates, the proportion of the agenda occupied by this policy
area between December 2014 and June 2017 has declined slightly compared to the period
from December 2009 to November 2014. A bit less than half of the statements since
December 2014 originated at EU27 meetings. They relate to emphasising citizens' rights as
the greatest achievements of European integration in the context of approaching Brexit. For
both employment and civil rights, high agenda volatility (i.e. fluctuations in the level of
attention) is quite common because the topics are sensitive to real-life developments.

The last two topic categories where scant attention was paid are environment and climate
action (1.6 % of the agenda) and energy (3 % of the agenda). In both cases there has been a
decline in prominence since 2014. This is clearly visible when the recent period is compared
to the period from December 2009 to November 2014, as figure 16 demonstrates. The
decline is not completely unanticipated.

Figure 16 – Comparing attention paid to environment and energy during December 2009
- November 2014 and December 2014 - June 2017

Note: 100 % represents the attention paid to all topics on the agenda in each period.

Throughout the existence of the European Council, the ECCs have dealt with environment
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focusing events and crises (such as the oil crises in the 1970s or the Fukushima disaster in
2011), and the development or launching of major initiatives (Alexandrova and
Timmermans, 2015). An example of the latter in the domain of energy is the Energy Policy
for Europe  project (2006–2007), which attempted to reduce the consumption of energy,
maintain security of supply and guide a move towards sustainable and competitive use of
energy (ibid). In the environment field, the best example is manifested in the recurring EU
preparations of common positions in advance of International Climate Change
Conferences. However, not all such events bring about substantial statements in the ECCs.
Such an instance is the European Council summit of November 2015 – the last meeting
before the 2015 United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP 21) in Paris. French
President François Hollande raised the issue for discussion,35 but no conclusions were
adopted on this topic by the European Council.

35 This was indicated in President Donald Tusk’s invitation letter to the European Council meeting.

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/press-releases-pdf/2015/10/40802203597_en.pdf
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Institutional roles and interactions

European Council roles

A core task of the European Council is to ‘define the general political directions and
priorities thereof’ for the EU.36 This implies that the conclusions should focus on strategic
rather than operational discussions. Strategic plans and decisions have longer term
orientation (usually covering several years) and broad scope (involving multiple aspects).
They also present policy goals in general terms and mostly do not discuss the specific
means to achieving these goals. Operational plans and decisions are meant to be
implemented faster and feature considerable detail in particular on policy instruments.
Part of the text of the European Council’s Conclusions does not engage with policy
solutions and, therefore, cannot be captured by the dichotomous measure.

Although by virtue of its formal role, the European Council should be expected to focus
more on strategic discussions, the analysis of the period from December 2010 to
November 2014 did not confirm this expectation empirically. Rather, attention appeared
to be distributed almost equally between these two categories, with a slightly higher
portion of the text dedicated to operational statements (Alexandrova, 2015).

Figure 17 – Strategic versus operational language in the ECCs, December 2014 – June
2017 (proportions)

In the more recent period, the situation is different. Between December 2014 and June 2017,
strategic language appears to dominate. As figure 17 demonstrates, it accounts for over
two-fifths of the statements in the conclusions (43 %). Similarly to the previous period,
most of the strategic discussions are not linked to other EU institutions or Member States.
The share of the text which focuses on operational plans and decisions is lower compared
to the previous period and corresponds to slightly more than a quarter of all the statements
(28 %). About half of the operational discussions involve references to further EU
institutions or EU Member States.

36 Article 15(1) TEU.
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A notable difference in the degree of detail and the time horizon exists if the meetings in
the EU28 and EU27 formats are contrasted. The number of meetings in the reduced format
was lower, as was the size of the conclusions these summits produced. Therefore, a
comparison should focus on relative distributions and not on raw numbers. Figure 18
displays the relative proportion of the language type categories out of all statements in the
ECCs issued in the EU28 and EU27 summits respectively. It is clearly visible that the ECCs
of the five meetings with the 27 Heads of State or Government feature relatively more
strategic talks (at the expense of operational discussions) than those held in the full EU
format. The outcome of the UK referendum and the subsequent activation of Article 50
TEU made it necessary for the European Council to agree on a strategic EU position vis-à-
vis the UK, and triggered deliberations on the future of the Union, which were manifested
in a strategic vision.

Figure 18 – Strategic versus operational language in the ECCs in EU28 and EU27 formats,
December 2014 – June 2017

Two core behavioural modes of agenda formation in the European Council are said to have
been in place throughout the integration process (Carammia, Princen and Timmermans,
2016). The first one – selective targeting – designates focus on key priorities and gradual
shift from one topic to another, which results in high issue turnover. The second mode –
routine monitoring – involves extended temporal presence of issues on the agenda and
higher level of attention fragmentation across topics. Although the European Council has
gradually moved from selective targeting to routine monitoring, occasional returns to
selective targeting occur triggered by the ‘requirement of responding to major events and
crises’ (Carammia, Princen and Timmermans, 2016: p.14). When the regular process of the
policy-making cycle is interrupted, the institution best suited to provide an EU level
response is the European Council (de Schoutheete, 2017).

The period covered in this study demonstrates stronger focus on strategic discussions,
especially in the context of deliberations over the future of the EU in a post-Brexit-vote
environment. This period and the period of the van Rompuy Presidency suggest that major
crises enhance the capacity to selectively target issues by emphasising the need for
leadership. Yet, at the same time, the severity of policy problems makes more extensive
European Council involvement indispensable for reaching agreement on solutions. The
European Council, therefore, does not limit itself to strategic talk but also specifies in
considerable detail some of the measures to be undertaken.

Strategic
Strategic

Operational
Operational

Unclassifiable Unclassifiable

0%
20%
40%
60%
80%

100%

EU 28 Meetings EU 27 Meetings



Agenda-setting in the European Council, December 2014 - June 2017

31

Nevertheless, there seems to be one exception. The conundrum around the UK’s leave
initiative is not a classical type of focusing event. It does have large-scale and potentially
harmful implications and has come as a surprise to many (although not all). Resolving the
terms of the ‘divorce’ is also somewhat urgent because many aspects need to be negotiated
within two years following the date of formal triggering of Article 50 TEU. However, the
European Council could not engage with any details at an early stage. It laid the terms of
negotiation and appointed a chief negotiator, to whom the work was subsequently
delegated. The European Council focused instead on presenting strategic guidance and
formulating a vision for the EU27.

Interactions with other EU institutions and the Member States

By virtue of its high political authority and its leadership function in the EU’s political
system, the European Council engages with other EU institutions and the Member States.
It often receives reports and communications from the Commission and then invites the
institution to come up with a legislative proposal (Bocquillon and Dobbels, 2014;
Eggermont, 2012). The Council can refer dossiers to the European Council whenever it is
unable to strike an agreement on more sensitive issues. This informal referral is said to
have increased over time with the ‘European Council frequently claim[ing] direct
responsibility for decisions over policy’ (Puetter, 2014: p.71). Bresanelli and Chelotti argue
that ‘the European Council has both the institutional resources and political legitimacy to
frame the policy agenda and constantly remind the co-legislators and the European
Commission what its preferences and priorities are’ (2016: p.512). With the growth in
number, scope and functions of EU decentralised agencies, the European Council has also
been turning to particular agencies in order to assign new tasks to them (e.g. Shepherd,
2015).

The references to institutional action in the ECCs can be divided into three categories.37 The
first type covers reviews of existing actions, most often presentations of reports and
proposals by other EU institutions. The second category encompasses upcoming or
planned actions, which are being announced, confirmed or endorsed by the European
Council. The third type is also future oriented, but contains explicit calls for new or follow-
up actions as well as requests to speed up activities. For example, the European Council
could ask the Commission to present a report, the Council and the European Parliament to
adopt a legislative proposal before a certain deadline, or the Member States to ensure
implementation of a particular directive.38

37 The period of study features references to institutions in relation also to specific stipulations of EU
treaties. Such references have not been coded as they constitute only a restatement of the legal
framework of the EU.
38 The expression that an action ‘will’ take place undoubtedly designates a future action. However,
whether it denotes a planned initiative or something that the European Council has called for is less
clear. In order to avoid the possibility of artificially overloading the category of calls for action, such
references are considered to be announcements, confirmations or endorsements (i.e. belonging to the
second category).
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This analytical approach allows the European Council’s engagement with various
initiatives throughout their development to be traced. For example, in June 2015, EU
leaders recognised that the ‘Commission has announced its intention to propose to amend
the Frontex Regulation to strengthen the role of Frontex’ (confirmation of planned action).
The Commission presented the proposal for a European Border and Coast Guard Agency
(the new name for Frontex) on 15 December 2015. At its meeting three days later, the
European Council urged the Council to ‘rapidly examine’ this proposal (together with
other proposals) and adopt its position ‘under the Netherlands EU Presidency’, i.e. during
the first half of 2016 (call for action). It reiterated its desire for swiftness in February 2016
(call for action) and in June ‘welcome[ed] the political agreement between the European
Parliament and the Council on the European Border and Coast Guard proposal’ (review of
existing action). This example does not cover all aspects of the discussions in relation to
Frontex in the period of study. The adopted regulation is also quite exceptional for its fast
tracking through the EU legislative process. Nevertheless, the case is a typical example of
the principle of institutional interactions and the European Council’s role in reviewing,
endorsing and calling for actions.

Figure 19 presents the three categories of references to institutional actions in the period
from January 2015 to June 2017. It plots the share of quasi-sentences with such references
out of the total for every six months. It also displays the raw numbers in each category. The
European Council appears to deal with future actions by the institutions more often than
reflecting on existing ones. The proportion of statements on planned or agreed upon
actions and the proportion of statements, which request follow-up, are of relatively equal
size, although there is some variation over time. These findings are only somewhat similar
to the period from December 2009 to November 2014 (see Alexandrova, 2015). Reviews of
action undertaken also represented the lowest share of the three types. Nevertheless, there
were relatively more calls for action compared to announcements of existing decisions
throughout the course of van Rompuy’s Presidency. The most notable difference is that the
share of the ECCs, which featured institutional references, was lower in the period from
December 2009 to November 2014, compared to the following two and a half years.
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Figure 19 – Types of references to actions by other institutions or Member States

Note: 100 % constitutes the entire agenda for each six-month period.

Figure 20 provides information on the specific actors, which were mentioned by the
European Council in relation to EU activities.39 The leader in institutional interaction in the
period from December 2014 to June 2017 is the Member States40 (206 references). There is a
notable reverse in the relevance of actors compared to the period from December 2009 to
November 2014, when the Commission and the Council were the most prominent actors
referred to in the ECCs. These two institutions now come after the Member States. This
development has to do with the topics on the agenda and the nature of the policy problems.

39 This variable does not record pure mentions of any of the actors but only cases when an interaction
is stated or implied.
40 Although this is mostly a generic category for all Member States, interactions with groups of
countries or individual Member States also fall into this category.
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Figure 20 – Types of references to actions across EU institutions, December 2014 –
June 2017

The Member States were usually mentioned in relation to proclaiming agreements reached
and expressing intentions for undertaking a certain action. The European Council also
largely called on them to implement a policy or ‘intensify efforts’ towards a decided goal.
About half of all statements on actions in relation to the Member States were made in the
fields of migration and law and crime. The migration crisis required solutions, which could
only materialise if the Heads of State or Government agreed on commitments on behalf of
their countries. The European Council announced collective pledges on continuing to
‘address the root causes of illegal migration’41 or ‘meeting the calls for expertise’42 of EU
agencies among others. It then emphasised that particular actions ‘must urgently’ be taken
and called upon the Member States to ensure registration following irregular entries at the
borders, carry on with the implementation of the resettlement scheme with Turkey,
accelerate relocation, etc. The conclusions further expressed the Member States’ assent to
stronger cooperation between national security services, thereby working on a suitable
response mechanism towards two critical problems. The goal was to become better
prepared to tackle migration-related crime, most notably smuggling and trafficking of
human beings, and counteract the terrorist threat that emerged with several attacks in 2015.

41 ECCs, 28 June 2016.
42 ECCs, 15 October 2015.
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The Commission was a prominent actor in institutional interaction (202 references). The
European Council reviewed a range of this body’s reports, communications and specific
undertakings and invited the Commission to ‘explore solutions’, ‘coordinate’ action by the
Member States, ‘make proposals’ and continue its ongoing work in particular areas.
However, more often, the European Council noted or welcomed the Commission’s
intention to produce analyses, develop plans and adopt legislative proposals. Most of the
references to this institution were also in the area of migration. Other prominent fields
include governance (primarily better regulation), economics and finance, internal security,
and free movement of workers in the single market.

The Council was another institution frequently referred to by the European Council
(160 mentions), in particular in terms of calls for action. These calls include both requests
for new activities and to speed up decision making. Sometimes the European Council
invited the co-legislators to reach an agreement – generally or within a certain timeframe.
Nevertheless, references to the Council exclusively were much more prominent. The
interactions cover a variety of policy areas, including migration, economics, internal and
external security and others.

A notable development in relation to the surge in attention paid to migration matters (and
their link to internal security) is the direct engagement of the European Council with EU
agencies focusing on such domains. Work by Frontex (the formal name of which was
changed to the European Border and Coast Guard Agency), the European Asylum Support
Office, and Europol was duly acknowledged and called for.

The European Council often refers to action by individual actors but it does not always
treat the various institutions and the Member States in isolation. Joint references are in fact
very common. The 809 references to institutional action in the period from December 2014
to June 2017 originate from 534 quasi-sentences. In 223 of these quasi-sentences more than
a single actor was mentioned. This suggests that the European Council regularly fosters
engagement of multiple parties and promotes cooperation in an attempt to forestall
duplication of efforts and ensure commitment via ownership of initiatives.

Out of the 534 quasi-sentences with references to institutional action, only 38 belong to
ECCs from meetings in the EU27 format. In these 38 quasi-sentences, there were
43 mentions of specific institutions (chiefly the Council, the Commission, the Parliament,
and the Council Presidency) and 13 mentions of Member States. Most of the references
represent announcements on institutional arrangements in the context of Brexit
negotiations.
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Explaining patterns of attention

The European Council originated outside the EU treaty framework as an informal
gathering of the Heads of State or Government. This venue could therefore be used by EU
leaders to discuss any issue they wished to consider (Werts, 2008). Early research pointed
out that the drivers of issue attention were the priorities of the Presidency holder, the other
Member States and the Commission, the need to respond to important current events, and
the inherited items from older meetings (Bulmer and Wessels, 1987). Additional emphasis
was placed on the fact that the European Council deals with international developments
and those matters related to the economic and social situation in the Community (Bonvicini
and Regelsberger, 1991). These categorisations are quite broad. Nevertheless, they suggest
that the function of the European Council is to respond to major events and processes both
inside and outside the EU, while balancing national preferences and taking into
consideration the actions and ideas of other institutional players.

The Lisbon Treaty made the European Council a formal EU institution but did not specify
particular areas of competence. The task of defining general priorities of the EU indicates
that the institution can focus on any topic it recognises as salient. Moreover, the European
Council is the venue for designing treaty reforms (Nugent, 2010) – a ‘constitutional
architect’ (Wessels, 2016) that has driven integration in multiple policy areas.43 Therefore,
it can be argued that the European Council is hardly constrained in its topic choice by the
scope of EU competencies. Nevertheless, an empirical examination of the allocation of
attention suggests that topics on which the EU has only coordinating or supplementary
role or matters of exclusive national competence generally have a limited imprint on the
agenda of the body (Alexandrova et al., 2014; see also Wessels, 2008). This includes topics
such as culture, education, health and social welfare policy as well as national resources
and territories. Hence, low levels of attention paid to these domains in the period of study
should not be surprising.

On the other hand, it could be argued that the European Council is similar to other
macropolitical institutions, which are designed to deal with a broad spectrum of issues
(Baumgartner and Jones, 1993). It therefore tends to specialise in certain domains and
process information serially. The European Council displays institutional issue proclivity
towards policy areas where national involvement is essential for achieving EU level
agreements (Alexandrova, 2017). These domains include foreign affairs, defence,
macroeconomics and employment. They are considered to be subject to deliberative
intergovernmentalism – further integration without reliance on legislative instruments –
where the European Council plays a central role (Puetter, 2014). Indeed, foreign policy,
defence, macroeconomics and employment are generally prominent matters of discussion
but there is also variation in their prominence.

43 A prominent example is the Common Foreign and Security Policy, which originated as European
Political Cooperation in the European Council.

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:C:2007:306:FULL&from=EN
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Other policy domains – largely those of shared competences between the EU and the
Member States – appear on the agenda of the European Council but display substantial
attention volatility. Usually the EU leaders discuss topics, such as energy and environment,
when they want to launch, develop or ensure the materialisation of a major new initiative.
The trigger behind the desire for such initiatives can be different and usually comprises a
set of factors related to domestic, transboundary and/or international problems and policy
ideas. The recent period demonstrates such logic on matters of internal and external
security. Instability in the EU’s larger neighbourhood and terrorist attacks with rising
number of casualties on EU soil acted as a trigger for deeper cooperation on, for example,
exchange of information among security services and building of EU defence capabilities.

One possible reason for the variation in issue attention over time is periodicity. Some topics
do not require political engagement at the top level all the time. Once major agreements
are reached the issue could be delegated to lower levels for further specification and
decision-making. The extensive engagement of the European Council with the
Commission, the Council and further EU institutions as well as the Member States serves
as evidence to this. Furthermore, there are specific policy areas that are typically subject to
periodicity. Issues of economic and employment policy coordination (growth and jobs)
have regularly been discussed at Spring European Council summits each year. This has
also been the case during the period of study. Similarly, agriculture and regional policy are
not frequently dealt with at the European Council level except for in the context of
budgetary negotiations. As no such negotiations have taken place since December 2014,
these policy areas have largely been left untouched.

Another important reason for the variation in attention paid to policy issues is competition
between topics (Baumgartner and Jones, 1993; Jones and Baumgartner, 2005). In times of
more fierce competition for attention, topics which are regularly addressed might display
a relative decline. An important external factor enhancing competition is focusing events
or crises, which are typically addressed at the level of the Heads of State or Government
(Princen and Rhinard, 2006). The last decade has witnessed significant developments in
this respect.

The EU has been living in crisis mode ever since 2009. The global economic and financial
crisis, which began after the collapse of Lehman Brothers in the USA, spilled over to the
EU and the Eurozone in particular (Nugent, 2017). The risky lending behaviour of banks
reduced the credibility of national banking systems, and triggered the need for state
recapitalisation of banks. The increase in public debt led to sovereign debt crises and
exposed flaws in the Eurozone, where common monetary policy was not accompanied by
joint fiscal and economic policies. The decisions to create bailout programmes came along
with strict austerity measures, which in the context of poor economic performance further
aggravated the state of national economies and caused social disruptions.

In 2014, the Ukraine crisis followed. After the decision of the Ukrainian President in late
2013 to suspend negotiations on an Association Agreement with the EU, citizens’ protests
began and soon escalated. Subsequently, Russia launched an intervention (arguing that it
seeks to protect the ethnic-Russian minority in the country), which resulted in the
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annexation of Crimea in 2014 and support for separatist forces in the Donbas region. These
developments together with the ‘unstable peace agreements’ brought about ‘an unresolved
conflict’ (Kuzio, 2017: p.111). This conflict ‘threatens the Eastern flank of the EU’ (Seibel,
2017: p.270) and has triggered various measures by NATO to strengthen security in eastern
European NATO and EU Member States (Åtland, 2016).

In the period under study, the crisis mode has been substantively enhanced by two
developments. The escalation in the number of incoming migrants on EU territory in 2015
signalled a problem of unprecedented magnitude. The existing EU policy on asylum put
disproportional pressure on the countries of arrival. Differences in framing the problem in
the Member States resulted in an impossibility to define a strong joint policy. It has been
argued that the handling of the migration crisis, similarly to that of the economic crisis,
‘has demonstrated poor EU leadership, often slow and insufficient decision-making,
hardening national positions, uneven burden-sharing, and fraying solidarity among
Member States’ (Dinan, Nugent and Paterson, 2017: p.2).

Disagreements on the direction of European policy, were epitomised by the UK’s
referendum in 2016, the narrow ‘leave’ campaign win, and the subsequent political
decision to withdraw from EU membership. While this decision is unprecedented in the
history of European integration, the legitimacy of the EU has been questioned in other
Member States and recently Euroscepticism has risen more than ever before (Börzel, 2016;
Usherwood and Startin, 2013). Even if the unsatisfied and disillusioned are sometimes fed
up with the consequences of globalisation more broadly or with the course of domestic
politics, it is often the EU that takes the blame.

All of these developments portray a distinctly different context in which EU institutions
and Member States have to operate today. The crises have signalled a stronger need for the
European Council to demonstrate leadership in an attempt to bring the EU back on track.
In cases of interruptions to the ‘rhythm’ of EU activities, ‘it is the European Council that
meets to take decisions at the highest political level in Europe about what happens next’
(de Schoutheete, 2017: p.76). Essentially, it has been hard for this institution ‘to get beyond
mere crisis management in recent years’ (Dinan, forthcoming: p.5). This has resulted in a
stronger focus on strategic guidance, although deeper involvement in operational decision-
making could not be completely forsaken. It has also resulted in reshuffling of priorities
and policy punctuations on the agenda.

A widely accepted idea in the agenda-setting literature is that political institutions do not
have an endless capacity to process information. Their rationality is bounded by
constraints associated with cognitive and institutional architectures (Jones, 2001; Jones and
Baumgartner, 2005; Simon, 1985). This causes a disproportional pattern of attention paid
to policy topics over extended timeframes. Long periods of stability in attention are
interspersed by large changes (punctuations). This pattern is referred to as punctuated
equilibrium (Baumgartner and Jones, 2015; Jones and Baumgartner, 2005). The level of
disproportionality depends in part on the type of institution in terms of its position in the
policy process (Baumgartner et al., 2009). The European Council is located in the middle of
the policy process, as it both receives input from other actors and produces decisions that
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require implementation (Alexandrova, Carammia and Timmermans, 2012). The European
Council agenda therefore displays a medium level of punctuatedness (ibid).

Punctuations can be positive – indicating a large increase in attention to a given topic – and
negative – constituted in a substantial decrease in attention or dropping of topics from the
agenda. The largest positive punctuation in the period of study is the growth of attention
paid to migration from almost nothing in the second half of 2014 to 28 % in the first half of
2015.44 The second largest positive punctuation is the jump from almost no attention paid
to employment in the second half of 2015, to about 8 % of the agenda dedicated to this topic
in the first six months of 2016. This change is not a result of real concerns in the labour
domain, but a consequence of the new settlement for the UK in the EU, as one of its aspects
concerned the freedom of movement of workers. The same explanation pertains to the
third largest punctuation, occurring in the same period on the topic of governance. Other
smaller positive punctuations concern the somewhat irregular reviews of progress on
ongoing large projects, such as the digital single market or improving the functioning of
the single market more broadly.

Large positive punctuations come along large declines in attention paid to other topics, or
their complete exclusion from the agenda. This does not, however, necessarily have to be
the case. Attention paid is a zero-sum game only if the capacity of the agenda is fixed.
Throughout its existence, the European Council has demonstrated its ability to expand the
text of the ECCs in an attempt to accommodate more issues (Alexandrova, Carammia and
Timmermans, 2012). However, the analysis of agenda size above shows that the European
Council has hardly reverted to such a strategy in 2015, 2016 and the first half of 2017.
Therefore, the surges in attention paid to migration and issues related to the UK-EU
relationship have triggered large falls in attention paid to a range of other domains.

On seven occasions, topics that had received some attention during one time period (six
months) were ignored in the following period. They cover agriculture, education, health,
regional funds and transport. All of these are policy fields, with which the European
Council does not typically engage extensively. Hence, when new problems have to be
prioritised, topics of generally low prominence are not even considered. Other topics, such
as energy and environment for example, feature on the agenda sporadically. They have
maintained this pattern during the period of study.

Last but not least, another potential explanation for the pattern of the European Council’s
attention pertains to the idea of political responsiveness. This body has the power to
respond to the concerns of EU citizens because of its freedom to determine its own agenda,
and thereby that of the EU as a whole. Moreover, even if it has no formal say in the

44 In order to estimate and compare attention change, the percentage-percentage method developed
by Jones and Baumgartner (2005) is applied. It measures relative change to each individual topic on
the agenda, considering the attention paid to all topics to be 100 %. The score is calculated by dividing
the difference between the shares of attention paid at time t2 and at time t1 by the share of attention
paid at time t1. In order to have equally long periods as time points, the attention paid to topics is
aggregated half-annually.
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legislative process, the close links to the Council and the Commission provide for European
Council oversight over important legislation (e.g. Eggermont, 2012; Puetter, 2014).

A recent article demonstrated that the topics to which the European Council pays attention
do not necessary closely reflect the whole catalogue of priorities of the general public in
the EU, but there is some tentative evidence on responsiveness even when the magnitude
of policy problems is taken into account (Alexandrova, Rasmussen and Toshkov, 2016).
The article uses data from the ECCs and Eurobarometer survey results on the issues
considered as most important by the public across the EU up until the second half of 2014.
An exploration of the data for 2015 and 2016 demonstrates some level of correspondence
between the trend in prioritisation by the European Council and the public, in particular
on migration. The decision to spend more attention to migration matters in the European
Council has been interpreted as an attempt to address the most salient concern of European
citizens (Drachenberg, Anghel and McGlynn, 2017). However, the correspondence pattern
does not hold across all topics. A notable example is terrorism, where the concerns of the
public and EU leaders go hand in hand only in 2015. In 2016, declining attention in the
ECCs does not match with the rising concerns of citizens.
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Conclusion

During the period from December 2014 to June 2017, the European Council was
preoccupied with two crises: on migration and UK membership. They contributed to a
continuation of the crisis mode, in which the EU entered in 2009. Therefore, the highest
proportion of the attention in the ECCs went to migration and governance matters, the
latter both related to negotiations with the UK and to the efforts to present a new vision
for the EU with 27 Member States. Further salient topics included issues of economic
affairs, though their prominence declined compared to the preceding years, when
solutions for the economic, financial and sovereign debt crises were sought. Some topics,
like security and external trade, rose slightly, and a wide range of policy domains were
essentially (almost) absent from the discussions.

Heightened attention paid to topics and positive policy punctuations in several areas have
been triggered by crises. Since the European Council has not extended the volume of its
conclusions, the expansion of attention paid to some topics has reduced the space available
for other themes. This has resulted in the (almost) complete absence of several policy areas
from the agenda between December 2014 and June 2017. These policy areas are generally
topics that receive low levels of attention in the European Council most of the time, or those
to which the European Council does not display institutional issue proclivity.

Furthermore, relative increases in attention have been driven by ‘smaller crises’. These
phenomena represent important and urgent developments, which however do not
immediately threaten the existence and unity in the EU. During the period of study, such
events comprised aggravating conflicts in the neighbourhood and the rise of terrorist
threats, especially on EU territory. The significance of these ‘smaller crises’ is further
underlined by their link to the big crisis on migration. This suggests that increased
attention to internal and external security is motivated both by specific phenomena and by
their link to the major priority on the agenda. Issue linkages are, therefore, also important
for understanding attention patterns.

The period from December 2014 to June 2017 once again demonstrated that the European
Council actively engages with other EU actors. The European Council had a clear focus on
the future, discussing planned actions and calling for new ones. Most often, it referred to
the Member States, followed by the Commission and the Council. The reason for the focus
on the Member States is due to the highly contested nature of the migration crisis policy
problem and the attempt to trigger stronger cooperation in intergovernmental policy
domains, such as defence and national security. Nevertheless, the support of the
Commission for initiating new ideas and developing proposals on necessary tools and
mechanisms has been duly acknowledged.

The new environment, in which the European Council has been forced to operate, has
triggered a stronger focus on strategic thinking, especially in the post-Brexit vote context.
In the coming period, the European Council and the EU more broadly are facing a
‘challenging agenda’ (Wallace, forthcoming: p.10). European disintegration beyond Brexit
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is gradually seen as a looming threat (Krastev, 2017). The option for a multi-speed Europe
is no longer taboo in EU political rhetoric, and while for some it constitutes the only
manageable scenario, for other it represents a nightmare scenario. A successful way
forward for the EU needs to address an expansively vast array of problems and come to
terms with divided populations both across and within the Member States. The European
Council has a key role to play in driving this process.
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Annex I: Methods of Data Processing and Analysis

The data used in this study was initially collected within the framework of the EU
Policy Agendas Project and covered the years 1975–2012 (Alexandrova et al., 2014).
In a project for the European Parliamentary Research Service, it was later extended
to November 2014 (Alexandrova, 2015). For the purposes of this study, the dataset
was further updated to incorporate the output of the European Council until the
end of June 2017. The final dataset includes all types of documents produced by
the European Council. When reporting statistics for more than a single meeting,
the data are referred to as conclusions in the text, even if they contain declarations
or statements as the end result of specific meetings.

The ECCs are coded for policy content using the EU Policy Agendas Codebook, a
selection of which is presented in Annex IV. The documents are first split into
quasi-sentences, the lowest possible level of policy content, and then a single code
is assigned to each. The total dataset comprises 50 580 quasi-sentences over the
period from March 197545 to June 2017. The timeframe which is the focus of this
study (December 2014 – June 2017) contains 2 313 quasi-sentences. Of those, 2 218
quasi-sentences have substantial policy content46 and form the basis for the
analysis.

A specific example of what is meant by quasi-sentences: the following sentence
(23 June 2017) is split in five quasi-sentences at the points indicated by a slash (/):
‘The European Council remains committed to the Union's comprehensive
approach to migration, / effective control of external borders / to stem and
prevent illegal flows / and the reform of the Common European Asylum System,
/ and the full and non-discriminatory implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement
in all its aspects and towards all Member States.’ All five entities fall under the
general category of migration/immigration but the specific issues are different.
The first and the last quasi-sentences are coded as general migration matters. The
second one is coded as border control. The third quasi-sentence receives the code
for illegal migration, and the fourth – for refugees and asylum. Whenever a
sentence does not contain more than one issue, no splitting takes place. As an
example, ‘The European Council assessed the state of play of on-going free trade
agreement negotiations with key partners.’ (21 October 2016) is classified by a

45 The first meeting of the European Council took place on 11 March 1975.
46 The non-relevant parts of the text contain elements, such as the reference title of the meeting, the
customary introductory sentence ‘Delegations will find attached the conclusions adopted by the
European Council at the above meeting’, meaningless headings (e.g. ‘Objectives’ or ‘Annex I’) and a
few sentences without real policy content (e.g. ‘Today we agreed on the following to guide work over
the months to come’).

http://www.policyagendas.eu/
http://www.policyagendas.eu/
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single code – trade negotiations, disputes and agreements – within the major topic
of external trade.

One important remark needs to be made with respect to the approach to coding
foreign affairs in the EU Policy Agendas Project, which is also applied in this study.
The topic category of foreign policy does not include all types of issues, which
could relate to external events or EU policy on third countries and regions. It
covers only general discussions and issues with broad orientation, such as foreign
aid, human rights or international terrorism. Any other aspects of foreign affairs
are categorised under their substantial meaning. For example, the European
Council’s condemnation of ‘the repeated bombing of civilian infrastructure’ in
Syria (19 February 2016) is coded as the subtopic ‘direct war related issues’ within
the major topic of defence. Meanwhile, an additional dummy variable in the
dataset records the fact that this is an external matter and further variables classify
the applicable third countries, regions or organisations.
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Annex II: List of meetings, December 2014 – June 2017

Year Date47 Meeting type ECCs EU 27 format
2014 19/12/2014 Regular Yes No
2015 12/02/2015 Informal Yes No

20/03/2015 Regular Yes No
23/04/2015 Extraordinary Yes No
26/06/2015 Regular Yes No
23/09/2015 Informal Yes No
15/10/2015 Regular Yes No
12/11/2015 Informal No No
18/12/2015 Regular Yes No

2016 19/02/2016 Regular Yes No
18/03/2016 Regular Yes No
28/06/2016 Regular Yes No
29/06/2016 Informal Yes Yes
16/09/2016 Informal Yes Yes
21/10/2016 Regular Yes No
15/12/2016 Informal Yes Yes
15/12/2016 Regular Yes No

2017 03/02/2017 Informal Yes No
09/03/2017 Regular Yes No
10/03/2017 Informal No Yes
25/03/2017 Regular Yes Yes
29/04/2017 Extraordinary +

Article 50
Yes Yes

22/06/2017 Informal No Yes
23/06/2017 Regular Yes No

47 Whenever a meeting lasted more than one day, the final date of the meeting was recorded.



Annex III: Ranking order and attention paid to all topics in a comparative perspective

March 1975 -
November 2009

December 2009 -
November 2014

December 2014 -
June 2017

All (March 1975 -
June 2017)

All excl. December
2014 - June 2017

Rank Attn. Rank Attn. Rank Attn. Rank Attn. Rank Attn.
Agriculture 15 2.05% 16 1.25% 15 0.36% 15 1.85% 15 1.92%
Banking, Finance and Internal Trade 5 6.21% 3 10.37% 7 6.18% 5 6.84% 5 6.87%
Civil Rights 9 3.64% 14 2.09% 13 1.62% 11 3.32% 11 3.40%
Culture and media 20 0.54% 20 0.04% 16 0.18% 20 0.44% 20 0.46%
Defence (external security) 4 7.24% 7 4.98% 6 7.21% 4 6.90% 4 6.88%
Education 18 1.03% 17 0.60% 17 0.14% 18 0.92% 18 0.96%
Employment 6 5.78% 5 6.58% 9 3.56% 6 5.80% 6 5.91%
Energy 11 2.92% 4 7.06% 10 2.98% 10 3.56% 9 3.58%
Environment 8 3.93% 11 3.05% 14 1.58% 9 3.69% 8 3.79%
External Trade 12 2.64% 8 4.62% 8 5.46% 12 3.07% 12 2.96%
Foreign Policy (International Affairs) 1 23.60% 2 15.15% 3 12.08% 1 21.79% 1 22.25%
Governance 3 10.73% 6 5.22% 2 13.03% 3 9.99% 3 9.85%
Health 19 0.79% 18 0.48% 17 0.14% 19 0.71% 19 0.74%
Immigration (Migration) 10 3.44% 9 3.56% 1 24.93% 8 4.43% 10 3.46%
Law and Crime (Internal Security) 7 5.28% 13 2.25% 5 7.57% 7 4.92% 7 4.80%
Macroeconomics 2 12.98% 1 25.05% 4 8.70% 2 14.63% 2 14.90%
Natural Resources and Territories 21 0.08% 20 0.04% 19 0.09% 21 0.07% 21 0.07%
Regional Policy 17 1.38% 12 2.68% 19 0.09% 16 1.52% 16 1.59%
Science and Technology 13 2.19% 10 3.17% 11 2.21% 13 2.34% 13 2.35%
Social Policy 14 2.13% 15 1.39% 12 1.89% 14 2.01% 14 2.01%
Transport 16 1.42% 19 0.36% 21 0.00% 17 1.19% 17 1.25%



Annex IV: List of topics and subtopics in the European Council
conclusions, December 2014 – June 2017

The table below provides an overview of all major topic categories from the EU
Policy Agendas Project Codebook in alphabetical order as well as subtopics
contained within each topic. It lists only the subtopics, which have been found in
the ECCs during December 2014 – June 2017. For the sake of readability, the code
numbers are omitted.

The EU Policy Agendas Codebook was developed within the framework of the
Comparative Agendas Project (www.comparativeagendas.net) and is compatible
with the other country codebooks in this international collaboration. The full
version of the EU Codebook is available at: www.policyagendas.eu/codebook.

Topic Subtopic
Agriculture General

Agricultural Subsidies
Food Inspection and Safety

Banking, Finance and
Internal Trade

General
Banking System and Financial Institution Regulation
Financial Market Regulation
Small Business Issues
Intellectual Property Rights and Patents
Consumer Protection
Common/Single/Internal Market
Other

Civil Rights General
Ethnic Minority and Racial Group Discrimination
Gender and Sexual Orientation Discrimination
Right to Privacy and Access to Government Information
Freedom of Religion
Democracy and Democratisation
Other

Culture and Media General
Museums, heritage, historical monuments and archives
Defence and promotion of European culture

Defence (External
Security)

General
European Defence Industry and Defence Equipment Markets
Defence Alliances and Security Assistance
Military Capabilities and Coordination of Armed Services within the
EU
Arms Control and Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Military Procurement and Weapons System Acquisitions and
Evaluation

http://www.comparativeagendas.net/
http://www.policyagendas.eu/codebook
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Topic Subtopic
Direct War Related Issues and Military Operations
Research and Development
Other

Education General
Employment General

Working Conditions
Youth Employment and Child Labour
Seasonal and Migrant Workers (EU citizens)

Energy General
Electricity and Hydroelectricity
Natural Gas and Oil
Alternative and Renewable Energy
Energy Conservation
Research and Development

Environment General
Global Warming (Climate Change)

Foreign Trade (External
Trade)

General
Trade Negotiations, Disputes and Agreements
International Private Business Investment and Corporate Development
Productivity and Competitiveness of EU Business, EU Balance of
Payments

Governance (and
Government
Operations)

General
Government Efficiency and Bureaucratic Oversight
Nominations and Appointments
Government Procurement, Procurement Fraud and Contractor
Management
Regulation of Political Life and Governmental Ethics
Domestic Disaster Relief and Civil Protection
Institutions and Institutional Relationships
EU Treaties and Treaty Reform
Relations EU-Member State Governments
Other

Health General
Insurance Reform, Availability, and Cost

Immigration
(Migration)

General
Refugees and Asylum Issues
Illegal Immigration and Repatriation
Entry of Immigrants
Border Control
Other

International Affairs
(Foreign Policy)

General
Foreign Aid
International Finance and Economic Development
Human Rights
International Organizations Other Than Finance
International Terrorism and Hijacking
EU Enlargement

Law and Crime
(Internal Security)

General
Government Departments and Agencies Dealing With Law and Crime
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Topic Subtopic
Court Administration
Organized Crime
White Collar Crime
Domestic Security Concerns Related to Terrorism
Prostitution and Human Trafficking
Criminal Code
Other

Macroeconomics General
Unemployment Rate
Monetary Policy (EMS, ECB, EIB)
Budget and Debt
Taxation (excl. VAT)
Industrial Policy
VAT

Public Lands, Water
Management and
Territorial Issues
(Natural Resources
and Territories)

Dependencies and Territorial Issues

Regional Policy General
Cohesion Policy and Structural Funds

Science, Technology
and Communications

General
Telephone and Telecommunication Regulation
Newspaper, Publishing, and Broadcast Industry Regulation (TV,
Cable, Radio)
Computer Industry and Computer Security
Research and Development

Social Policy General
Assistance to the Youth
Parental Leave and Child Care

Transportation --





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

PE 603.270

ISBN: 978-92-846-1642-8

doi: 10.2861/892879

CAT : QA-04-17-763-EN-N

www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank (Internet)  www.epthinktank.eu (blog)  www.eprs.sso.ep.parl.union.eu (Intranet)

The European Council plays an important role in
European Union agenda-setting. Its task is to provide
impetus and political direction to the European
integration process. The Treaty of Lisbon has made the
European Council an EU institution in legal terms,
although its tasks remained virtually unchanged. It also
introduced a permanent President.

This study can be read as a follow-up to the ‘Analysis of
Agenda Setting in the European Council, 2009-2014’,
which examined the agenda of the institution during
the Presidency of Herman Van Rompuy. The focus here
is on the first mandate of the second President of the
European Council, Donald Tusk, from December 2014
to June 2017.
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