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The onset of the coronavirus pandemic in early 2020 affected the work of 
the European Council in many ways. One was operational. The European 
Council switched in March from in-person meetings to video-conferencing. 
During the year, the European Council held eight video-conferences and 
met five times in person. Meeting via video-conference, notably in March-
April, during the first wave of the pandemic, and in October-November, 
during the second wave, allowed the European Council to apply itself 
immediately to damage control and crisis management.  

Going beyond immediate concerns, the European Council addressed the 
immense challenge of socio-economic recovery. In what was by far the 
most consequential development for the EU in 2020, the Union's Heads of 
State or Government negotiated a momentous agreement for an ambitious 
recovery fund linked to the new Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) for 
2021-2027. The complex and contentious negotiations on the MFF and the 
recovery fund, culminating in an epic special summit in July, will forever be 
remembered in the history of the European Council. So will the lingering 
dispute over rule of law conditionality, which, although in principle 
resolved by the end of the year with respect to the financial package, 
remained a deeply divisive issue among EU leaders.  

Despite the pressure of Covid-19 related business, EU leaders had to 
address other issues in 2020, such as climate change and external affairs. 
Relations with China, Russia and Turkey, in particular, required the 
European Council’s attention. So did relations with the United Kingdom, 
which became a third country after it left the Union at the end of January. 
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I 

Executive summary 
Every year is different; unique in some respect or other. The year 2020 stands out for its 
distinctiveness, following the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic. Suddenly, everything changed in 
Europe, as elsewhere. For the European Council, the consequences of the ensuing crisis were 
operational as well as substantive.  

Operationally, the European Council suddenly switched to virtual meetings, via video-conferencing. 
Altogether, the European Council met 13 times in 2020: five times in person and eight times 
remotely. As it started to meet remotely, the European Council went into a familiar crisis-fighting 
mode, but in a completely new context. The initial challenge was to cope with a bewildering array 
of threats on almost every front, ranging from public health, to the single market, to Schengen. With 
governments instinctively acting unilaterally, national leaders in the European Council sought to 
reassure themselves and their citizens that the EU could hold together and overcome the myriad 
challenges that it faced.  

Soon, the European Council moved from immediate crisis management to dealing with the 
anticipated longer-term socio-economic consequences of Covid-19. A consensus quickly emerged 
as to the need for large-scale financial assistance for the hardest-hit parts of the Union to facilitate 
rapid economic recovery. At the same time, Member States were deeply divided over the size and 
configuration of the overall assistance package.  

A dramatic Franco-German initiative in response to the crisis, including calling for an EU recovery 
fund of €500 billion for the most-affected sectors and regions – financed by borrowing on 
international markets and linked to the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) – emboldened the 
Commission to launch an even more ambitious, formal proposal for Member States to consider. That 
set the stage for an epic inter-governmental negotiation that culminated in the special European 
Council in July. There, the details of the MFF and the recovery fund were thrashed out over four days 
of intensive and often heated interactions. By the end of the meeting, the European Council had 
reached an historic agreement of the same magnitude as a major treaty change.  

A dispute over rule of law conditionality linked to disbursements from the proposed new MFF and 
recovery fund continued to roil Member States until the end of the year, when an understanding 
reached by the German Council Presidency removed the threat of a Hungarian and Polish veto and 
paved the way for the European Council, meeting in person on 10 December, to agree to finalise the 
adoption of the MFF at the level of the Council.  

Despite the press of Covid-19-related affairs, the European Council conducted a host of other business. 
Also at its December meeting, it reached a landmark accord on climate change, with leaders endorsing 
a binding EU target of a net reduction of at least 55 % in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 compared 
to 1990. Throughout the year, external affairs remained a major focus of attention. In addition to 
perennial issues such as relations with the countries of the Western Balkans, China, Russia and Turkey, 
the European Council had to deal with the United Kingdom as a third country, following its departure 
from the EU at the end of January. On a happier note, the European Council looked forward at the end 
of the year to a vast improvement in relations with the United States, following the victory of the 
Democrat Joe Biden in the November presidential election. 

2020 was exceptionally challenging for the European Council, and for its President. In his first full 
year in office, Charles Michel had to adapt quickly to the impact of the crisis – to the challenge of 
chairing video-conferences; to the difficulty of bringing national leaders together on the MFF and 
the recovery fund; to the need for clear and effective communication; to the continuing demands 
of EU external relations; to the requirements of close inter-institutional cooperation. Under 
extraordinarily difficult circumstances, President Michel showed considerable skill and savvy. He was 
fortunate to have had the assistance, after July, of the German Council Presidency. Indeed, it seems 
fair to say that the EU benefited greatly, in the second half of 2020, from having an informal, joint 
European Council-EU Council Presidency. 
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1. Introduction 
The Conclusions adopted by the European Council at its meeting on 11 December opened with the 
following statement: “The European Council paid homage to former French President Valéry Giscard 
d’Estaing, who passed away on 2 December 2020. He was a driving force behind the European 
project, and played a key role in creating the European Council.”  

EU leaders would have had little time at the December summit to reflect on the origins of the 
European Council and on the many changes to the European project that had taken place since the 
mid-1970s. In a nutshell, the European Community had become the European Union. Membership 
had increased from six countries to twenty-eight before contracting to twenty-seven (the UK left on 
31 January 2020). Among other things, the EU now encompassed a single market, a monetary union 
and a free-travel area. Institutional arrangements had been transformed in ways unimaginable to 
those who were the first to sit around the European Council table—or fireside—in 1975. 

Indeed, the cosy fireside chats that supposedly characterised meetings of the European Council in 
the early days had long since given way to elaborate, highly choreographed meetings held at least 
four times a year in a purpose-built headquarters in Brussels. The European Council had become an 
official institution, with its own elected President. Despite having acquired many formal features, it 
nonetheless retained a number of informal responsibilities and arrangements, which stood out in 
2020, an extraordinary year in every respect, notably after the onset of the pandemic in early March. 

One of those informal responsibilities was crisis management and resolution. President Giscard 
launched the European Council, in part, because of the slow-burning crisis of stagflation and 
eurosclerosis in the mid-1970s. Only by coming together regularly and addressing seemingly 
overwhelming problems would leaders be likely to take tough political decisions, some of which 
might subsequently translate into legislative acts and even treaty changes that could get the 
European Community moving again. One of the informal arrangements of the early European 
Council was the prominence of the French and German leaders. At the outset, the European Council 
was almost a playground for President Giscard and Chancellor Helmut Schmidt. Fast forward to 
2020: the European Council was confronting the worst crisis in post-war history, and the Franco-
German engine fired back to life while providing a much-needed boost to the European Council’s 
ability to combat the crisis, without, however, risking Franco-German dominance of the institution. 

2020 will forever be remembered as the year of the pandemic. Every aspect of life will henceforth 
be divided into pre- and post-Covid-19 times. For the European Council, the pre-Covid-19 part of 
2020 meant the special summit, on 20-21 February, at which leaders began serious negotiations on 
the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) for 2021-2027. As in previous MFF negotiations, 
questions such as the overall size of the budget, the size of particular expenditures, and the future 
of rebates divided the Member States. As noted in the Meeting Page, “it became evident that it was 
not possible to reach an agreement and more time was needed.” 

The context changed completely with the spread of Covid-19. The European Council switched from 
in-person meetings to video-conferences, and from conducting regular business to trying to 
manage the crisis. In March 2020, the unity of the EU seemed endangered as national governments 
reacted instinctively and defensively to the impact of the crisis. In a series of video-conferences 
throughout the month, leaders sought to reassure themselves and their citizens that the EU could 
cope. It was one of the lowest points in the history of European integration. 

By the end of March, however, the European Council was switching from short-term crisis 
management to longer-term crisis recovery. The main instrument for this was a revised MFF and an 
ambitious recovery fund. The nature and extent of the putative recovery fund—what some called a 
new Marshall Plan and what President Michel tried to call the “De Gasperi Plan”—reinforced the 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/02/20-21/
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division among Member States that had already opened in the MFF negotiations. Discussions about 
the proposed new MFF and recovery fund became all-consuming before the release of the 
Commission’s proposal on 27 May, and thereafter in the run-up to the decisive July summit, the first 
in-person meeting of the European Council since February. 

This was the context in which French President Emmanuel Macron and German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel took a bold initiative: a proposal, on 18 May, for a €500 billion post-pandemic recovery fund, 
financed by debt raised on capital markets by the Commission, with most of the money being given 
as grants to the neediest Member States. The unexpected initiative put the French and German 
leaders squarely at the centre of the EU’s crisis response. In and of itself, the Franco-German initiative 
was not enough to ensure agreement in the European Council, but it gave the Commission political 
cover to unveil an even more ambitious plan and helped to overcome the resistance of the so-called 
Frugal Four (Austria, Denmark, Netherlands, and Sweden) at the momentous July summit, a four-
day meeting from which emerged the historic agreement on a comprehensive package of up to 
€1,824.3 billion, combining the MFF and a new financial instrument called Next Generation EU. 

The negotiations over the MFF and the recovery fund had been extremely acrimonious. An 
unfortunate feature of the European Council in 2020 was that, although the institution met only four 
times in person, one of those meetings—the July summit—left a bitterness among leaders that was 
arguably without precedent in the history of the institution. This was personified by the dispute 
between Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte and Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán over rule of 
law conditionality, which persisted for the rest of the year. The MFF and the recovery fund were 
eventually wrapped up in December, following negotiations between the Council and the European 
Parliament, but only after Hungary and Poland had lifted their threat to veto a final agreement 
because of concerns about the draft Regulation on a general regime of conditionality for the 
protection of the EU budget. Chancellor Merkel, in the Council Presidency, was instrumental in 
resolving the problem. 

The December summit was noteworthy in another respect: leaders endorsed a binding EU target of 
a net domestic reduction of at least 55% in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 compared to 1990, 
in order to meet the objective of a climate-neutral EU by 2050 in line with the Paris Agreement. This 
was a significant achievement as only a year previously, at the December 2019 summit, one Member 
State (Poland) had held out against endorsing the 2050 target for climate neutrality. The agreement 
came after intensive, night-long negotiations, with Poland demanding additional compensation for 
the costly economic transition that it would have to undertake in order to meet the 2030 target. 
Such last-minute, high-level negotiations were typical of the work of the European Council and were 
a reminder that even during a severe crisis, “normal” EU business continued to be conducted. 

Another example of business as usual in 2020 was the European Council’s attention to external 
relations, and, as in any given year, the agenda items varied considerably. A novelty in 2020 was 
that, as of 1 February, the UK was a third country, despite having a special association with the EU 
during the post-Brexit transition period. The aim of EU-UK interaction in 2020 was to conclude an 
agreement that could come into effect after the end of the transition period, in January 2021. The 
EU and the UK succeeded in doing so just on time for President Michel and President von der Leyen 
to sign the Trade and Cooperation Agreement, in Brussels, on behalf of the EU, on 30 December. 

The Western Balkans includes a collection of countries with which the EU also has a distinctive 
relationship, in this case because four of them are candidates for membership. EU enlargement 
policy had stalled in 2019 because of a dispute among Member States over opening accession 
negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia. Member States overcame their differences on the 
fundamentals of enlargement policy in 2020, and the EU held a successful summit with the countries 
of the Western Balkans in May, which took place remotely, because of the pandemic. Nevertheless, 
the candidate countries were no closer to joining the EU at the end of 2020 than they had been at 

https://www.elysee.fr/en/emmanuel-macron/2020/05/18/french-german-initiative-for-the-european-recovery-from-the-coronavirus-crisis
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/07/17-21/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/12/10-11/


The European Council in 2020 

  

 

3 

the beginning. Essentially, the EU was ambivalent about enlargement and about the feasibility of 
admitting any of the countries in the Western Balkans. 

Other external relations issues on the agenda of the European Council in 2020 were both long-
standing and new. Long-standing issues included dealing with China, Russia, and Turkey; new issues 
included the situation in Belarus. The European Council also tried to devote at least a little attention, 
during an exceptionally demanding year, to the EU’s southern neighbourhood and to Africa. 
Brightening an otherwise relatively dark year for EU external relations was the outcome of the U.S. 
Presidential election, in November. Leaders spent a short time during their busy end-of-year summit 
revelling in the news from the United States and talking about prospects for a new transatlantic 
relationship. President Michel even invited President-elect Joe Biden to a special meeting with the 
members of the European Council, in Brussels in 2021, to discuss common interests. 

2020 was President Michel’s first full year in office. What a year it turned out to be. Comparisons 
between President Michel’s performance in 2020 and the performance of his predecessors in earlier 
years make no sense, under the circumstances. Suffice it to say that President Michel performed 
creditably in an exceptionally difficult situation, chairing a total of 13 video-conferences and in-
person summits; holding innumerable meetings with national and institutional leaders; 
communicating with citizens in a variety of ways, including a new newsletter; and, most important 
of all, brokering agreements among national leaders on issues vital for the EU’s future. Fortunately 
for President Michel and for the EU, Germany was in the Council Presidency in the second half of the 
year. In effect, President Michel and Chancellor Merkel conducted a highly effective, joint EU 
Council-European Council Presidency during one of the most challenging times in EU history. 

This report provides an analysis of the dynamics, discussions, and decisions of the European Council 
in 2020, a time of extraordinary tumult in the EU, as elsewhere. It examines meetings conducted, for 
the first time ever, by means of video-conference, as well as the five in-person summits held during 
the year. It looks at the European Council’s membership, inter-personal dynamics, and leadership; 
at interaction among the European Council President, the Commission President, and the EU 
Council Presidency; and at European Council-European Parliament relations. Substantive policy 
issues covered in the report include, primarily, the European Council’s response to the Covid-19 
crisis, notably the saga surrounding the MFF and the recovery fund, the conclusion of which, in 
December 2020, was a milestone in the history of European integration, akin to the conclusion of 
the earlier treaty changes. External relations, climate policy, general economic affairs, and internal 
security are among the other policy fields covered in the report. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/11/intervention-du-president-charles-michel-a-l-issue-des-reunions-du-conseil-europeen-et-du-sommet-de-la-zone-euro-des-10-et-11-decembre-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/11/23/read-out-of-the-phone-call-between-president-charles-michel-and-us-president-elect-joe-biden/
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2. Meetings, members, and attendance 

2.1. Meetings 
The Treaty on European Union (TEU) stipulates that “The European Council shall meet twice every 
six months” (Article 15.3 TEU). The Treaty adds that “When the situation so requires, the President 
shall convene a special meeting of the European Council” (Article 15.3 TEU).  

The European Council met more often in 2020—thirteen times in all—than in any other year. The 
format as well as the frequency of its meetings was striking. Because of the Covid-19 pandemic, the 
European Council held fewer meetings of the usual kind—either regular or additional in-person 
summits (special or extraordinary according to the topic)1—and met virtually, in video-conferences, 
on eight occasions.  

The first meeting of the year was a “Special meeting of the European Council,” in Brussels, on 20-21 
February, convened by the President for the purpose of holding intensive negotiations on the 
Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF). The negotiations did not end with an agreement, or even 
with Conclusions. However, the meeting produced a “Declaration on the European Council on the 
situation in Idlib,” in response to attacks by the Syrian regime and its backers. Participants expected 
that further negotiations on the MFF would take place at regularly-scheduled meetings of the 
European Council, perhaps in March and June, and possibly also at one or more special meetings.  

The onset of the coronavirus caused the cancellation of the regular March European Council. Given 
the urgency of the situation and the perilousness of meeting in person, President Michel convened 
a “Video conference of the members of the European Council” on 10 March. Four more video-
conferences took place during the first wave of the pandemic: on 17 March, 26 March, 23 April, 19 
June. The first two meetings—on 10 March and 17 March—produced “Conclusions by the President 
of the European Council following the video conference on Covid-19.” Indeed, the meetings dealt 
exclusively with the immediate impact of the crisis. 

The agenda of the 26 March video-conference was broadened to include the socio-economic 
consequences of the crisis; enlargement; external borders; and a brief mention of the earthquake in 
Croatia. Instead of Conclusions, the video-conference produced a “Joint statement of the members 
of the European Council.” In addition to Covid-19, the video-conference on 23 April included a 
discussion of the MFF and the proposed recovery fund, and illegal drilling in Cyprus. The meeting 
produced “Conclusions of the President of the European Council” (a change of preposition from the 
10 March and 17 March Conclusions). At the video-conferences on 19 June, the MFF and the 
proposed recovery fund were again on the agenda, as were EU-UK relations and implementation of 
the Minsk agreements. The meeting produced neither conclusions nor a joint statement.  

The apparent easing of the pandemic in summer 2020 gave EU leaders the confidence once again 
to meet in person. They were eager to do so, to try to conclude negotiations on the MFF and 
recovery fund. Videoconferencing had its uses, but there was no substitute for getting together in 
the same place at the same time, especially when it came to something as sensitive and complicated 
as financial affairs. Accordingly, leaders held a “Special European Council,” in Brussels, beginning on 
17 July. This turned into a marathon session of plenaries, confessionals with the European Council 
President, and side meetings of EU leaders, ending with an agreement on 21 July. The meeting 

                                                               

1  Article 15.3 TEU refers to special meetings: ‘When the situation so requires, the President shall convene a special 
meeting of the European Council’, whilst Article 26.1(2) TEU, which is in the chapter entitled ‘Common provisions for 
on the CFSP’, refers to extraordinary meetings: ‘If international developments so require, the President of the 
European Council shall convene an extraordinary meeting of the European Council in order to define the strategic 
lines of the Union's policy in the face of such developments.’ 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/02/20-21/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/02/21/declaration-of-the-european-council-on-the-situation-in-idlib/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/02/21/declaration-of-the-european-council-on-the-situation-in-idlib/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/03/10/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/03/17/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/03/26/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/04/23/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/06/19/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/06/19/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/07/17-21/
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produced regular Conclusions. Given the technical nature of the subject matter, these were 
unusually detailed and long (67 pages). 

President Michel called another video-conference, on 19 August, at relatively short notice to discuss 
the situation in Belarus following the recent, rigged elections. The meeting touched on two other 
external developments, in the Eastern Mediterranean and in Mali, and produced “Conclusions by 
the President of the European Council.” 

The European Council was to convene in person on 24-25 September, but the “special meeting” was 
postponed until 1-2 October after President Michel went into quarantine, having been in close 
contact with someone infected with Covid-19. On the first day, EU leaders discussed external 
relations: the Eastern Mediterranean; China; Belarus; Nagorno-Karabakh; and the poisoning of Alexei 
Navalny. On the second day, they discussed economic affairs, which they would ordinarily have 
discussed at the cancelled March summit: the single market, industrial policy, and digital transition. 
In addition, they tackled EU-UK relations and the MFF negotiations with the European Parliament. 
The meeting produced Conclusions. 

The next meeting of the European Council, on 15-16 October, in Brussels, was one of only two 
regular meetings of the European Council that took place in 2020 (the other was on 10-11 
December). EU leaders discussed the epidemiological situation, relations with the United Kingdom, 
climate change, and external relations, notably relations with Africa, the situation in the southern 
neighbourhood, Belarus, and Turkey. As was the case with a regular meeting, the European Council 
issued Conclusions.  

A number of Covid-related absences from the 15-16 October summit highlighted the deteriorating 
epidemiological situation and begged the question of whether upcoming physical meetings could 
take place as planned. President Michel reported on a discussion at the summit between leaders on 
this issue, which concluded that decisions on the format of future meetings would have to be taken 
on a case-by-case basis. 

The onset of a second wave of the pandemic indeed prompted leaders to revert to video-
conferences on 29 October and 19 November. On 29 October, EU leaders discussed the fight against 
Covid-19; economic recovery; terrorist attacks in France; and relations with Turkey. On 19 November, 
they again discussed efforts to combat Covid-19, in particular the mutual recognition of tests, 
vaccine deployment, and a common approach to lifting restrictive measures. They also discussed 
the MFF and recovery fund, and the fight against terrorism. Like the video-conference on 19 June, 
the video-conferences on 29 October and 19 November did not produce Conclusions of any kind, 
although the 29 October video-conference produced a “Joint statement by the Members of 
European Council” concerning the terrorist attacks in France. 

The final meeting of the year, on 10-11 December, took place in person, in Brussels. This was only 
the second regular meeting of the European Council in 2020. On the second day, EU leaders met in 
the Euro Summit, in an inclusive (all 27 leaders) format. The regular European Council followed the 
usual playbook of an end-of-year summit, as leaders engaged in difficult negotiations to reach 
agreement on outstanding issues such as the MFF and recovery fund discussions, more specifically 
the draft regulation on the rule of law conditionality, and climate change. They also addressed 
internal security and external relations, once again illustrating the regularity of the meeting, the 
European Council produced Conclusions. 

Whether a meeting produced Conclusions or a statement, and the kind of Conclusions it produced, 
were not the only unpredictable aspects of the meetings of the European Council in 2020. In most 
cases the President did not send a letter of invitation. Such letters signal the significance of the 
meeting and the President’s priorities for the discussions to come. Not surprisingly, the President 
sent a letter of invitation before the two regular meetings of the European Council, on 15-16 October 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45109/210720-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/08/19/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/10/01-02/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/10/15-16/
https://twitter.com/eucopresident/status/1317074837857136640
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/10/29/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/11/19/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/12/10-11/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/euro-summit/2020/12/11/
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and 10-11 December. He also sent letters before two of the other in-person meetings in 2020, on 
20-21 February and 17-21 July. However, he sent letters of invitation before only two of the video-
conferences, on 23 April and 19 August. 

The Meeting Page of a regular meeting of the European Council includes a list of participants. Such 
was the case for the regular October and December meetings. The Meeting Pages of the special 
European Councils in February and October also included lists of participants, but the Meeting Page 
of the special European Council in July did not. None of the Meeting Pages of the video-conferences 
included a list of participants.  

Having a list of participants is useful for those who are keenly interested in the work of the European 
Council. Much more important is whether the President of the European Parliament makes an 
opening address. It is commonplace for this to happen at the beginning of a regular meeting of the 
European Council. Such was the case at the two regular European Councils held in 2020, in mid-
October and in December. President Sassoli also spoke at the beginning of the three other in-person 
meetings of the European Council in 2020 (in February, July, and early October). By contrast, 
President Sassoli was not invited to the first two video-conferences of the year (10 March and 17 
March), but did attend the opening sessions of the next four video-conferences (26 March, 23 April, 
19 June, and 19 August), where he delivered speeches. Surprisingly, given his attendance at these 
meetings, President Sassoli was not invited to the final two video-conferences of the year, on 29 
October and 19 November. 

According to article 15.6 (d) TEU, the President of the European Council is obliged to report to the 
European Parliament after each regular meeting of the European Council, and often reports after 
other meetings as well. The disruption caused by the pandemic to plenary meetings of the EP clearly 
affected that practice. Nevertheless, the European Council President reported to the EP on 23 May, 
after the 23 April video-conference; on 6 October, after the 1-2 October video-conference; and on16 
December, after the regular 10-11 December European Council. 

Clearly, the year 2020 was organizationally innovative and somewhat haphazard for the European 
Council. Videoconferencing involved a degree of improvisation. No obvious pattern emerged as to 
whether conclusions or statements would be issued, and if so, what kind. The Meeting Page for each 
differed in content and style for many of the summits. Having been excluded from the first two 
video-conferences, the EP President was invited to make opening statements at the next five video-
conferences, but not at the two final video-conferences of the year. The European Council President 
reported to the EP after one video-conference and after two in-person meetings, only one of which 
was a regular European summit. Such were the procedural peculiarities of a highly peculiar year in 
the history of the European Council. 

2.2. Members 
The most noteworthy point about European Council membership in 2020 is that the number of 
national leaders sitting around the table declined to 27 following the departure of the United 
Kingdom from the EU, at midnight on 31 January, Brussels time. Prime Minister Boris Johnson was 
the last leader to represent the UK in the European Council, having done so in October 2019 (he 
skipped the December 2019 meeting). 

In the EU 27, there were six changes of national leadership in 2020, which was not an exceptional 
turnover of European Council members. 

National elections took place in Ireland and Slovakia in February, before the onset of the pandemic, 
resulting in changes of government. In Slovakia, the party of Prime Minister Peter Pellegrini fared 
poorly in the parliamentary elections of 29 February. On 21 March, Igor Matovič, head of an anti-
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corruption party, became the Prime Minister of a new coalition government, on time to participate 
in the 26 March leaders’ video-conference.  

As is now the norm in national elections in Europe, no single party could form a government in 
Ireland after the February election. As is also quite common elsewhere in Europe, it took several 
months before a new government emerged. However, the composition of the coalition was highly 
unusual for Ireland, with two traditional enemies, historically the largest parties, finally forming a 
government with the help of the much smaller Green party. Under the terms of the coalition 
agreement, Mícheál Martin of the Fianna Fáil party replaced Leo Varadkar of Fine Gael as Taoiseach 
(Prime Minister). Mícheál Martin assumed office on 27 June and attended his first European Council 
in July. This was the marathon, in-person meeting at which leaders reached agreement on the MFF 
and the recovery fund. 

Croatia held elections on 5 July 2020, despite the pandemic. The Croatian Democratic Union, the 
major centre-right party of Prime Minister Andrej Plenković, who had been in office since October 
2016, won a decisive victory. The looming elections had overshadowed the end of Croatia’s Council 
presidency, especially as Prime Minister Plenković’s party was polling poorly and was not expected 
to win. 

Lithuania held parliamentary elections in October 2020, resulting in a change of government and 
prime minister. However, as Lithuania is represented in the European Council by its Head of State, 
President Gitanas Nausėda remained a member of the European Council throughout the year.  

Romania held parliamentary elections on 6 December, which resulted in a change of government 
and prime minister. Like Lithuania, however, Romania is represented in the European Council by its 
Head of State. Accordingly, President Klaus Iohannis remained a member of the European Council 
throughout yet another turbulent year in domestic politics (Romania had five prime ministers in the 
previous five years). 

In addition to Ireland and Slovakia, there were four changes of national leadership in 2020. Two 
happened in the first month of the year, in Austria and in Malta.  

On 7 January, Sebastian Kurz returned as Chancellor of Austria, having finally formed a government 
following the elections of 29 September 2019. Sebastian Kurz was no stranger to the European 
Council, having previously served as Chancellor from December 2017 to May 2019, when he lost a 
motion of confidence in parliament. Sebastian Kurz’s effectiveness as Chancellor may have been 
impaired by persistent complaints about his handling of the pandemic and an ongoing corruption 
inquiry, but he was fully involved in EU affairs.  

On 13 January, Robert Abela became Prime Minister of Malta. The previous day, he had won the 
election to replace embattled Prime Minister Joseph Muscat as leader of the Labour Party. Prime 
Minister Muscat’s position had become untenable after mounting criticism of his handling of the 
investigation into the murder of the journalist Daphne Caruana Galizia, in 2017. Newly-installed 
Prime Minister Abela was preoccupied throughout much of 2020 with the case. 

Also in January 2020, Slovenian Prime Minister Marjan Šarec stepped down, following the 
resignation of the finance minister in protest against changes to health-related legislation. It took 
several weeks to put a new government together. Eventually, on 3 March, Janez Janša, leader of the 
conservative Slovenia Democratic Party, was appointed Prime Minister. A highly controversial 
politician in Slovenia and abroad, Janez Janša had already served as Prime Minister, from 2004 to 
2008 and again from 2012 to 2013.  

Another change of membership in the European Council came on 1 October 2020, when Alexander 
De Croo, a Flemish liberal, became Prime Minister of Belgium in place of Sophie Wilmès, who had 
led a caretaker government. The new “Vivaldi” government, the first proper government in Belgium 
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since the May 2019 general election, brought together four points on the political spectrum (liberal, 
socialist, green, and Christian Democrat), and seven parties. Prime Minister De Croo assumed office 
just in time to attend the European Council on 1-2 October. 

Elsewhere in the EU, national leaders did not face electoral or other challenges to their positions and 
remained in office throughout 2020. All had to cope with the exceptional situation caused by the 
pandemic. For pandemic-related as well as other reasons, some faced more domestic difficulties 
than others. 

In France, at the beginning of the year, President Macron faced renewed protests against his 
proposed pension reforms. The onset of the pandemic put an end to street protests but not to 
widespread dissatisfaction with his presidency. The President’s party, La République en Marche, 
fared badly in the second round of the 2020 local elections, which were postponed until 28 June 
because of the pandemic (the first round took place on 15 March). Although the next French 
presidential election was not due to take place until April 2022, President Macron’s political situation 
seemed fragile in 2020. 

In Germany, Angela Merkel entered the final full year of her long chancellorship in January 2020, 
having declared that she would not contest the September 2021 federal elections. In mid-February, 
Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer, Chancellor Merkel’s protégée, announced that she would not stand 
as Chancellor in the next election, thereby throwing the Chancellor’s Christian Democratic Union 
(CDU) into some disarray. Things did not settle down in the CDU until 20 April, when a majority of 
senior party officials selected Armin Laschet to be the candidate for Chancellor. Politics in Germany 
remained relatively untroubled throughout the rest of the year and did not affect the conduct of 
Germany’s Council presidency, in the second semester. 

In Spain, acting President of the Government (Prime Minister) Pedro Sánchez formed a government 
on 13 January 2020, two months after an inconclusive general election, when his Socialist Workers 
Party and the radical-left Podemos party entered into a coalition. This was the first national coalition 
government since the country’s return to democracy in the mid-1970s. The solidity of the new 
government ended four years of instability, during which time Spain held four general elections. It 
gave Prime Minister Sánchez the freedom to concentrate more on European affairs, not least at a 
time when Brexit opened some space for Member States such as Spain to exert more influence in 
the EU.  

Prime Minister Mark Rutte of the Netherlands, one of the longest-serving members of the European 
Council, was secure in office throughout 2020 but faced considerable dissent within his coalition 
government in the spring over the extremely contentious question of the proposed Covid-19 
recovery fund. Two of the four leaders whose parties made up the ruling coalition were highly critical 
of Prime Minister Rutte’s initial opposition to the initiative, although public opinion in the 
Netherlands generally supported his position. While being reproached by colleagues in the 
European Council, who accused him of lack of solidarity with poorer Member States, Prime Minister 
Rutte had to contend with some criticism at home, at least until the European Council reached 
agreement on the MFF and recovery fund, in July.  

Elsewhere in the EU, Heads of State or Government faced various challenges. Prime Ministers such 
as Viktor Orbán of Hungary and Mateusz Morawiecki of Poland were reasonably secure in office, but 
ruled over deeply divided societies. The extent to which any leader’s domestic situation affected 
that leader’s performance on the EU stage is, of course, debatable. But not having to worry about an 
imminent election or other serious political challenge may have given some EU leaders such as 
Prime Minister Orbán and Prime Minister Morawiecki a greater degree of confidence while operating 
in the European Council. 
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2.3. Attendance 

2.3.1. Principals 
As noted earlier, the European Council published the list of participants for only four of its thirteen 
meetings in 2020 (the special meetings in February and early October; and the regular meetings in 
mid-October and December). None of the meeting pages of the video-conferences contained lists 
of participants. Even so, those lists may not have been authoritative. For instance, the official list of 
participants for the Special Meeting on 1-2 October included Swedish Prime Minster Stefan Löfven. 
However, the EPRS Outcome for the meeting, a dependable source of information on meetings of 
the European Council, reported that “Swedish Prime Minster Stefan Löfven was unable to attend 
and was represented by the Finnish Prime Minister, Sanna Marin.” It also reported that “The French 
President, Emmanuel Macron, had to leave the meeting after the first day and was then represented 
by the German Chancellor, Angela Merkel.”  

Similarly, the official list of participants for the regular European Council on 15-16 October 2020 
included Polish Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki, Finnish Prime Minister Sanna Marin, and 
Commission President Ursula von der Leyen. However, as the EPRS Outcome reported, “Due to the 
fact that the Polish Prime Minister, Mateusz Morawiecki, was self-isolating after being in contact with 
a coronavirus-infected person, Poland was represented by the Prime Minister of Czechia, Andrej 
Babiš. For similar reasons, both the President of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, 
and Sanna Marin, Prime Minister of Finland, had to leave the meeting early. The latter was thereafter 
represented by the Swedish Prime Minister, Stefan Löfven.” 

It is possible, although laborious, to construct an unofficial list of attendees by reading carefully 
through official documents about each meeting, by looking at the “family photographs,” by 
checking the EU leaders’ twitter accounts, and by trawling through reports of particular meetings in 
the national media.  

Doing so for 2020 suggests that European Council meetings, of whatever kind, were well attended. 
As noted in the 2019 report, national leaders like attending meetings of the European Council, 
although, in 2020, EU leaders expressed less satisfaction with video-conferences compared to in-
person meetings. 

Josep Borrell, the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, is entitled 
to attend all meetings of the European Council. Because of the focus of the February and July 
summits on financial affairs, however, the High Representative was not in attendance. He 
nonetheless attended the regular European Council meetings in mid-October and mid-December, 
and was included in the official list of participants for the Special European Council on 1-2 October, 
but was absent from that meeting having had to go into quarantine. High Representative Borrell 
participated in only a few of the leaders’ video-conferences, notably the 17 March video-conference 
at which EU leaders discussed measures to help citizens stranded in third countries. In his joint press 
conference with Commission President von der Leyen after the video-conference, President Michel 
made a point of saying that the High Representative was “present and active” in the meeting. 

2.3.2. Guests 
The President of the European Parliament may be thought of as a “permanent guest” of the 
European Council. President Sassoli attended all of the in-person meetings in 2020 but only four of 
the eight video-conferences. According to the official list of participants, Michel Barnier, the chief 
negotiator, attended the part of the 15-16 October regular European Council that dealt with EU-UK 
relations. Also according to the official list of participants, European Central Bank President Christine 
Lagarde and Eurogroup President Pascal Donohoe attended the Euro Summit on 11 December. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45851/euco-01-02-10-trombinoscope-update-web.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/654189/EPRS_BRI(2020)654189_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/46325/euco-15-16-10-trombinoscope-web.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/654195/EPRS_BRI(2020)654195_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_STU(2021)694236
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/03/17/
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Christine Lagarde attended four of the leaders’ video-conferences in 2020, all in the first half of the 
year (10 March, 17 March, 23 March, and 19 June) as the EU struggled to come to terms with the 
economic consequences of the pandemic. Mário Centeno, Pascal Donohoe’s predecessor as 
President of the Eurogroup, attend the video-conferences on 10 March, 17 March, and 23 April. 



The European Council in 2020 

  

 

11 

3. Interaction and agenda-setting 

3.1. Meeting formats 
The special summit of February 2020, convened to discuss the MFF, was the last “normal” meeting 
of the European Council for a long time to come. Although other in-person meetings took place in 
2020 after the pandemic struck, EU leaders would never again be able to conduct themselves as 
freely as they had in February, the last summit held in a blissfully untroubled, pre-Covid-19 era.  

By the end of February and early March, it was clear that the mysterious virus first reported in China 
was spreading rapidly in Europe, with devastating effect. Institutional life in Brussels had to adapt in 
a hurry.  

After some hesitation, the EP chose not to hold its March plenary in Strasbourg. Despite the sacred 
symbolism of meeting in the Alsatian capital, and French insistence on holding plenary sessions 
there, President Sassoli reluctantly decided that the EP would meet instead in Brussels, with a limited 
agenda, without in-person voting, and with social distancing. Also in early March, a meeting of trade 
ministers was the first in-person session of the Council to be cancelled because of Covid-19. 
Thereafter, most Council meetings took the form of video-conferences. In the Commission, 
President von der Leyen announced that staff in “non-critical functions” would telework as of 16 
March. 

As for the European Council, President Michel referred to the uncertainty surrounding Covid-19 at 
the beginning of a speech that he gave at the Centre for European Policy Studies, on 5 March. After 
thanking the audience for a warm welcome, he stated that: “It’s a special pleasure to be here with 
you this afternoon and I am delighted that it has been possible for this event to go ahead. I have full 
confidence in the Belgian authorities in this kind of situation.” As it happened, this would be 
President Michel’s last public appearance for some time.  

The rapidly deteriorating epidemiological situation throughout the EU prompted President Michel 
to call an emergency video-conference on 10 March. With governments beginning to put travel 
restrictions in place and leaders needing to hold discussions as soon as possible about the looming 
crisis, an in-person meeting in Brussels seemed ill-advised and impractical. Despite their 
unfamiliarity with video-conferencing on such a scale, involving all members of the European 
Council, EU leaders expressed general satisfaction with the outcome. While not ideal, and certainly 
not preferable to getting together in person, the 10 March video-conference went surprisingly well. 
As noted in the EPRS Outcome, “Given the very productive outcome of the meeting, it is possible 
that such a format could be used more frequently in the future.” Nevertheless, leaders still hoped to 
be able to hold their next scheduled meeting of the European Council later in the month. The 
Conclusions of the video-conference stated optimistically that: “The European Council will come 
back to the matter [the socio-economic consequences of the crisis] during the 26-27 March summit 
to take any further decisions needed. 

As the Covid-19 crisis intensified, President Michel convened a second video-conference on 17 
March. During the three-hour meeting, EU leaders agreed to postpone the regular March summit 
indefinitely and to hold another video-conference the following week, on 26 March. On that 
occasion, EU leaders held a six-hour meeting. They did not meet again for four weeks, when they 
held another video-conference on 23 April.  

Videoconferencing technology had made it possible for EU leaders to hold four meetings in quick 
succession to deal with the immediate impact of the rapidly-escalating Covid-19 crisis at a time 
when physical meetings were not possible. EU leaders appreciated the convenience of video-
conferencing, but experienced the minor irritations associated with it, ranging from forgetting to 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/03/05/keynote-speech-at-europe-s-next-stage-at-the-centre-for-european-policy-studies-ideas-lab-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/03/10/statement-by-the-president-of-the-european-council-following-the-video-conference-on-covid-19/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/642818/EPRS_BRI(2020)642818_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/03/10/statement-by-the-president-of-the-european-council-following-the-video-conference-on-covid-19/
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unmute before speaking, to uncertainty about when to follow up on a point under discussion. 
Moreover, a limitation of video-conferencing became apparent when EU leaders moved from 
discussing the immediate consequences of the crisis, during the first two video-conferences, to 
dealing with longer-term issues, notably financing the economic recovery, during their second two 
video-conferences. In particular, as EU leaders began to appreciate the complexity of putting 
together a recovery plan, and the inevitable connection between such a plan and the MFF, they also 
realised that video-conferences were inadequate for conducting intricate negotiations. For instance, 
while arguments over the wording of summit conclusions are a staple of in-person meetings, 
reportedly the back-and-forth over the wording of the “Joint statement of the members of the 
European Council, 26 March 2020” was exceptionally time-consuming because it took place via 
video-conference.  

Another aspect of video-conferencing that was not conducive to the nature and normal working 
methods of the European Council was that more people were privy to the discussions than would 
be the case at an in-person meeting, where only the principals and a small number of officials of the 
Council secretariat are allowed into the room. As noted in the EPRS Outcome of the 23 April video-
conference, “there are in fact more people ‘in the room’ than just the members of the European 
Council and the … guests. In contrast to normal ‘physical meetings’ in Brussels, some leaders had 
their advisors with them during the discussions.” 

An official photograph of the 23 April video-conference shows this to be the case, and shows 
another unfortunate feature of video-conferencing. The photograph reveals a screen with 13 
panels—a large panel in the centre, surrounded by twelve smaller panels. One of these shows 
Commission President von der Leyen with two aids in room; one shows Chancellor Merkel 
apparently texting; in two other panels, national leaders are looking at their phones; in four panels, 
national leaders, including President Macron (judging from the flags behind the desk), are absent. It 
is possible that the photograph was taken just before the conference started or just after it ended, 
although it purports to show the video-conference in progress. Regardless, the point is that 
participants may be less attentive and less in attendance during a video-conference than during an 
in-person meeting. 

After four video-conferences spanning six weeks, leaders were eager to meet again in person, in the 
congenial and familiar setting of the Europa building in Brussels, if possible in May or June.  

Lamenting the end of in-person meetings, the Financial Times had already noted: “the grease that 
turns the EU’s wheels comes in the break-out sessions, the huddles in corridors, the gentle pulling 
aside of a particular leader at the right moment. None of that is possible by video.” As if to make the 
point, following the 23 April video-conference Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte expressed a desire 
to be able to hold side meetings as well as plenary sessions at an in-person summit, especially when 
financial negotiations were taking place: “It would be good to meet each other for the short one-
on-ones.” Accordingly, the 23 April video-conference came to be seen as a prelude to an in-person 
summit at which leaders might be able to conclude a package deal on the MFF and the recovery 
fund.  

Hopes of an imminent return to in-person meetings were nonetheless dashed. Instead, EU leaders 
held another video-conference on 19 June. Perhaps because they were becoming quite common, 
President Michel attempted to frame the 19 June video-conference as a normal rather than an 
exceptional meeting of the European Council. Thus, the meeting page included a Background Brief, 
the meeting started with an exchange of views with EP President Sassoli (as had the two previous 
video-conferences), and EU leaders then heard a presentation by the Prime Minister Andrej 
Plenković on the results of the Croatian Presidency of the Council. That said, there was no letter of 
invitation and, instead of Conclusions, there were only remarks by the President. If anything, the 19 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/642832/EPRS_BRI(2020)642832_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/642832/EPRS_BRI(2020)642832_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/media-galleries/european-council/meetings/2020-04-23-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council/?slide=1
https://www.ft.com/content/321d574a-68ab-11ea-800d-da70cff6e4d3
https://www.ft.com/content/01de7557-040a-4061-b33b-c065b556ea1f
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June video-conference reinforced the point that in-person meetings were essential in order to make 
progress on the MFF and the recovery fund. 

The value of in-person meetings was borne out by the success of the Special European Council that 
began on 17 July. The meeting, which ended on 21 July, turned out to be the second longest in the 
history of the European Council, almost surpassing the Nice summit in December 2000. The 
significance of the July 2021 summit, and its potential importance for the future of the EU, was far 
more considerable, however. The complexity and political sensitivity of the negotiations on the MFF 
and the recovery fund required four days of plenary sessions, bilaterals, and plurilaterals before all 
of the EU leaders could sign on to the final package deal. It would have been impossible to conduct 
and eventually conclude the negotiations through a series of video-conferences. An e-brochure on 
the web site of the German Council Presidency, entitled “Four days, four nights: a look back to the 
special meeting of the European Council in July 2020,” including several photographs of EU leaders 
during different stages of the summit, conveys the pricelessness of meeting in person. 

EU leaders left the July summit exhausted but satisfied with the overall outcome, even if some of 
them had misgivings about parts of the package deal. They looked forward to being able to continue 
with in-person summits after the summer break. The fact that they held another video-conference 
in August, in order to deal primarily with the situation in Belarus, was a reminder that the world does 
not stand still during the sacrosanct summer holidays, and a reminder also that, despite their limits, 
video-conferences are sometimes more appropriate than in-person meetings. In this case, EU 
leaders wanted to be able to show solidarity with the people of Belarus and needed little time 
agreeing on the “Conclusions by the President,” in which they condemned the government in 
Minsk. Getting together to do so, at short notice in August, would have been extremely difficult. 

Having cleared their schedules in order to come to Brussels for a summit on 24-25 September, EU 
leaders were greatly inconvenienced by the need to postpone the meeting, at short notice, until      
1-2 October because President Michel had gone into quarantine. President Michel’s indisposition 
raised questions about the rules of procedure of the European Council, which, “in the event of an 
impediment because of illness,” allow the President to be replaced by the leader of the country in 
the Council Presidency. In this case, however, President Michel was unavailable not because of 
illness, but because of the possibility of becoming ill (he had been in close contact with a security 
officer who had tested positive for Covid-19). Regardless, EU leaders did not press the point and 
rearranged their calendars in order to meet the following week. Fortunately, there was no shortage 
of hotel rooms in Brussels, following the collapse of tourism, to accommodate EU leaders, their 
entourages, members of the media, and others who are part of the European Council ecosystem.  

The Special Meeting of the European Council held on 1-2 October confirmed the value of in-person 
summits, as EU leaders discussed a range of tricky external and internal issues. It was at this meeting 
that President Michel presented the Leaders’ Agenda. Reflecting, in his post-summit remarks, on 
procedural aspects of the European Council, President Michel commented on the usefulness of 
video-conferences for preparing positions on “difficult topics,” but emphasised the importance of 
“real interactivity, political interactivity among the leaders.” The 1-2 October summit allowed EU 
leaders to address “a large number of substantive issues.” In President Michel’s opinion, meeting in 
person, at the level of the European Council, provided an essential opportunity “to summon up what 
I like to call the ‘European magic.’ The issues are difficult, they are complex, and they are strategic. 
Yet this willingness to enter into dialogue, to discuss with one another, to get to the heart of the 
matter, allows us to move forward and to make progress.”  

Preferable though in-person summits undoubtedly were, their practicability was once again thrown 
into question at the regular, mid-October meeting of the European Council. This was the summit 
that Polish Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki missed for COVID-related reasons, and that 
Commission President von der Leyen left soon after the beginning, having learned that a member 

https://www.eu2020.de/eu2020-en/news/article/-/2370576
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/08/19/conclusions-by-the-president-of-the-european-council-following-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-19-august-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/08/19/conclusions-by-the-president-of-the-european-council-following-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-19-august-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/03/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-special-european-council-meeting-on-2-october-2020/
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of her staff had tested positive for the virus. High Representative Josep Borrell was also absent due 
to quarantine. As a result, no senior member of the Commission was present for most of the 
meeting. With Europe facing a second wave of the virus and no pressing issues on the agenda, some 
EU leaders wondered why they had risked an in-person meeting. As Danish Prime Minister Mette 
Frederiksen was quoted as saying, “There are some discussions where one needs to be brought a 
little closer to each other. And then there are other meetings where you can do it as a video 
conference.” President Michel defended the decision to hold a regular summit, claiming that the 
discussion of EU-UK relations after Brexit necessitated a face-to-face meeting.  

The return to video-conferences in late October and mid-November seemed like a retrograde step. 
Under the circumstances, EU leaders were grateful to be able to conduct European Council business 
at a time when travel and in-person meetings were strongly discouraged. As was the case earlier in 
the year, they discussed mostly immediate pandemic-related issues. Unfortunately, but necessarily, 
“the European Council was re-entering the active crisis monitoring mode that had shaped its agenda 
during the spring of 2020.” In his remarks following the 29 October video-conference, President 
Michel described the event as “an opportunity to exchange views [and] to reconcile our different 
perspectives on the basis of one conviction: together we shall be stronger, so that we can win this 
battle against the virus.” 

The regular December summit was similar to the special July summit in that EU leaders agreed on 
the need to meet in person in order to be able to conclude complicated negotiations on extremely 
important issues. President Michel went to great lengths after the December summit to explain the 
significance of having held an in-person meeting: “This European Council has been a marathon 
European Council … with many difficult issues on the agenda, important issues for the future of the 
European Union. I think I can say, after several hours of intense meetings and considerable political 
commitment, that an important step forward has been made by the European Union in different 
fields,” notably climate policy, and the MFF and recovery fund.  

Recalling the arduous negotiations on climate policy at the December 2019 summit, President 
Michel commented: “nobody … could have imagined that, a few weeks later, at the beginning of 
2020, we would be confronted with such a severe shock: Covid-19, which has shaken us to the core 
and which has mobilised strong, difficult and challenging action by the institutions of the European 
Union.” After reflecting on “a year that has been extraordinary, in the original sense of the word, a 
year that has knocked us about and shaken us up, challenging certainties,” President Michel opined 
that the December European Council “has been an opportunity to show the quiet strength of the 
European Union, to show that unity, coherence and trust are the things with which we want to put 
the European Union in the right direction, as we stand joined together around difficult, sensitive 
issues, which have required a lot of effort.” As he told the EP a week later, “The negotiations [on the 
MFF and the recovery fund] were intense. But we took our responsibility, overcame the obstacles, 
and came together for the good of Europe.  

Recourse to video-conferences in 2020, a novelty for the European Council, was undoubtedly 
essential for the functioning of the institution on occasions when EU leaders were unable physically 
to get together, and therefore for the functioning of the EU as a whole. EU leaders achieved concrete 
results during video-conferences, especially pertaining to the immediate impact of the Covid-19 
crisis. Beyond that, however, video-conferences were an unsuitable setting for intensive 
negotiations on complex, politically-charged issues. The European Council was fortunate in 2020 to 
have been able to convene in person at crucial times, notably in July and December, when EU 
leaders had to resolve deep disagreements on aspects of the MFF and recovery fund.  

At the end of 2020, leaders looked forward to a time when the European Council would revert to 
normal, although that seemed unlikely in the near future. Whenever that time would come, the 
European Council might nonetheless decide to hold video-conferences in addition to its regular and 

https://apnews.com/article/virus-outbreak-international-news-summits-ursula-von-der-leyen-europe-b7efef5d0f0a5bf8b1d9371242e7502b
https://epthinktank.eu/2020/11/04/outcome-of-the-european-council-video-conference-of-29-october-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/30/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-29-october-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/11/intervention-du-president-charles-michel-a-l-issue-des-reunions-du-conseil-europeen-et-du-sommet-de-la-zone-euro-des-10-et-11-decembre-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/11/intervention-du-president-charles-michel-a-l-issue-des-reunions-du-conseil-europeen-et-du-sommet-de-la-zone-euro-des-10-et-11-decembre-2020/
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occasional special meetings. As noted in an EPRS assessment of the European Council’s working 
methods, in addition to facilitating crisis management, video-conferences gave EU leaders “the 
opportunity to discuss other pressing issues at Heads of State and Government level, which would 
either have had to wait until later or be dealt with at a lower level. Several European Council video-
conference meetings, which were initially intended to deal solely with EU coordination measures to 
address the coronavirus pandemic, were in fact also used to raise ‘burning’ or ad hoc issues.” 
Moreover, President Michel repeatedly praised the usefulness of video-conferences for allowing EU 
leaders to keep each other informed on the common challenges they faced. 

3.2. Inter-personal dynamics 
One of the most extraordinary spectacles during an extraordinary European Council—the four-day 
meeting in mid-July where EU leaders negotiated the MFF and the recovery fund—was a short, 
seemingly impromptu press conference that Prime Minister Viktor Orbán gave on 19 July, in the Parc 
Leopold, a brisk walk from the Europa Building, while taking a break from the proceedings. Although 
careful not to mention Mark Rutte by name, Prime Minister Orbán made a remarkable statement: “I 
don’t know what is the personal reason for the Dutch Prime Minister to hate me or Hungary.” Why, 
he wondered, was it that “the Dutch would like to punish Hungary?” Such an assertion, even if made 
in the privacy of a European Council meeting, is rarely made in public. EU leaders may heartily dislike 
each other, but they usually refrain from intimating it openly. The fact that Prime Minister Orbán was 
so forthcoming while the summit was still taking place reflected his long-standing resentment of 
Prime Minister Rutte and deep concern about the possible impact of the Dutch leader’s position, 
with respect to rule of law conditionality, on the disbursement of large-scale financial assistance to 
Hungary. 

Negotiations on the MFF are usually testy. The stakes for the EU, and for national leaders in their 
domestic political arenas, are high. EU leaders had clashed over aspects of the proposed new MFF 
at their first summit of the year, on 21 February. Mark Rutte had struck a pose when he arrived 
carrying an apple in one hand and a bulky biography of Frédéric Chopin in the other. He reportedly 
explained that both were intended to help him “get through the night. What else is there to do?” 
The stunt was intended to suggest that the summit was a waste of time. Prime Minister Rutte was 
the unofficial leader of the so-called Frugal Four countries (Austria, Denmark, the Netherlands, and 
Sweden), a group that adamantly opposed an increase in the size of the budget, among other 
things. Whereas President Michel, who had prepared a new “Negotiating Box,” hoped that EU 
leaders might be able to reach a final agreement at the summit, Prime Minister Rutte and others 
were in no mood to compromise. 

It is hard to know exactly what takes place during plenary sessions and side-meetings at an EU 
summit. The rules of procedure state that “the deliberations of the European Council shall be 
covered by the obligation of professional secrecy, except insofar as the European Council decides 
otherwise.” EU leaders value the confidentiality of their deliberations and side-conversations. That 
said, some EU leaders are among the worst offenders when it comes to revealing what actually goes 
on in the European Council. They reveal perhaps more than they should in tweets, press 
conferences, and interviews. On occasion in 2020, so concerned was President Michel about leaks 
from national leaders that he asked them to leave their phones outside the room. 

It is possible from EU leaders’ tweets, press conferences, and interviews to reconstruct what takes 
place in the European Council, although EU leaders’ accounts are often at variance with each other, 
in subtle or striking ways. During the February summit, Chancellor Merkel reportedly called Prime 
Minister Rutte “childish,” and Prime Minister Pedro Sánchez observed that his country (Spain) had 
more citizens than the “Frugals” combined. Nobody—not even Prime Minister Rutte—challenged 
those accounts. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/654203/EPRS_BRI(2020)654203_EN.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cMQzviqFH28
https://newsroom.consilium.europa.eu/events/20200220-special-european-council-february-2020-day-1/127049-departure-and-doorstep-rutte-nl-20200221
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-02-20/chopin-apples-soccer-inside-eu-s-trillion-dollar-budget-scrap
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/29824/qc0415692enn.pdf
https://www.volkskrant.nl/nieuws-achtergrond/merkel-geirriteerd-over-kinderlijk-gedrag-rutte-tijdens-eu-top%7Eb635b9a0/


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 

  

 

16 

Prime Minister Rutte’s main antagonist at the February summit was Portuguese Prime Minister 
Costa, unofficially representing the Friends of Cohesion, a group of 17 Member States that wanted 
to increase, or at least maintain, current levels of spending on cohesion policy in the next MFF. It 
became clear to all, including a deeply disappointed President Michel, that the gulf between the 
two sides was too big to bridge. It would take at least one more summit, a greater willingness to 
compromise, and much imaginative re-drafting to bring the two sides together.   

Like all the national leaders at an EU summit, Prime Minister Rutte was playing to a domestic 
audience as well as interacting with his colleagues from the other Member States. Precisely because 
the EU budget had become a salient issue in domestic politics, notably in the countries that were 
net contributors, Prime Minister Rutte and a handful of other EU leaders were taking a hard line, 
even at the risk of annoying everyone else. By all accounts, Prime Minister Rutte’s antics played well 
at home in the Netherlands, a country whose attitude towards European integration had always 
been ambiguous. 

Adding to the political tartness of the MFF was concern among the net beneficiaries—and some 
other Member States—that the EU budget was being abused to enrich governments, and perhaps 
even some leaders, that were increasingly illiberal in their political behaviour and were disregarding 
EU norms and values. As it was, Hungary and Poland were under investigation for EU rule of law 
violations. Moreover, Hungary’s parliament had approved, on 30 March, a controversial bill to 
extend the state of emergency declared that month and allow premier Viktor Orbán to govern by 
decree for an indefinite period. This prompted 19 Member States to issue a joint statement, on 2 
April, expressing their deep concern “about the risk of violations of the principles of rule of law, 
democracy and fundamental rights arising from the adoption of certain emergency measures.” They 
did not name Hungary because they did not have to. The message was not lost on Prime Minister 
Orbán. 

Under the circumstances, it seemed galling to Prime Minister Rutte and others, among them 
President Macron, that Prime Minister Orbán and Prime Minister Morawiecki were demanding more 
money from the EU without there being a link between EU expenditure and compliance with EU 
obligations, especially such fundamental obligations as “respect for human dignity, freedom, 
democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, including the rights of persons 
belonging to minorities” (Article 2 TEU). 

The February summit was the last in-person meeting of the European Council until the famous July 
summit. In the meantime, EU leaders switched to video-conferences, a format devoid of personal 
interaction. Besides that, EU leaders were struggling to come to terms with the enormity of the 
Covid-19 crisis. They could easily agree on such things as taking steps to limit the spread of the virus, 
provide more medical equipment, promote research, tackle the socio-economic consequences, and 
help citizens stranded in third countries. Little or no passion was evident at the March and April 
video-conferences. 

Nevertheless, one of the proposed responses to tackling the socio-economic consequences of the 
crisis would soon animate a dispute - not so much between the Frugals and the Friends of Cohesion, 
but between the Frugals and almost all the other Member States (only Finland sided with the 
Frugals). The issue was the proposed recovery fund. The Frugals opposed a large fund; did not want 
the EU to raise money for it on the international markets; and did not want financial assistance 
allocated to Member States in the form of grants. On 18 May, at a bilateral video-conference, 
President Macron and Chancellor Merkel endorsed the idea of a large recovery fund (€500 billion), 
to be raised by the Commission, borrowing on capital markets. On 27 May, President von der Leyen 
unveiled the Commission’s proposal for “a powerful, modern and revamped long-term EU budget 
boosted by Next Generation EU, an emergency temporary recovery instrument, to help repair the 
immediate economic and social damage brought by the coronavirus pandemic, kickstart the 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/09/16/the-dutch-dont-love-europe-and-never-did/
https://www.ft.com/content/4dc85972-e917-4c8d-9db1-8e72400b9e8a
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/coming-to-france/coronavirus-advice-for-foreign-nationals-in-france/coronavirus-statements/article/joint-statement-on-the-principles-of-the-rule-of-law-in-times-of-covid-19-02
https://www.elysee.fr/en/emmanuel-macron/2020/05/18/french-german-initiative-for-the-european-recovery-from-the-coronavirus-crisis
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recovery and prepare for a better future for the next generation.” President Michel strongly 
supported the proposal. That left the Frugals almost completely isolated in the run-up to the July 
summit. 

Even so, the Frugals, plus Finland, put up a spirited defence of their positions during the lengthy 
summit. Even allowing for journalistic license, the Financial Times may well have been right in 
describing the EU leaders’ dinner on 17 July as “ill-tempered,” as “anger boiled over” during a late-
night discussion of how money for economic recovery should be allocated among Member States. 
The same newspaper described another “testy summit dinner,” on 19 July, when Finnish Prime 
Minister Sanna Marin confronted Spanish Prime Minister Pedro Sánchez, after Finland and the 
Frugals had conceded that up to €350 billion of the recovery fund could be dispersed as grants. As 
Prime Minister Sánchez pressed for a larger distribution of grants, Prime Minister Marin reportedly 
snapped: “We have leaders around this table who moved from nothing to €350 billion. What did you 
do? We have moved. Now it’s your turn.” The fact that both Prime Ministers were social democrats 
showed that the difference among national leaders over the recovery fund cut through ideological 
affinity and party-political affiliation (both were members of the Party of European Socialists).  

The Frugals were not alone, however, in insisting on rule of law conditionality for disbursements 
from the MFF and the recovery fund. Although Prime Minister Rutte and his fellow Frugal leaders 
found themselves having to concede, at the July summit, on issues such as the size of the fund and 
whether money would be disbursed as loans or grants, they had considerable support on the 
politically sensitive question of rule of law conditionality.  

Hence the clash, at the July summit, between Prime Minister Rutte and Prime Minister Orbán, who 
was more outspoken and combative than Prime Minister Morawiecki. President Macron was not shy 
at meetings of the European Council, and had frequently complained about political developments 
in Hungary and Poland, but he was happy to leave Prime Minister Rutte to take the lead in 
challenging Prime Minister Orbán, not least because President Macron disagreed with Prime 
Minister Rutte on important aspects of the budget, such as the future of rebates (France wanted 
them abolished; the Netherlands and other recipients of rebates wanted them retained). For her 
part, Chancellor Merkel, who was Council President-in-Office, could credibly claim to be an honest 
broker with an obligation to remain neutral in disputes among Member States.  

The remaining in-person meetings of the European Council in 2020 were reasonably civil and quiet 
affairs. The dispute over rule of law conditionality loomed large in relations among Member States 
during the rest of the year, but did not intrude much into the European Council itself. At the 1-2 
October summit, Council President-in-Office Merkel briefed leaders on “the negotiations with the 
European Parliament on the MFF, the EU’s own resources and the recovery fund,” but there was little 
discussion afterwards. Nevertheless, seven Member States (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, 
Luxembourg, Netherlands and Sweden)—the so-called “Rule of Law Friends” (ROLF)—signalled 
their keen interest in the issue of political conditionality with respect to the MFF and the recovery 
fund.  

Even after Hungary and Poland blocked a definitive agreement on the MFF and recovery fund in 
November 2020, because of their objections to the draft Regulation on a general regime of 
conditionality for the protection of the EU budget that was agreed to by the EP and the Council 
Presidency, Chancellor Merkel managed to find a solution outside the European Council. This took 
the form of a lengthy interpretation of the way in which the Regulation would be applied, which 
was acceptable to all concerned. The agreed-upon linguistic formula was included in the December 
summit conclusions, without objection. 

The December summit nevertheless contained some drama, as Prime Minister Morawiecki held out 
for several hours against agreeing to the headline goal of reducing EU greenhouse gas emissions by 
at least 55%, by 2030 (compared to 1990 levels). He did so for domestic political reasons—the EU 

https://www.ft.com/content/0fc2a2e6-791e-4f6f-bafc-e0c924aa398a
https://twitter.com/MehreenKhn/status/1311257200984195073
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/47296/1011-12-20-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
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target was far from being universally popular at home—and demanded additional financial 
compensation for Poland to cushion the necessary economic transition. Prime Minister Morawiecki’s 
obduracy may have irritated other EU leaders, but not seriously. All were used to special pleading in 
the European Council. Indeed, most Member States had done so at one point or another.  

Although the European Council met in person only five times in 2020, one of those meetings was 
unusually long (four days) and the others were two-day affairs. Most of the EU leaders were actively 
involved in the discussions that took place during these meetings, especially at the lengthy July 
summit. Every national leader had a keen interest in the outcome of the negotiations for the MFF 
and the recovery fund, and had something to say about it. Otherwise, at the in-person meetings, 
some national leaders were more interested and therefore more keenly involved than other leaders 
in discussing certain agenda items.  

Whereas all EU leaders were concerned about developments in Belarus, for instance, the leaders of 
the neighbouring EU countries—Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland—were especially so, and therefore 
participated more in the discussions on 19 August, 1-2 October and 15-16 October about the 
situation there. Similarly, all EU leaders were interested in the EU-UK negotiations for a post-
transition agreement, but some represented countries with a greater stake in the outcome than 
others. In that respect, Ireland comes to mind. Speaking after the 1-2 October summit, President 
Michel provided “just one word about Brexit, just an information point. We had the opportunity to 
have an update by Ursula (von der Leyen) and also an analysis by the Irish Prime Minister.” In a sign 
of solidarity with Ireland, President Michel travelled to Dublin a week later for talks with Prime 
Minister Mícheál Martin, where he affirmed that “the EU “stands in full solidarity with Ireland and 
this is especially true when it comes to the full implementation of the Withdrawal Agreement and 
the Protocol on Ireland and Northern Ireland.”  

Other EU leaders in the European Council would have appreciated Prime Minister Martin’s keen 
interest in the EU-UK negotiations, and would not have minded giving him the floor to speak briefly 
on the subject. 

3.3. Combinations within the European Council 
Groups of national leaders come together formally, on a permanent basis, or informally, on an ad 
hoc basis, to promote their interests in the EU, including via the European Council. These include the 
European political parties, some of which, notably the European People’s Party and the Party of 
European Socialists, hold “mini-summits” just before a meeting of the European Council. As the EPP 
explains on its website, an “EPP Summit,” preceding an EU summit, “allows leaders from our political 
family to discuss and prepare an agenda, and reach common positions, prior to meetings of the 
European Council.” 

It is difficult to assess the impact of a political party’s “mini-summit” on the conduct of the 
subsequent EU summit. In 2020, just as there were fewer in-person meetings of the European 
Council than in previous years, there were also fewer “mini-summits” of the main political parties. 
Moreover, the key item on the European Council’s agenda in 2020—the MFF and the recovery 
fund—tended to cut across political party lines. To take the example of the Frugal countries plus 
Finland, a group that took a hard line on limiting the size and on other aspects of the MFF and 
recovery fund, for instance: Prime Ministers Mette Frederiksen (Denmark), Sanna Marin (Finland), 
and Stefan Löfven (Sweden) belonged to the Party of European Socialists; Chancellor Sebastian Kurz 
(Austria) belonged to the European People’s Party; and Prime Minister Mark Rutte (Netherlands) 
belonged to the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe. Member of the opposing Friends of 
Cohesion group similarly belonged to a range of European political parties. Accordingly, it seems 
safe to say that membership in the European political parties did not significantly affect leaders’ 
positions and conduct in the European Council in 2020.  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/03/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-special-european-council-meeting-on-2-october-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/08/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-joint-press-conference-with-micheal-martin-taoiseach-of-ireland/
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Apart from the political parties, the Visegrad Group, made up of four neighbouring central and 
eastern European states—Czechia, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia—is the most cohesive collection 
of national leaders in the EU. The purpose of the Group is to facilitate cooperation among the four 
countries “in a number of fields of common interest within the all-European integration.” Not that 
the members of the Visegrad Group are able to agree on everything. Nonetheless, to the extent that 
that can form common positions, unity often translates into greater influence in the course of EU 
negotiations. 

Coordination among the countries of the Visegrad Group takes place at several levels, ranging from 
officials within national ministries, to the ministers and to the Prime Ministers. The leaders of the 
Visegrad Group generally coordinate their positions before, and often during, meetings of the 
European Council. This was the case throughout 2020, although just as the European Council 
switched to on-line meetings, so too did the Visegrad Group. Not surprisingly, the leaders of the 
Visegrad Group caucused closely immediately before and during the lengthy July summit. The four 
leaders shared an interest in having as large a recovery fund as possible, with the money being 
disbursed as grants rather than loans and allocated to Member States according to economic criteria 
that would ensure their countries received what they saw as a fair share of the pot.  

In addition, the Visegrad Group leaders were concerned about the all-consuming question of rule 
of law conditionality being part of the MFF and recovery fund package. To be more precise, two of 
the Visegrad Group leaders—Polish Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki and Hungarian Prime 
Minister Viktor Orbán—were preoccupied with this. So much so that, on 26 November, the two 
leaders issued a Joint Declaration, in which they “decided to align our positions” by adopting 
”principles and objectives which we are going to pursue during the negotiations within the 
European Union”, with the aim of enabling a “quick conclusion of the legislative process”; the 
current situation, which prevents a rapid disbursement of the funding “is created by those who 
established a link between the Rule of Law and the EU budget.” The Declaration was remarkable not 
because Prime Minister Morawiecki and Prime Minister Orbán decided to take a common position, 
but because they stated categorically that: “Neither Poland nor Hungary will accept any proposal 
that is deemed unacceptable by the other.”  

Forming such a close bond between two national leaders was reminiscent of the long-standing 
connection between the leaders of two other Member States: France and Germany. Indeed, France 
and Germany have a treaty-based partnership, but that does not bind them to working together on 
EU issues or tie their leaders to having joint positions in the European Council. Over the years, the 
French President and the German Chancellor, whoever they may be, have collaborated closely and 
have sometimes been instrumental in securing breakthroughs in the European Council on major EU 
initiatives. Nonetheless, it has become commonplace in recent years to lament the demise of the 
Franco-German tandem. Thus, Philip Stephens, the respected Financial Times commentator, 
observed in a column on 20 February: “the [bilateral] relationship that has really soured is that 
between Paris and Berlin. Age and temperament have always militated against the idea of Ms. 
Merkel and France’s President Emmanuel Macron as soulmates.” He continued: “Politically 
beleaguered, [Chancellor Merkel] exudes contempt for Mr. Macron’s supposed grandstanding,” 
while President Macron was supposedly embittered because “each effort he had made to raise 
Europe’s sights to the global challenges was met with silence or obstructionism.” 

President Macron and Chancellor Merkel confounded sceptics of Franco-German leadership by 
unveiling a proposal, following a bilateral video-conference on 18 May, for a €500 billion post-
pandemic recovery fund, financed by money raised on capital markets by the Commission, with 
most of it being allocated to the neediest Member States in the form of grants. Coming in the midst 
of a contentious discussion about the size and characteristics of a possible recovery fund, the 
Franco-German initiative gave enormous impetus to President von der Leyen, President Michel, and 
those national leaders who were calling for an ambitious plan, unprecedented in its size and scope. 

https://www.visegradgroup.eu/
https://www.gov.pl/web/eu/joint-declaration-of-the-prime-minister-of-poland-and-the-prime-minister-of-hungary
https://www.ft.com/content/0be68bd6-5303-11ea-90ad-25e377c0ee1f
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The symbolic and substantive significance of the France-German initiative was immediately 
apparent. As President Macron remarked after the video-conference, “an agreement between 
Germany and France is not an agreement of the 27, but there can be no agreement among the 27 if 
there is not already a Franco-German agreement.” 

Clément Beaune, Secretary of State to the French Minister of Europe and Foreign Affairs, who was 
deeply involved in Franco-German relations throughout 2020, explained the special place that both 
countries have in the EU: “Our two nations have a different relationship to the European project and 
also to the very idea of power. So, our mutual relationship does not mean either dilution or 
submission, but rather permanent compromise. In general, the European way does not lie in erasing 
our differences; instead, it is a blending of our disagreements, which we somehow manage to 
mitigate. The Franco-German relationship epitomises this, and the current crisis has revealed it as 
well.” In particular, the French and German leaders “have understood three things: the 
irreplaceability of the Franco-German partnership; the need to make our disagreements known to 
the other in order to … overcome them; and, in turn, the ability to bring other partners on board. 
This is not obsolete in a European Union with 27 members … Angela Merkel and Emmanuel Macron 
have never wasted time looking for an alternative to the Franco-German relationship.” In his view, 
“The recovery plan, which started from a disagreement, paved the way for a renewal of confidence 
between France and Germany. At the onset of the crisis, the disagreement was quite violent: it was 
not swept under the rug. France reached out to Italy, Spain, Belgium, and others to say: ‘We need 
solidarity, we need to mutualise our debts.’ Germany was against this measure, so we recreated a 
negotiation that allowed us to move towards a Franco-German compromise, allowing in turn for a 
European compromise to arise.” 

Although both leaders had moved from different positions on the contentious question of EU public 
finance in order to reach a common position, Chancellor Merkel appeared to have moved farther 
than President Macron (Germany traditionally opposed fiscal burden-sharing at the EU level and the 
large-scale transfer of resources to heavily-indebted Member States). The impression that this was 
so may have been heightened by the Chancellor’s aloofness towards many of President Macron’s 
other proposals for EU renewal and reform since he came to office in 2017. Chancellor Merkel may 
indeed have wanted to revive Franco-German leadership for its own sake. More likely, she launched 
the initiative with President Macron because she believed in the importance of reaching agreement 
among leaders on an overcoming recovery fund, without which the EU could not hope to overcome 
the crisis. By making their pitch in mid-May, President Macron and Chancellor Merkel prepared the 
ground for the Commission to launch its proposal for the MFF and recovery fund on 27 May, and 
gave themselves adequate time to lobby other national leaders before the crucial July summit.  

In a further sign of Franco-German accord shortly before the summit, President Macron and 
Chancellor Merkel met in Meseberg Castle, outside Berlin, on 29 June. It was there, in 2018, that they 
had met and issued the “Meseberg Declaration” on “renewing Europe’s promises of security and 
prosperity.” Whereas the 2018 Meseberg meeting seemed not to have amounted to much, the 2020 
Meseberg meeting sent a strong signal of Franco-German accord on the paramount issue of the MFF 
and the recovery fund. On the eve of Germany’s Council Presidency, the two leaders were making it 
crystal clear that France and Germany would work closely together during the six months to come.  

Having President Macron and Chancellor Merkel firmly behind the Commission proposal and acting 
in unison, undoubtedly helped to push the proposal over the line. In the run-up to the July summit, 
the two were in contact with other national leaders individually and in small groups, seeking 
common ground. During the summit itself, President Macron and Chancellor Merkel often followed 
the same script and were instrumental in bringing about the final agreement. Here was an example 
of the Franco-German tandem at its best. 

https://www.ft.com/content/c23ebc5e-cbf3-4ad8-85aa-032b574d0562
https://geopolitique.eu/en/2020/12/03/in-conversation-with-clement-beaune/
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/country-files/germany/events/article/europe-franco-german-declaration-19-06-18
http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/ausland/wie-merkel-und-macron-viktor-orban-austricksten16872301.html
http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/ausland/wie-merkel-und-macron-viktor-orban-austricksten16872301.html
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Whereas the Hungarian-Polish and Franco-German positions on issues relating to the MFF and 
recovery fund were built on strong institutional foundations—the Visegrad Group and the Élysée 
and Aachen Treaties, respectively—other national leaders came together on an ad hoc basis to 
address the same issues. Two such groups of leaders stand out: the Frugal Four and the Friends of 
Cohesion. The leaders of the Frugal Four countries—Austria, Denmark, the Netherlands, and 
Sweden—adamantly opposed an increase in the size of the MFF, a large recovery fund, the 
allocation of Covid-19-related financial assistant in the form of grants. They also wanted strict 
control over how the money would be used. The Frugals caucused intensively throughout 2020 and 
acted in concert during the February and the July summits, sometimes in association with Finland. 
They also publicised their positions on two notable occasions, on 16 February and 16 June, via op-
eds in the Financial Times. In each case, the op-ed was co-written by the four leaders— Austrian 
Chancellor Kurz, Dutch Prime Minister Rutte, Danish Prime Minister Frederiksen, and Swedish Prime 
Minister Löfven—but the 16 February op-ed was signed by Chancellor Kurz and the 19 June op-ed 
by Prime Minister Löfven. 

In the first op-ed, the leaders addressed head-on the name by which they had become known: “We 
have been dubbed the ‘frugal four’ and [we] want to set the record straight. Being ‘frugal’ does not 
mean that we are any less committed to the EU than those Member States who are arguing for an 
expanded budget. On the contrary, our commitment to the EU is as strong as ever.” Sensitive to 
growing criticism of their position, in the second op-ed the leaders began on a positive note: “What 
we do in the EU is about solidarity … Belonging to a close and deep circle of friends and allies, we 
owe that to each other … We are in this together … all four of us give our full support to building a 
joint road to recovery.” 

In contradistinction to the Frugals was a larger group of national leaders: the Friends of Cohesion. 
Net beneficiaries from the EU budget, the Friends of Cohesion—Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czechia, 
Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Portugal, Malta, Romania, Slovakia, 
Slovenia, Spain—had been influential in the previous round of MFF negotiations, in 2012 and 2013. 
In preparation for the current round of MFF negotiations, in November 2019, the Friends of Cohesion 
held a summit in Prague to coordinate their demands for higher EU spending, and especially, to 
maintain generous funding for regional economic development. They met again on 1 February, 
when Prime Minister Costa hosted a summit of the Friends of Cohesion, in Portugal. In the “Joint 
Declaration on the Multiannual Financial Framework 2021-2027,” issued after the summit, the 
leaders stressed the importance of cohesion policy and the common agriculture policy for 
addressing existing economic and social disparities, which were likely to widen as a result of new 
initiatives in the fields of digital and climate.  

The clash between the Frugals and the Friends of Cohesion lost its edge after the July summit, when 
leaders reached agreement on the MFF and the recovery fund. Thereafter, the key issue concerning 
this topic was rule of law conditionality. Whereas Prime Minister Morawiecki and Prime Minister 
Orbán banded together to fight their corner, a group of national leaders associated themselves with 
the other side of the argument. On 2 April, in response to a controversial bill recently approved in 
Hungary’s parliament to extend a state of emergency, thereby allowing premier Viktor Orbán to 
govern by decree for an indefinite period, no fewer than 19 Member States issued a joint statement 
expressing their deep concern “about the risk of violations of the principles of rule of law, democracy 
and fundamental rights arising from the adoption of certain emergency measures.” The statement, 
which does not mention any country by name, includes the following signatories: Belgium, Bulgaria, 
Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and Sweden. Later in the year, a group of 
7 Member States (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Luxembourg, Netherlands and Sweden)—the 
so-called “Rule of Law Friends” (ROLF)—came together informally to press for strict conditionality in 
the Regulation “on the protection of the Union budget in the event of generalised gaps in the rule 
of law in the Member States,” then being negotiated by the Council and the European Parliament. 

https://www.ft.com/content/7faae690-4e65-116%20June.1ea-95a0-43d18ec715f5
https://www.ft.com/content/7c47fa9d-6d54-4bde-a1da-2c407a52e471
https://www.ft.com/content/7faae690-4e65-116%20June.1ea-95a0-43d18ec715f5
https://www.ft.com/content/7c47fa9d-6d54-4bde-a1da-2c407a52e471
https://www.vlada.cz/en/media-centrum/aktualne/friends-of-cohesion-joint-declaration-on-the-multiannual-financial-framework-2021-2027-177497/
https://www.portugal.gov.pt/download-ficheiros/ficheiro.aspx?v=%3D%3DBQAAAB%2BLCAAAAAAABAAzNDA2NwcAeMDfpAUAAAA%3D
https://www.portugal.gov.pt/download-ficheiros/ficheiro.aspx?v=%3D%3DBQAAAB%2BLCAAAAAAABAAzNDA2NwcAeMDfpAUAAAA%3D
https://www.ft.com/content/4dc85972-e917-4c8d-9db1-8e72400b9e8a
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/coming-to-france/coronavirus-advice-for-foreign-nationals-in-france/coronavirus-statements/article/joint-statement-on-the-principles-of-the-rule-of-law-in-times-of-covid-19-02
https://twitter.com/MehreenKhn/status/1311257200984195073
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Groups of leaders coalesced around issues other than the MFF and the recovery fund in 2020. 
Prominent examples include: 

 A letter on economic policy signed on 3 March by 15 national leaders, calling on the EU 
“to focus on improving its competitiveness, productivity and enabling value creation in 
all economic activities and strategic value chains that are crucial for sustainable growth 
and wellbeing.” The letter was intended to influence the discussion on the single market 
and related policy issues during the regular summit later in the month, which was finally 
cancelled because of the pandemic. The countries concerned were: Austria, Czech 
Republic, Estonia, Finland, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, 
Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden  

 A letter sent by 9 national leaders to President Michel on 25 March calling for the 
issuance of joint European debt to finance the fight against Covid-19. The countries 
concerned were: Belgium, France, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxemburg, Portugal, Slovenia 
and Spain. 

 A “Joint Statement on the increase of the EU’s 2030 Climate Target,” issued by 11 
Member States (Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Ireland, Latvia, Luxembourg, 
Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, and Sweden) on 14 October. Predictably, they were 
dubbed the “Oceans 11.” 

3.4. Leaders’ Agenda 2020-2021 
At the special meeting of the European Council on 1-2 October, President Michel presented the 
Leaders’ Agenda 2020-2021, which was easily and quickly approved. This was the second Leaders’ 
Agenda adopted by the European Council. The first, introduced by President Tusk, covered the 
period from October 2017 until May 2019. The Leaders’ Agenda sought to improve the working 
methods and substantive output of the European Council by providing a framework for EU leaders 
to resolve contentious issues and also hold discussions on the strategic direction of the EU. In 
addition to regular European Council meetings, the first Leaders’ Agenda included occasional 
Leaders’ Meetings. The President would facilitate discussions at these meetings with preparatory 
so-called ‘Leaders’ Notes’.  

The results of the first Leaders’ Agenda were mixed. Indeed, by mid-2019 the Leaders’ Agenda 
appeared to have run out of steam. Thus, a Leaders’ Meeting on EMU, scheduled for March 2019, 
never took place. Nor did EU leaders discuss the “Implementation of the Leaders’ agenda” at the 
Sibiu summit, in May 2019. As called for in the Leaders’ Agenda, they nonetheless discussed the 
“Preparation of the Strategic Agenda 2019-2024” in Sibiu, on the basis of a Leaders’ Note. This paved 
the way for the adoption of the Strategic Agenda at the June European Council, although the 
discussions on the issue were not contentious, neither in May nor in June.  

President Tusk had not extended the Leaders’ Agenda beyond May 2019 - which coincided with the 
end of the institutional cycle - and President Michel only introduced the second Leader’s Agenda in 
October 2020, i.e. ten months after the start of his mandate. This could suggest that neither the new 
president (because it was a tool put forward by his predecessor) nor the national leaders considered 
the Leaders’ Agenda to be particularly advantageous to the functioning of the European Council. 
They probably may have thought of the Leaders’ Agenda as desirable, but not essential. However, 
President Michel was keen to set out an agenda for the European Council beyond the coming weeks, 
especially at a time of great uncertainty about in the EU, and he therefore pursued the process of 
presenting a Leaders’ agenda to guide the European Council work. That said, President Michel’s 
Leaders’ Agenda covered a period of only nine months, compared to the one year and nine months 
covered by the first Leaders’ Agenda. 

https://finlandabroad.fi/web/eu/current-affairs/-/asset_publisher/cGFGQPXL1aKg/content/joint-statement/384951
https://mobile.twitter.com/nlateu/status/1316402493363032064
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45951/leaders-agenda-2020-2021-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/21594/leaders-agenda.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2020/654192/EPRS_ATA(2020)654192_EN.pdf
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The 2020-2021 Leaders’ Agenda consisted of a short description and a calendar of meetings. The 
description began with a call for “Europe [to] shape its own destiny.” It went on to explain that, in 
order to maximise the opportunities offered by the green and digital transitions, supported by the 
recovery package agreed in July, and to push ahead with the 2019-2024 Strategic Agenda, the 
President was putting forward “an ambitious European Council agenda.” Far from being set in stone, 
the Leaders’ Agenda was “a living document that will be updated as circumstances require.” 
Although the new Leaders’ Agenda made no mention of “decision notes” or Leaders’ Notes, as was 
the case with the first Leaders’ Agenda, it explained that “Well-prepared, strategic discussions in the 
European Council will enable us to deepen our understanding of our shared interests and widen our 
strategic consensus. This will in turn contribute to the effective and uniform implementation of our 
collective decisions. Where no immediate conclusions are drawn, the outcome of the debates will 
be reflected in later conclusions.”  

The schedule of meetings and agenda items listed for 2020 began with the meeting of 1-2 October 
at which the new Leaders Agenda was adopted. That meeting covered the digital transformation, 
the single market, industrial policy and external relations, which, according to the Leaders’ Agenda, 
were to be on the agenda of every European Council meeting. The next meeting on the Leaders’ 
Agenda was the regular summit on 15-16 October, covering EU-UK negotiations, climate, and 
external relations. In the event, EU leaders at that meeting spent a considerable amount of time 
discussing the epidemiological situation. The next summit foreseen in the Leaders’ Agenda was an 
informal meeting of heads of state or government in Berlin, to discuss China. Because of the 
escalating Covid-19 crisis, the meeting never took place. Instead, EU leaders held two video-
conferences in November, which were not foreseen in the Leaders’ Agenda, but which reflected the 
description of the Leaders’ Agenda as “a living document that will be updated as circumstances 
require.” The final meeting of 2020 mentioned in the Leaders’ Agenda, the regular summit of 10-11 
December, did take place, and EU leaders discussed the listed agenda items: climate, trade, and 
external relations. So did the Euro Summit on December 11. However, the “Physical (tbc) meeting 
with representatives of the African Union,” did not take place. A number of key topics were missing 
from the Leaders’ Agenda over its entire 9-month span. This included migration, the rule of law, and 
the Conference on the Future of Europe.  

It seems fair to say that the new Leaders’ Agenda did not have an appreciable effect on the work of 
the European Council during the three months of 2020 that it covered. The European Council would 
have addressed the same agenda items, in any case. The President did not prepare the meetings 
differently due to the existence of the Leaders’ Agenda. Nor did the discussions among EU leaders 
proceed differently. The Leaders’ Agenda gave President Michel an opportunity to lay out a series 
of meetings and agenda items for the months ahead, and to emphasise the important role of the 
European Council in determining the direction of the EU, beyond crisis management. The Leaders’ 
Agenda was a harmless exercise to which nobody would object.  

In his remarks after the 1-2 October summit, at which the new Leaders’ Agenda was adopted, 
President Michel mentioned an innovation in the preparation of European Council agenda items, an 
innovation that was not included in the Leaders’ Agenda. Having explained the purpose of the 
Leaders’ Agenda, President Michel went on to say: “I intend to continue to try to develop a strong 
preparation for each European Council. We have experienced the last two months, smaller formats, 
smaller video conferences in preparation for some difficult topics. We used these tools, smaller 
formats, for example, to prepare our position regarding China. We did the same regarding Turkey in 
the Eastern Mediterranean. We think it's an effective approach.” The practice of holding video-
conferences with a subset of European Council members to discuss particular agenda items was 
novel and apparently useful, and could well become an established working method for the 
European Council, continuing well after the pandemic. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/03/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-special-european-council-meeting-on-2-october-2020/
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4. Institutional actors 

4.1. The Council Presidency  

4.1.1. Croatia 
Croatia, the newest and one of the smallest of EU Member States, had the misfortune to be in the 
Council presidency in the first half of 2020. The onset of the pandemic turned Croatia’s presidency—
its first ever, for which it had prepared meticulously—upside down. Instead of chairing innumerable 
meetings of the Council, preparatory bodies, and working groups in person—about 30 of which 
were due to take place in Croatia itself—Croatia had to switch suddenly to chairing virtual sessions. 
As is usually the case with small country presidencies, Croatia worked especially closely with the 
Council Secretariat, whose assistance with the transition to on-line meetings was invaluable. Croatia 
also had the benefit of the Trio Presidency, although, of its trio partners Finland and Romania, only 
Finland had the resources and expertise to help Croatia to meet the procedural and technical 
challenges of conducting the Council Presidency in Covid-19 times.    

Croatia was also unfortunate to have suffered an earthquake early in its presidency, on 22 March. In 
their Joint Statement after the 26 March video-conference, EU leaders expressed “our fullest 
sympathy with the Croatian Presidency and people … [we] stand ready to assist them in coping with 
the effects of the recent earthquake.” 

Prime Minister Andrej Plenković, in office since 2016, was thoroughly familiar with the European 
Council and with the functioning of the EU Council Presidency. He looked forward to reporting on 
the work of the Croatian Presidency at the two regular meetings of the European Council planned 
for the first half of 2020, in March and June. More than anything, he was eager to welcome other EU 
leaders and the leaders of the Western Balkan countries to a special EU-Western Balkans summit, 
due to take place in May, in Zagreb. With the onset of the crisis, EU leaders switched from in-person 
meetings to video-conferences. The planned summits in March and June did not take place. The EU-
Western Balkans summit proceeded via video-conference. Although substantively successful, the 
procedural constraints robbed the event of much of its appeal and informal usefulness.  

Improving EU-Western Balkans relations and promoting the accession prospects of the candidate 
countries was at the top of Croatia’s list of presidential priorities. Other key EU agenda items during 
the first half of 2020, such as conducting the negotiations with the UK for a post-transition economic 
agreement and, crucially, conducting the MFF negotiations, would not involve the Croatian 
Presidency directly. Croatia was surely relieved that the process of negotiating the MFF had moved 
to a new phase by the beginning of 2020, with President Michel taking responsibility for preparing 
a new Negotiating Box. As Finland had learned in the second half of 2019, being thrust to the centre 
of the MFF process, was a poisoned chalice for any Council Presidency. 

A less pressing but nonetheless important EU agenda item at the beginning of 2020, with which the 
Croatian Presidency intended to be fully involved, was planning for the Conference on the Future 
of Europe. In December 2019, the European Council had asked “the Croatian Council Presidency to 
work towards defining a Council position on the content, scope, composition and functioning of 
such a conference and to engage, on this basis, with the European Parliament and the Commission.” 
Complementing the role of the Croatian Presidency in preparing the Conference on the Future of 
Europe was the fact that Commissioner Dubravka Šuica, from Croatia, who held the “Democracy and 
Demography” portfolio, was responsible, among other things, for coordinating the Commission’s 
planning for the event. Inevitably, inter-institutional planning for the Conference became a victim 
of the Covid-19 crisis. Nonetheless, the Council managed to agree a position on the arrangements 
for the Conference on 24 June, just before the end of the Croatian Presidency. This paved the way 
for the opening of discussions on the topic with the Commission and the European Parliament. In 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/43076/26-vc-euco-statement-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/41768/12-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf
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its mandate, the Council took the view that the conference should be launched as soon as the Covid-
19 situation allowed for it, and should focus on how to develop EU policies over the medium and 
long term in order to tackle more effectively the challenges facing Europe, including the economic 
repercussions of the crisis.  

Apart from helping to make progress on the Conference on the Future of Europe, the Croatian 
Presidency made real contributions to the fight against Covid-19 and to improving EU-Western 
Balkan relations. As early as 28 January, the Croatian presidency decided to activate the EU’s 
integrated political crisis response mechanism (IPCR)—the EU framework for coordination of cross-
sectoral crises—in information sharing mode. Through this mechanism, the Croatian Presidency 
helped to coordinate the political response to the Covid-19 crisis at the highest level. As Croatia 
explained on its Presidency website, “Triggering the IPCR system is the prerogative of the Presidency 
or any Member State that invokes the solidarity clause. The Presidency has taken this step 
proactively to ensure that EU Member States are prepared for all possible developments regarding 
the outbreak of the corona virus.” The Conclusions of the President, following the 10 March video-
conference, mentioned in footnote that the Croatian Presidency had launched the IPCR. 

As for the Western Balkans, the Conclusions of the October 2019 summit, at which EU leaders had 
clashed on the question of whether to open accession negotiations with Albania and North 
Macedonia, had included only a single sentence on the subject: “The European Council will revert 
to the issue of enlargement before the EU-Western Balkans summit in Zagreb in May 2020.” In 
preparation for the Zagreb summit, the leaders of the six Western Balkan countries joined Prime 
Minister Plenković, President Michel, President Von der Leyen, and High Representative Borrell, on 
16 February, for discussions in Brussels. But EU leaders did not discuss the Western Balkans in any 
detail at their meetings before the Zagreb summit, as the Covid-19 crisis preoccupied EU leaders 
almost entirely. At the 23 April video-conference, EU leaders merely “decided to hold a video 
conference with the Western Balkans on 6 May 2020.” In other words, instead of meeting in person 
in Zagreb, leaders of the EU and the Western Balkan countries would meet virtually. 

Yet, the lack of EU leaders’ attention to the Western Balkans did not mean that they remained 
divided on the question of enlargement or uninterested in improving relations with countries in the 
region. On the contrary, having secured a new methodology with regard to enlargement policy in 
the form of the recent Commission Communication, and having been taken somewhat aback by the 
reaction of other leaders to their harsh line on Albanian and North Macedonian accession at the 
October 2019 summit, the leaders of Denmark, France, and the Netherlands, in particular, had 
modified their positions. Under the circumstances, the EU-Balkan summit, on 6 May, was a 
surprisingly congenial affair, despite the constraints of having to meet remotely. Among other 
things, the participants agreed on the “Zagreb Declaration,” which reviewed the state of relations 
between the EU and the Western Balkans and confirmed the European perspective of the countries 
in the region, but without actually mentioning enlargement. The conduct and the outcome of the 
Zagreb Summit were a triumph for the Croatian Presidency. 

The 19 June video-conference was the last meeting of EU leaders before the end of the Croatian 
Presidency. In what resembled a return to normality, Prime Minister Plenković provided an overview 
of the results of the Croatian Presidency. In his letter of invitation, President Michel wrote that he 
“would like to thank [Prime Minister Plenković] very warmly for his hard work and dedication at a 
particularly challenging time.” Even warmer were President Michel’s remarks after the video-
conference: “finally, I would like to congratulate Andrej Plenković. The rotating Presidency by 
Croatia was not an easy task because of these exceptional circumstances that … we are facing. And 
I would like to congratulate him for his leadership, for his creativity, for his flexibility ... You played, 
dear Andrej, a very essential role in different topics, especially regarding the Enlargement 
discussions and the possibility to find an agreement at the level of the European Council on this 
important strategic topic. Thank you for that Andrej.” 

https://eu2020.hr/Home/OneNews?id=160
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/03/10/statement-by-the-president-of-the-european-council-following-the-video-conference-on-covid-19/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/41123/17-18-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/02/16/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-before-the-eu-western-balkans-informal-meeting/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/04/23/conclusions-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-video-conference-with-members-of-the-european-council-on-23-april-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2020/05/06/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/43776/zagreb-declaration-en-06052020.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/06/16/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-on-19-june-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/06/19/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-19-june-2020/
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This was a fitting tribute to Prime Minister Plenković and to his country’s presidency, which faced 
the most difficult circumstances—the outbreak of the Covid-19 crisis—of any presidency in EU 
history. 

4.1.2. Germany 
Germany’s Council Presidency, in the second half of 2020, was strikingly different from Croatia’s, in 
the first half. The disparity in size, influence, experience and resources between the two countries 
was an obvious reason for this. Chancellor Merkel had been in office since 2005; she had been in the 
Council Presidency once before, in 2007. Germany did not need to rely on the support of the Council 
Secretariat, although Germany was by no means dismissive of that body. Nor did Germany need to 
rely on its partners in the Trio Presidency: Portugal and Slovenia. 

Like Croatia, Germany planned carefully for its Council Presidency. It had an ambitious agenda, 
focusing on migration policy, climate change, economic affairs and aspects of external affairs, 
notably EU-China relations. When planning its Presidency, Germany hoped that the MFF might have 
been wrapped up by June 2020. Not only was that not the case, but also the MFF had acquired an 
additional dimension in the form of the proposed recovery fund. The onset of the Covid-19 crisis 
changed completely the context and content of the MFF negotiations, just as it changed completely 
the plans for Germany’s Presidency. Responding to Covid-19 became the German Presidency’s main, 
if not its entire, concern. Migration policy fell by the wayside—for various reasons in addition to 
Germany’s preoccupation with the crisis—and EU-China relations became much less prominent 
than they otherwise would have been. Concluding the MFF and the recovery fund, in particular 
resolving the dispute over rule of law conditionality, correspondingly grew in importance. The 
German Presidency’s revised motto was, appropriately, “Together for Europe’s Recovery.”  

Germany had many advantages compared to Croatia. One was that the pandemic had already 
struck. As a result, EU leaders, government ministers, and officials were used to working remotely. 
An apparent slowdown in the spread of the virus in summer 2020 made it possible for the European 
Council to meet, in person, for the first time since February. It was fortuitous that it could do so, as 
an in-person meeting was essential for reaching an agreement on the MFF and the recovery fund. 
Altogether, the European Council met three times via video-conference and four times in person 
during the German Presidency’s term in office. 

In various speeches and presentations shortly before or soon after taking over the Presidency, 
Chancellor Merkel emphasised the enormity of the crisis and the risks that it posed not only to public 
health, but also to the single market and the future of the EU. As she told the Bundestag on 18 June, 
without resolute action, the “economic prospects of the EU Member States will drift apart and the 
internal market, Europe’s core element, will be weakened.” 

In a speech to the EP on 8 July, outlining Germany’s Presidency agenda, Chancellor Merkel stressed 
the importance of reaching a deal on the MFF and recovery fund at the upcoming summit in 
Brussels. Later that afternoon, she participated in a meeting with President von der Leyen, President 
Michel and President Sassoli to take stock of the negotiations so far and prepare the intensive inter-
institutional negotiations that lay ahead, once the European Council had reached an agreement. 
Reaching such an agreement, the participants affirmed, was “the EU’s highest priority for the coming 
weeks.” 

Ordinarily, the Council Presidency would not have been centrally involved in trying to broker an MFF 
agreement in the European Council. Certainly, Croatia would not have been. But Chancellor Merkel 
had enormous stature and experience, and was generally held in the highest regard by the other 
summit participants. In effect, the European Council Presidency and the Council President fused into 
a single, “super-presidency,” personified by President Michel and Chancellor Merkel, during the 
lengthy and arduous July summit. Indeed, the informal Michel-Merkel super-presidency lasted 
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throughout the remainder of Germany’s Council Presidency, and contributed to the successful 
outcome of subsequent summits, especially the regular December summit.  

Working on the MFF and the recovery fund at the July summit, Chancellor Merkel had the additional 
advantage of having reached an agreement with President Macron on the nature, size, and 
modalities of what became the Commission’s proposal for NextGenerationEU. With a view to 
coordinating a joint approach to the imminent MFF and recovery fund negotiations, and to signal 
the importance of Franco-German accord for the success of Germany’s Council Presidency, 
Chancellor Merkel invited President Macron to a meeting in Meseberg castle, outside Berlin, where 
they had met in 2018 and issued a Franco-German Declaration. The meeting took place on 29 June, 
two days before Germany took over the Council Presidency.  

At the July summit, Chancellor Merkel, often in collaboration with President Macron, worked closely 
with President Michel to overcome the resistance of the Frugal Four—Austria, Denmark, 
Netherlands, and Sweden—to many aspects of the MFF and the recovery fund, including its overall 
size. Dutch Prime Minister Rutte unofficially guided the Frugal Four. Chancellor Merkel, President 
Macron and President Michel had many side meetings with him in the course of the four-day 
summit, eventually persuading him and the other hold-outs to accept the final package. At the same 
time, Chancellor Merkel tried to temper the expectations of some of the Member States that were 
net beneficiaries of the EU budget and would likely be major beneficiaries of the recovery fund.  

Chancellor Merkel helped to resolve—albeit temporarily—the contentious issue of rule of law 
conditionality in a way that allowed all of the Member States involved in the dispute to claim victory. 
While affirming that the EU’s financial interests would be protected in accordance with the general 
principles embedded in the Treaties, and underlying the importance of respect of the rule of law, 
the European Council agreed that “a regime of conditionality to protect the budget and Next 
Generation EU will be introduced,” and promised that it “will quickly revert to the matter.” Trying to 
reach a durable agreement on rule of law conditionality would occupy Chancellor Merkel for much 
of the rest of her Council Presidency. 

Soon after the end of the historic July summit, the German Presidency produced a celebratory e-
brochure entitled: “Four Days, Four Nights: A look back on the special meeting of the European 
Council in July 2020.” The brochure did not claim that the German Presidency was responsible for, 
or even contributed to, the outcome. But it clearly indicated Germany’s pride in the success of the 
summit. It included many photographs of the summit participants, in plenary and small group 
sessions. The first photograph was of President Michel and President von der Leyen bumping 
elbows at the end of the summit. The final photograph was not of Chancellor Merkel alone, but of 
her with President Macron at their final, post-summit press conference. 

In addition to having to address the rule of law issue later in the year, the German Presidency 
addressed first principles: the Covid-19 crisis. The resurgence of the virus in the autumn of 2020 
prompted Germany to publish, on 12 November, a “state of play report” on EU coordination in 
response to the pandemic. The report explicitly aimed to prepare the discussion of EU leaders on 
the EU’s response to the Covid-19 pandemic at their 19 November video-conference. It set out the 
ongoing work in different strands: testing strategies and the use of rapid antigen tests; mutual 
recognition of tests; cross-border contact tracing; quarantine regulations; and development, 
manufacturing and deployment of the Covid-19 vaccines. Far from seeing this as an intrusion into 
his prerogative as European Council President, Charles Michel welcomed the assistance provided by 
the German Presidency.  

Among other issues of particular interest to the German Presidency and directly relevant to the 
European Council, external relations stood out. Germany had a keen interest in the Belarus crisis, 
which EU leaders addressed at a specially-convened video-conference on 19 August and at the 
special European Council on 1 October. Other external relations issues addressed by EU leaders on 
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1 October included four of particular importance to Germany: Turkey’s illegal drilling in the Eastern 
Mediterranean, relations with China; the situation in Belarus; and the poisoning of Alexei Navalny, 
who had been brought to a German hospital for treatment. Turkey came up again at the 15-16 
October summit (as did Belarus), at the 29 October video-conference and at the December summit. 

Germany, the focal point of the 2015 migration crisis, felt that the EU needed to be more circumspect 
in its relations with Turkey in order to preserve the benefits of the March 2016 EU-Turkey statement, 
which was instrumental in stemming the flow of migrants into the EU and which Chancellor Merkel 
had helped to broker. In advance of European Council discussions on Turkey, President Michel 
engaged in “much preparation with the Member States.” In particular, President Michel and a 
handful of leaders—notably Chancellor Merkel, by virtue of being Council President-in-Office and 
in recognition of Germany’s special interest in the issue—used “smaller formats, smaller video 
conferences … to prepare our position … regarding Turkey in the Eastern Mediterranean.” Even 
Chancellor Merkel’s renowned patience grew frayed however while dealing with President Erdoğan. 
The Turkish leader seemed impervious to EU entreaties to modify his country’s behaviour in the 
Eastern Mediterranean, Libya and Syria.   

It was on policy towards China that Chancellor Merkel hoped above all to leave a positive legacy 
from Germany’s Council Presidency. Of all the Member States, Germany had the largest and most 
intensive trading and investment relationship with China, and was therefore the keenest to put EU-
China relations on a sounder footing. Chancellor Merkel was deeply disappointed by the 
cancellation of the in-person meeting between EU and Chinese leaders, scheduled for September, 
in Leipzig. Instead of meeting in person, President Michel, President von der Leyen, Chancellor 
Merkel and President Xi Jinping held a video-conference on 14 September. The stilted format of the 
meeting reflected the deterioration in EU-China relations, which Chancellor Merkel could do 
nothing to reverse. Apart from EU-China disagreements over alleged Chinese human rights abuses 
and growing interference in Hong Kong, there was little movement towards what the EU wanted 
most: the Comprehensive Agreement on Investment.  

By the time EU leaders discussed EU-China relations at their 1-2 October summit, they were too 
pressed to devote much time to the subject. Ironically, “The debate on Turkey overshadowed the 
debate on China completely, reducing it to a stock-taking exercise.” The negotiations on the 
Comprehensive Agreement on Investment nonetheless concluded by the end of the year, thanks in 
part to the influence of Chancellor Merkel. It took a call on 30 December between President Michel, 
President von der Leyen, Chancellor Merkel and President Xi Jinping, as well as President Macron, to 
wrap everything up. In the agreement, which the EU hailed as a breakthrough, China committed to 
a greater degree of market access for EU investors and fair treatment for EU companies operating in 
China, including curbs on state owned enterprises, transparency of subsidies and rules against the 
forced transfer of technologies. 

Concluding the Comprehensive Agreement on Investment was a concrete achievement for the EU 
in its dealings with China, thanks in large part to Chancellor Merkel’s advocacy of it. Nevertheless, 
2020 was a disappointing year for EU-China relations. As in other policy fields and aspects of external 
relations, Covid-19 cast a long shadow. Beyond that, there were deeper stresses in the relationship, 
which Chancellor Merkel and other EU leaders were unable to overcome. 

While grappling with EU-China relations and many other issues, Chancellor Merkel took an initiative, 
on 10 November, in response to recent terrorist attacks in Europe. As Council President-in-Office, 
she hosted a video-conference with a small number of EU leaders—French President Macron, 
Austrian Chancellor Kurz, Dutch Prime Minister Rutte, President Michel and President von der 
Leyen—to discuss an EU response to the attacks. After the event, Chancellor Merkel declared that 
EU leaders would counter terrorism with “an uncompromising stance to uphold the free and 
democratic order.” Turning to specific steps that the EU could take, Chancellor Merkel referenced 
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the planned entry-exit system to monitor travel at the external borders of the Schengen Area as well 
as the planned European Travel Information and Authorisation System (ETIAS), intended to provide 
for visa-free travel within the Schengen Area. Mentioning specifically her country’s Council 
Presidency, the Chancellor called for the proposed “Regulation on preventing the dissemination of 
terrorist content online” to be finalised before the end of the year.  

By that time, two topics preoccupied Chancellor Merkel and the other EU leaders: climate policy and 
completing the MFF and recovery fund. Reaching agreement among national leader on the MFF 
and the recovery fund in July 2020 was a crucial step in the budgetary process and in providing 
large-scale financial assistance to Member States in response to the economic impact of the Covid-
19 crisis. But it was not the final step. Only after the EP had approved the proposed MFF and recovery 
fund, following negotiations between the EP and the Council, could the entire package come into 
effect. The EP was unhappy with several aspects of the proposed MFF and wanted additional 
funding. The Council Presidency negotiated with the EP on behalf of the Member States. 

Wrapping-up the MFF and the recovery fund was further complicated by the need to reach 
agreement with the EP on a Regulation for the rule of law mechanism which was to be included in 
the final package. Chancellor Merkel reported on the negotiations with the EP at the special 
European Council and on 1-2 October and the regular European Council on 15-16 October. Beyond 
that, EU leaders did not discuss the issue at either meeting. By the time EU leaders met again, in the 
video-conference on 19 November, Chancellor Merkel was able to report considerable progress with 
respect to the MFF and the recovery fund. On 5 November, the German Presidency and the EP’s 
negotiators reached a provisional agreement on rule of law conditionality to protect the budget. 
The trilogues, involving the Council Presidency, the EP and the Commission and aimed at securing 
the EP’s consent to the MFF regulation, were concluded on 10 November. This allowed the full 
package to be submitted to the Council for endorsement.  

In a dramatic development, Hungary and Poland, deeply unhappy with the outcome of the 
negotiations between the Council Presidency and the European Parliament on rule of law 
conditionality, blocked adoption in the Council of the legislative decision on own resources, which 
required unanimity in order to pass. In that way, they were able to block the proposed rule of law 
mechanism, which required only a qualified majority vote. Because the various parts were integral 
to the entire package, blocking the decision on own resources effectively blocked the MFF and the 
recovery fund. 

The Polish and Hungarian veto threatened to delay the conclusion of the MFF and the recovery fund 
well beyond the December summit. Under the circumstances, Chancellor Merkel, in the Council 
Presidency, redoubled her efforts to find a solution. Working closely with the Hungarian and Polish 
leaders, on the one hand, and a handful of other national leaders, plus President Michel and 
President von der Leyen, on the other hand, Chancellor Merkel was instrumental in drafting a 
lengthy interpretative declaration of the rule of law Regulation, without changing the substance of 
the Regulation itself. Chancellor Merkel secured the agreement of all concerned shortly before the 
December summit began. The agreed-upon text was then incorporated into the summit 
conclusions (point I of the conclusions). The EP accepted this and moved ahead with the necessary 
steps for the adoption of the whole package of relevant instruments in order to implement the MFF 
and the recovery fund. The outcome was a remarkable achievement for the German Presidency. 

The German Presidency was not as centrally involved in resolving the other outstanding issue at the 
end of 2020: reaching an agreement in the European Council on a 2030 target to reduce carbon 
emissions by at least 55% over 1990 levels. In this case, Poland was the remaining hold-out at the 
December summit. Responsibility for brokering an agreement lay primarily with President Michel, 
although, as in other instances during Germany’s Presidency, Chancellor Merkel worked closely with 
the European Council President to help ensure a satisfactory outcome. After difficult all-night 
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negotiations, the European Council agreed, on 11 December, on the ambitious 2030 target as a 
crucial stepping stone to achieving carbon neutrality by 2050.  

Speaking after the December summit, President Michel was effusive in his praise for Chancellor 
Merkel: “I am going to start, of course, by paying tribute—both in general, for the last six months, 
but particularly as regards [the MFF and recovery fund]—to Chancellor Angela Merkel, who has 
rolled up her sleeves and given her all—with determination, with creativity and with unwavering 
commitment—for Europe, to ensure … that we could make this [agreement] possible, take this step 
forward; to ensure that we, as the European Union, have the financial resources … to get back on 
our feet … to reform and to meet shared objectives, and doing so while ensuring that our values … 
can be taken into consideration, because this is what forms the very essence of the European 
project.” After a long disquisition on the discussions at December summit, President Michel 
concluded his remarks, as he had begun them, by praising the Chancellor: “I wish to thank … in 
particular, the leadership of the German Presidency, and to tell you what a pleasure it has been for 
me personally to work over the last six months, on almost a daily—or certainly a weekly—basis with 
Angela Merkel, in moving forward, inch by inch, the decisions that needed to be taken.” 

Excessive though it seemed, President Michel’s praise of Chancellor Merkel was warranted. The 
Chancellor herself may have been disappointed with the record of Germany’s presidency, not least 
because important issues such as migration policy were left largely unaddressed. But the impact of 
the Covid-19 crisis had reshaped the Germany Presidency in ways that were well beyond the 
Chancellor’s control. Under the circumstances, Germany’s “Corona Presidency” was an undoubted 
success. Given the many issues that the European Council faced in the second half of 2020, 
Germany’s turn at the helm of the Council became an “Indispensable Presidency.” 

4.2. The Commission President 
On 6 March, the Commission issued a press release entitled “A Union that strives for more: the first 
100 days.” It was a review of the Commission’s early accomplishments, understandably presented 
from a partisan perspective. The press release proclaimed that “Within its first 100 days, the 
Commission [has] focused on delivering its most important priorities set in the President’s political 
guidelines … Becoming the world’s first climate-neutral continent by 2050, by means of the 
European Green Deal, and Shaping Europe’s digital future.” Towards the end, it noted that: “In its 
first 100 days in office, the Commission has worked on all fronts to tackle the spread of the Covid-19 
outbreak. It coordinates exchanges of information among Member States on preparedness and 
health measures. It assesses the macro-economic impacts of the spread of the virus and the impacts 
on most affected sectors, as well as coordinating border measures and mobility. It announced a €232 
million investment to boost global preparedness, treatment and research for vaccine development.” 

The Commission was justifiably proud of its accomplishments, despite some predictable sniping 
from the media. In the months ahead, the Commission would continue to focus on the green and 
digital transformations, but would devote most of its time to the escalating Covid-19 crisis. The far-
reaching objectives of the European Green Deal and the digital revolution would become a major 
component of the Commission’s most ambitious undertaking in 2020, itself related to the Covid-19 
crisis: proposing and helping to win political agreement and eventual approval for the MFF and the 
massive €750 billion recovery fund. 

Some of what the Commission does is requested by the European Council. The Commission’s 
success in carrying out such requests depends, to an extent, on its President’s performance in the 
European Council. With respect to the Covid-19 crisis, the Conclusions of the EU leaders’ first video-
conference, on 10 March, noted that: “We stressed the need for a joint European approach and a 
close coordination with the European Commission.” At this and the other video-conferences held in 
March, EU leaders grappling with the enormity of the crisis tasked the Commission with everything 
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from procuring medical equipment and ensuring prior authorization for its export, to providing 
guidelines on border management, to promoting research, to tackling the socio-economic 
consequences, to helping citizens trapped in third countries return home, to making proposals on 
an improved crisis management system. At the same time, EU leaders “supported the various 
initiatives taken by the Commission in the areas of the Single Market, such as the adaptation of the 
State Aid rules and the use of the flexibilities provided for in the Stability and Growth Pact and the 
recourse to the EU budget”  

According to Sophie Russack, a respected Brussels think-tanker, “the Commission performed well as 
regards non-legislative actions. Acting on the mandate of the European Council, the Commission 
was equipped with the necessary political clout to venture outside its formal institutional framework 
and build new groups (Commission-capitals networks, Covid-19 Clearing House and coronavirus 
response team). When combined with its policy expertise and coordination experience, these new 
groups allowed the Commission to exert genuine influence on aspects of Europe-wide crisis 
response, irrespective of its competence to issue legislative responses.  

On the legislative front, the Commission was equally active. It quickly introduced a proposal for a 
scheme to provide financial assistance of up to €100 billion in the form of EU loans to Member States 
struggling to cope with a sudden increase in public expenditure for the preservation of 
employment. The regulation for the so-called “Support to mitigate Unemployment Risks in an 
Emergency” (SURE) was adopted by the Council on 18 May, in record time. Whilst celebrating the 
quick enactment of SURE, President von der Leyen emphasised the sheer volume of work the 
Commission had done during the first weeks of the crisis: no fewer than 260 crisis-response 
measures, including 140 approvals for national state aid and the relaxation of eurozone rules for 
national budgets. Without these early steps, President von der Leyen claimed, “none of the Member 
States would be at the point they are today. They needed it desperately and we delivered this in 
record time.”  

If President von der Leyen’s remarks sounded self-congratulatory, they were no more so than the 
kind of remarks that national leaders are prone to make. President von der Leyen’s promotion of 
herself and of the Commission, especially at meetings of the European Council, nonetheless stood 
out precisely because she had never been a national leader. This deprived her not only of experience 
in the European Council, but also of a source of indirect legitimacy. When sitting around the 
European Council table or participating in video-conferences, President von der Leyen drew her 
legitimacy solely from her institutional position—which some would argue was weakened because 
she had not been a Spitzenkandidat—and not, additionally, from being a political equal of the 
national leaders by virtue of once having been one herself. Even within the Commission, President 
von der Leyen did not have the political pedigree of someone like Commissioner Paolo Gentiloni, a 
former Italian Prime Minister. But what she did have, together with vast experience of being a 
national government minister and immense self-confidence, was the strong support of President 
Macron, who had proposed her for the job, and Chancellor Merkel, her long-time mentor in German 
politics.   

At the 26 March video-conference, EU leaders “invited the President of the Commission and the 
President of the European Council, in consultation with other institutions, especially the ECB, to start 
work on a Roadmap accompanied by an Action Plan” for a coronavirus crisis exit strategy. This was 
a significant undertaking, which the two presidents completed quickly. They presented their “Joint 
European Roadmap towards lifting Covid-19 containment measures” at the European Parliament, 
on 16 April. 

It was at the 23 April video-conference, however, that EU leaders entrusted President von der Leyen 
with a much bigger task. Having “agreed to work towards establishing a recovery fund, which is 
needed and urgent … of a sufficient magnitude, targeted towards the sectors and geographical 
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parts of Europe most affected, and be dedicated to dealing with this unprecedented crisis,” EU 
leaders “therefore tasked the Commission to analyse the exact needs and to urgently come up with 
a proposal that is commensurate with the challenge we are facing. The Commission proposal should 
clarify the link with the MFF, which in any event will need to be adjusted to deal with the current 
crisis and its aftermath.” 

The Commission quickly completed the colossal job of putting together a proposal for a new 
recovery instrument, NextGenerationEU, embedded within a powerful, modern and revamped 
long-term EU budget, which it presented on 27 May. This required both political and technical skill. 
President von der Leyen was tireless in contacting national leaders and trying to build bridges 
between the opposing sides that emerged on the issue. Approval of the Commission’s proposal—
with some significant modifications—at the celebrated July summit— represented a major 
achievement for President von der Leyen, who was present at the discussions among national 
leaders but was by no means at the centre of them. The success of the Commission’s proposal—and 
of the Commission President—owed much to the support of President Macron and Chancellor 
Merkel, who had rallied to the idea of an ambitious and novel recovery fund during their bilateral 
video-conference on 18 May. Chancellor Merkel’s advocacy of the recovery fund, after initial 
hesitancy, may have had something to do with her trust in President von der Leyen. 

As the culmination so far of the Commission’s response to the crisis, the preparation and subsequent 
approval in the European Council of the revised MFF and the new recovery fund further boosted the 
Commission’s standing and the stature of President von der Leyen. Once again, some media reports 
put a negative spin on the Commission’s prominence. For instance, shortly before the release of the 
MFF and recovery fund proposal, the Financial Times reported that President von der Leyen was 
“planning an audacious bid for new powers as she seeks to put her institution at the centre of efforts 
to revive the European economy.”  

By the time of her inaugural State of the Union speech, on 16 September, President von der Leyen 
had much to celebrate. The pandemic was still prevalent, but infection rates were declining 
compared to those in spring 2020. The MFF and the recovery fund were working their way through 
the Council-EP decision-making process. Yet President von der Leyen explicitly referenced the 
European Council, in which she is a member and which had played such a pivotal role in the EU’s 
Covid-19 crisis response, only once, somewhat disapprovingly. Calling for “a stronger European 
Health Union,” President von der Leyen proclaimed that: “to start making this a reality, we must now 
draw the first lessons from the health crisis. We need to make our new EU4Health programme future 
proof. This is why I had proposed to increase funding and I am grateful that this Parliament is ready 
to fight for more funding and remedy the cuts made by the European Council.” Her apparent 
harshness towards the European Council may have been due to the main audience that she was 
addressing: Members of the European Parliament. President von der Leyen noted, nonetheless, that 
“The Commission proposed NextGenerationEU and a revamped budget in record time. It combines 
investment with much needed reforms. The Council endorsed it in record time. This House is 
working towards voting on it with maximum speed.” Presumably she meant the European Council.  

The centrality of the Commission to the work of the European Council was particularly evident at 
the 1-2 October summit, where EU leaders discussed economic affairs, among other things. On the 
single market, the European Council stressed the importance of strict implementation of the rules, 
in line with the Commission’s Single Market Enforcement Action Plan, and looked forward to the 
outcome of the Commission’s ongoing review of competition rules, the first results of which were 
scheduled for 2021. On industrial policy, EU leaders invited the Commission to identify strategic 
dependencies, and tasked it with proposing measures for their reduction. On the digital transition, 
EU leaders looked forward to the Commission’s proposal for a Digital Services Act by the end of 
2020, and invited the Commission to present, by March 2021, a comprehensive Digital Compass 
setting out the EU’s digital ambitions for 2030. They also tasked the Commission with presenting a 
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proposal for a ‘European Digital Identification’ initiative by mid-2021.” On a separate agenda item, 
the European Council encouraged the Commission to prepare a plan of economic support for 
democratic Belarus. In the discussions on these and other issues, President von der Leyen played a 
central role. 

The impact of the second wave of Covid-19 once more put the Commission at the forefront of the 
fight against the pandemic. Already, at the 1-2 October summit, the European Council had called 
“on the Council and the Commission to further step up the overall coordination effort and work on 
the development and distribution of a vaccine at EU level.” The European Council addressed “the 
epidemiological situation” again at its mid-October summit, but President von der Leyen was absent 
for much of the discussion, having left the summit soon after it started upon learning that one of 
her team had tested positive for the virus (she was obliged to self-isolate). As a result, President von 
der Leyen also missed the European Council’s orientation debate on climate policy in preparation 
for the December summit. Given the Commission’s emphasis on the European Green Deal, her 
absence from the climate discussion was unfortunate. 

Before the key discussions and agreement on climate policy at the December summit, the European 
Council reverted to video-conferences, largely to deal with the resurgence of the Covid-19 crisis. The 
Commission was front-and-centre of the EU’s renewed efforts to counter the effects of the virus. As 
President Michel noted after the 29 October video-conference, the Commission presented a 
recommendation on testing strategies on the basis of which EU leaders agreed “to work actively … 
to strengthen our coordination.” On tracing, EU leaders “encouraged all Member States to 
participate in this initiative on interoperability between apps, put on the table by the Commission.” 
It was on the hugely important question of vaccines, however, that the Commission’s role stood out. 
“We are fully convinced,” President Michel declared, “that, on the basis of the initiative set in motion 
by the European Commission and on which the President of the Commission had the opportunity 
to share the latest information with the assembled leaders, we must anticipate the time when one 
or more vaccines will be available.” Among the many issues to be worked out was that of “fair 
distribution between Member States,” which “must be guaranteed in the context of the contracts 
entered into by the Commission on their behalf.” Indeed, at their next video-conference, on 19 
November, EU leaders “welcomed the fact that member states and the Commission have already 
finalised several advance purchase agreements with vaccine producers.” 

EU leaders further discussed Covid-19 at the December summit, while welcoming “the recent 
positive announcements on Covid-19 vaccines and the conclusion of common advance purchase 
agreements by the Commission.” The two big issues addressed at the summit, however, were 
climate policy as well as the MFF and recovery fund. An agreement reached shortly before the 
summit on “a number of elements to address the concerns expressed with regard to the draft 
Regulation on a general regime of conditionality for the protection of the EU budget,” removed the 
threat of a veto by Hungary and Poland, and paved the way for the conclusion of the MFF and the 
recovery fund. President von der Leyen was not directly involved in those discussions. Nor was 
President von der Leyen the point-person for the Commission’s investigation into alleged rule of 
law violations in both countries. As a result, President von der Leyen was able to maintain reasonably 
good relations with Prime Minister Orbán and Prime Minister Morawiecki. 

The agreement on climate change at the December summit, whereby the European Council 
endorsed a binding EU target of a net domestic reduction of at least 55% in greenhouse gas 
emissions by 2030, compared to the 1990 levels, was a victory for President von der Leyen, although 
it was President Michel and Council President-in-Office Merkel who conducted the delicate and 
lengthy negotiations with national leaders, notably Prime Minister Morawiecki. As a firm advocate 
of the 2030 target, however, President von der Leyen could reasonably take credit for the overall 
deal, if not necessarily for the last-minute wrangling that brought it about.  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45910/021020-euco-final-conclusions.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/30/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-29-october-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/11/19/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/12/10-11/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/12/10-11/
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As well as being a major policy achievement for President van der Leyen, the 2030 target solidified 
the Commission’s role at the core of EU climate policy. Accordingly, the European Council invited 
the Commission to consider exploring ways of strengthening the EU emissions trading system (ETS); 
proposing measures to enable energy-intensive industries to develop and deploy innovative 
climate-neutral technologies while maintaining their industrial competitiveness; and putting 
forward a carbon border adjustment mechanism to ensure the environmental integrity of EU 
policies and avoid carbon leakage in a WTO-compatible way.  

By the end of 2020, both the European Council and the Commission could claim considerable 
accomplishments. Those of the Commission owed much to the work of the European Council and 
to President von der Leyen’s role in that institution. The Commission President turned a relatively 
weak hand at the beginning of the year—being new to the job; not having been a Spitzenkandidat; 
not having been a national leader and therefore not having previous experience in the European 
Council; and having to deal with a multifaceted crisis that included public health, a policy field 
reserved to the national level—into a strong hand at the end of the year by dint of hard work and 
solid achievements. She succeeded, in part, by fostering close contact between the Commission and 
national capitals, and maintaining good working relations with the national leaders. Her privileged 
relationship with Chancellor Merkel proved particularly useful during Germany’s Council 
Presidency, although it risked estranging the leaders who may have been resentful of it and of the 
way in which Ursula von der Leyen had become Commission President. Similarly, the presumption 
that she was beholden to President Macron for her nomination was a potential disadvantage. In the 
event, President von der Leyen turned her ties to the German and French leaders to her advantage 
while continuing to cultivate harmonious relations with most other EU leaders. 

4.3. The European Council President 
Charles Michel was still settling into his new position as European Council President when the Covid-
19 crisis struck in late February 2020. Upon assuming office only three months previously, President 
Michel had promised to “take a common-sense approach to problem-solving with innovation and 
efficiency. I will have my own style. Open for dialogue and committed to building bridges … But I 
will certainly speak out when needed.” Six months later, in his first newsletter addressed to EU 
citizens, President Michel described himself as “a realist who is passionate about Europe. I know how 
much the European project has contributed to our peace and prosperity. And I’m convinced that in 
today’s complex world, joining forces more closely is the answer to overcoming difficulties and 
seizing opportunities. To do that, we must set our course and steer towards it with realism, never 
abandoning our ambitions or our dreams. The Covid-19 crisis changed everything about the EU, 
including the functioning of the European Council Presidency. It put Charles Michel’s approach to 
the job and potential to succeed firmly to the test. But it did not change his style of leadership or 
detract from his deep commitment to deeper integration. 

4.3.1. Pre-Pandemic 
By the time the Covid-19 crisis struck, President Michel had chaired two meetings of the European 
Council. The first, in December 2019, was a regular end-of-semester meeting, where EU leaders 
engaged in contentious negotiations over climate policy. President Michel struggled to win a 
commitment by the Member States to making the EU climate neutral by 2050, a highly ambitious 
undertaking. In the end, all but Poland agreed. This was President Michel’s baptism of fire. He was 
understandably elated after the event, but played down the significance of not having every 
Member State on board.  

The second meeting of the European Council over which Charles Michel presided before the onset 
of the crisis was the special February summit, devoted to the MFF. President Michel prepared 
meticulously for the event, including meeting all of the national leaders and the Commission 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/12/10-11/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/11/29/speech-by-next-european-council-president-charles-michel-at-the-handover-ceremony-with-the-outgoing-president-donald-tusk/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/european-council/president/news/2020/06/04/20200602-newsletter-pec/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2019/12/12-13/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/02/20-21/
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President (in some cases more than once) in the weeks before. He and his team drafted a new 
Negotiating Box as a basis for what President Michel hoped would be an agreement at the end of 
the summit. As is usually the case with MFF negotiations, however, EU leaders needed more time to 
overcome their many differences on various aspects of the proposed MFF. Some leaders expressed 
surprise, even mild irritation, at President Michel’s doggedness in pressing for a definitive outcome 
at the February summit. President Michel was undoubtedly disappointed with the result, but 
determined to press ahead at a later date. He took the lessons of the February summit to heart. 
Despite having sat in the European Council as a national leader for five years before becoming 
President, Charles Michel was quickly learning the vast difference between both kinds of European 
Council membership. 

In his three months as European Council President in pre-Covid-19 times, a number of characteristics 
of Charles Michel’s understanding of and approach to the job had become apparent. The most 
striking of these, procedurally, had to do with inter-institutional relations and communication. The 
most striking, substantively, were his intense interest in external relations, as well as his full 
involvement in such staple policy fields as the MFF, climate, and economic affairs.   

Upon taking office, and in his first months on the job, President Michel stressed the importance that 
he placed on close inter-institutional cooperation. Speaking after the December 2019 summit, he 
was especially laudatory in his remarks about the European Parliament, and devoted considerable 
time to briefing the EP on the summit’s outcome in Strasbourg on 18 December. Also, in his remarks 
after the December summit, President Michel went to great lengths to stress: “C’est vraiment notre 
intention, à Ursula von der Leyen et à moi-même, et au président du Parlement européen 
également, d’avoir une coopération très, très étroite, et très, très permanente. Nous considérons que 
nous sommes dans le même bateau, avec une même ambition très forte pour faire avancer le projet 
européen, avec une très grande préoccupation de travailler en permanence.” He completed his 
remarks by saying: “Mais encore une fois, je remercie Ursula pour sa pleine coopération et pour tout 
le support qui a été donné dans le cadre de cette réunion. Merci beaucoup.”  

Perhaps Charles Michel went out of his way to develop a good working relationship with Ursula von 
der Leyen in part to confound the apparently widespread expectation that the two Presidents would 
rub each other the wrong way. Ever since the establishment of the European Council Presidency it 
has been commonplace among academics and journalists to assume that there is an inherent rivalry 
between that office and the one of Commission President. Speculation about poor relations 
between the European Council President and the Commission President is usually rife at the 
beginning of the institutional cycle. Adding to the predictable presumption of intrigue was the fact 
that Ursula von der Leyen had not been a national leader and, therefore, had not previously been a 
member of the European Council. Apparently, she would feel insecure and bristle at President 
Michel’s supposed condescension towards her. At the same time, the fact that she headed what she 
called a “geopolitical” Commission was expected to irritate President Michel, who had broader 
responsibilities than the Commission President for EU external relations. 

Although written in early 2021, an article in Politico, cleverly called “Presidential power wars,” 
encapsulated the conventional wisdom at the outset of the new institutional cycle: “a fierce struggle 
over who should represent the EU on the world stage started almost immediately after December 
1, 2019—when European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen took office alongside her 
counterpart, European Council President Charles Michel.” There followed “bitter tensions and deep 
mistrust between [the EU’s] top two officials … [and] a long-running rivalry between the two leaders 
over foreign policy.” 

There may well have been misunderstanding, irritation and rivalry between President Michel and 
President von der Leyen—and between members of their cabinets—but both leaders were 
experienced politicians and consummate professionals. Whether or not they liked or trusted each 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2019-12-18-ITM-009_EN.html
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/12/13/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-european-council-meeting-on-11-december-2019/
https://www.politico.eu/article/battle-in-the-bubble-ursula-von-der-leyen-and-charles-michel-clash-for-presidential-primacy/
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other, they were bound to work closely together and at least give the appearance that they enjoyed 
doing so. President Michel was always grateful to the Commission and gracious in his references to 
President von der Leyen. Speaking after the 21 February summit, President Michel remarked: “I 
would like to thank all the delegations and the heads of state or government, who have shown great 
willingness to try to work with us at technical and political level. I would of course also like to thank 
the Commission, Ursula von der Leyen and her entire team for all their support throughout the last 
weeks and days.” 

The sheer number of occasions when the two Presidents had joint responsibilities suggests that they 
would have had to overcome any personal animosity or institutional rivalry in order to be seen to 
succeed. In early 2020 alone: 

 On 19 January, Presidents Michel and von der Leyen, together with High Representative 
Josep Borrell, attended a conference in Berlin on the civil war in Libya.  

 On January 23, President von der Leyen and President Michel, together with President 
Sassoli, represented the EU at the World Holocaust Forum, in Jerusalem.  

 On 24 January, President Michel and President von der Leyen signed the EU–UK 
Withdrawal Agreement in Brussels.  

 On 9 March, President Michel and President von der Leyen met President Erdoğan in 
Brussels to discuss bilateral relations, the implementation of the EU-Turkey statement 
on migration, security and stability in the Eastern Mediterranean, as well as the crisis in 
Syria, at a time of rising EU-Turkey tension. 

The most striking display of close inter-institutional cooperation in the early months of the new year 
was the trip that President Michel, President von der Leyen and President Sassoli made on 30 
January to Bazoches-sur-Guyonne, in France, to visit the historic home of Jean Monnet, the founding 
father of the EU. There, on hallowed ground, they discussed a range of issues including the planned 
Conference on the Future of Europe, current geopolitical challenges, climate change and the digital 
transition. The following morning, they delivered a joint statement in the EP in Brussels. It was no 
accident that this event coincided with the departure of the UK from the EU. Among many other 
things, the joint statement noted that: “It is never a happy moment when someone leaves, but we 
are opening a new chapter and we will devote all our energy to building a stronger and more 
ambitious European Union.  

The three Presidents followed that up with a jointly-written op-ed, “A new dawn for Europe,” 
reflecting on the UK’s departure. Like the earlier joint statement, the op-ed sought to strike a balance 
between regret and optimist about the EU’s future. It began and ended on an elegiac note: “As the 
night draws in this evening, the sun will set on more than 45 years of the United Kingdom’s 
membership of the European Union,” but ended on an uplifting one, affirming the value of the EU, 
and the three Presidents’ commitment to doing their part: “That work continues as soon as the sun 
rises tomorrow.”  

The joint op-ed was an example of President Michel’s interest in communicating beyond the 
Brussels bubble and explaining the work of the European Council to a broader public. From the 
outset, President Michel was active on social media and further expanded the use of Twitter as a 
communication tool. He also teased outgoing President Tusk at the handover ceremony, when he 
remarked that he would “perhaps [be] more cautious with my tweets, at least at the beginning.” In 
his formal communications, President Michel gave comprehensive accounts of whatever he was 
discussing. If anything, these tended to be too long and sometimes redundant, perhaps because he 
often delivered his remarks in French and English, sometimes repeating himself in the process. Still, 
for those who are interested in following the European Council, it is better to have a President who 
says more rather than less.  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/02/21/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-special-meeting-of-the-european-council-on-20-21-february-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/01/19/statement-by-the-president-of-the-european-council-charles-michel-at-the-berlin-conference/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_110
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2020/03/09/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/01/31/statement-by-president-charles-michel-on-the-future-of-europe/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/01/31/a-new-dawn-for-europe-op-ed-article-by-presidents-charles-michel-david-sassoli-and-ursula-von-der-leyen/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2021/654200/EPRS_STU(2021)654200_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/11/29/speech-by-next-european-council-president-charles-michel-at-the-handover-ceremony-with-the-outgoing-president-donald-tusk/
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Like President Tusk before him, President Michel said that he wanted to “try to improve the 
preparation of our meetings,” so that EU leaders could “focus on strategic debates rather than 
drafting sessions of summit conclusions.” President Michel certainly made a big effort to prepare 
thoroughly for the first two summits of his Presidency, although the dominance of specific issues at 
the meetings—climate policy in December 2019 and the MFF in February 2020—left little time for 
much else, let alone for leisurely strategic debates. 

Substantively, President Michel focused at the beginning of his presidency on the two topics that 
were then at the top of the EU’s agenda: climate change and the MFF. Beyond that, he immediately 
showed a keen interest in EU external relations. In some cases, such as EU-Turkey relations, the 
external issues to which he devoted most attention were determined by circumstances and current 
events. In others, notably Africa, President Michel was able to emphasise a dimension of EU external 
relations that reflected a deep personal preference. Dovetailing his interest in external relations was 
his love of travel. In the first two months in office, President Michel made many trips, not only within 
the EU as one would expect of any European Council President, but also outside. Some of these, 
such as his trip to Istanbul on 11 January and to Ankara on 4 March for meetings with President 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, were not necessarily enjoyable. Developments in Libya and Syria, Turkish 
drilling in disputed waters in the Eastern Mediterranean, and an incipient migration crisis on the 
borders of Greece and Bulgaria, made dealing with President Erdoğan both urgent and unpleasant.  

By contrast, President Michel had a wonderful, although extremely brief, trip to Addis Ababa in early 
February to meet leaders who were attending the African Union summit. In a speech at the summit 
dinner, on 9 February, President Michel spoke glowingly of the African continent and 
enthusiastically about prospects for EU-African relations: “It is with deep pleasure that I return to this 
continent, for which I have so much affection … closer relations with Africa … is a priority for my 
new term as President of the European Council … Your northern neighbour is changing … [and] is 
looking at Africa with fresh eyes—with respect, optimism and confidence! … Our closeness 
connects us; our partnership is a rich one. Everything draws us towards one another: history, 
geography, culture and the many exchanges between us … A strong Europe is good for Africa, just 
as a strong Africa is good for Europe … Europe will meet the challenge. This is a priority for my new 
term as President of the European Council.” 

4.3.2. Post-Pandemic 
The onset of the pandemic changed everything for everyone, everywhere. Beginning in early March, 
President Michel found himself operating in a completely different world. The most obvious impact 
on the European Council was the switch from in-person meetings to video-conferences in March 
and April. Much more significant than having to meet in a new and impersonal format, the European 
Council had to confront a calamity unprecedented in its scope and severity. For President Michel, as 
for other EU leaders, combating the many effects of Covid-19—be they epidemiological or socio-
economic—became all-consuming.  

The European Council suddenly went into crisis mode. For President Michel that meant, first and 
foremost, coordinating the short-term crisis response at the highest EU level. But it also meant 
emphasizing the importance of EU unity at such a critical time; drawing lessons from past crises that 
could be applicable to the current crisis; showing empathy for the immediate victims of the crisis 
and solidarity with the worst-affected Member States; and using the crisis as an opportunity not only 
to forge stronger EU unity but also to promote deeper European integration. Under these 
extraordinary circumstances, President Michel would have to hone his leadership and 
communications skills and put even more of a premium on close inter-institutional cooperation.  

At the opening of a speech that he delivered at the Centre for European Policy Studies, in Brussels, 
on 5 March, as Covid-19 began to spread throughout Europe, President Michel stated: “It’s a special 
pleasure to be here with you this afternoon and I am delighted that it has been possible for this 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/11/29/speech-by-next-european-council-president-charles-michel-at-the-handover-ceremony-with-the-outgoing-president-donald-tusk/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/02/09/speech-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-official-dinner-of-the-african-union-summit-in-addis-ababa/
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event to go ahead. I have full confidence in the Belgian authorities in this kind of situation.” Within 
days of that event, travel would come to a halt; EU leaders would hold the first in a series of video-
conferences to address the impact of the crisis; and President Michel would cancel the regular, mid-
March meeting of the European Council.  

Switching to video-conferences was relatively easy technologically—President Michel was ably 
assisted by the Council Secretariat—but difficult for EU leaders to get used to. Meeting on-line was 
better than not meeting at all, but it was far less beneficial than meeting in person. The value of in-
person summits is not only that leaders meet in plenary sessions, but also—perhaps more so—that 
they hold numerous side-meetings during the span of a summit, in various combinations. Successful 
side-meetings are often a pre-requisite of a successful summit. Having been a member of the 
European Council for five years before becoming President, Charles Michel was well aware of that 
point. At least the subject matter of the initial video-conferences would be limited to dealing with 
the immediate effects of Covid-19. No negotiations were expected to take place. Therefore, EU 
leaders would not feel disadvantaged too much by having to exchange information and coordinate 
a response to the crisis by means of video-conferencing. 

After the first video-conference, on 10 March, President Michel presented the four priorities that EU 
leaders had identified in order to deal with the crisis: limiting the spread of the virus; the provision 
of medical equipment; promoting research, including—even at this early stage—research into a 
vaccine; and tackling the socio-economic consequences. Those priorities, with the addition of 
helping citizens stranded in third countries, which leaders added at the 17 March video-conference, 
remained unchanged during the first wave of the pandemic. At the video-conference on 26 March, 
however, EU leaders began to look beyond the immediate effects of the crisis. They agreed that, 
“while the urgency is now on fighting the pandemic, the EU should also start to prepare the 
measures necessary to get back to a normal functioning of European societies and economies. That 
will require a coordinated exit strategy, a comprehensive recovery plan and unprecedented 
investment.” Accordingly, “They invited the President of the Commission and the President of the 
European Council … to start work on a Roadmap accompanied by an Action Plan.”   

This was the beginning of an odyssey for President Michel, President von der Leyen and the entire 
European Council involving the MFF and the recovery fund that would dominate the rest of 2020. 
First, producing the requested roadmap would require close collaboration between President 
Michel and President von der Leyen. Even before the pandemic, President Michel had gone to 
considerable lengths to promote inter-institutional cooperation. He redoubled his efforts 
throughout 2020, with respect to the MFF and the recovery fund, in particular. 

On 15 April, President Michel and President von der Leyen held a press conference after presenting 
the first part of the roadmap crisis exit strategy. In his extensive remarks, President Michel praised 
the contribution of the Commission. At the leaders’ fourth video-conference, held a week later, the 
two Presidents led a discussion of their jointly-prepared roadmap for recovery and economic 
transformation.  

By that time, the possibility of putting together a massive recovery fund was being widely discussed 
among EU leaders, as well as publicly in the Member States. President Michel was fully on board with 
the idea. In what would amount to taking the first step of a major development in the history of the 
EU, in the course of the 23 April video-conference, EU leaders “agreed to work towards establishing 
a recovery fund, which is needed and urgent. This fund shall be of a sufficient magnitude, targeted 
towards the sectors and geographical parts of Europe most affected, and be dedicated to dealing 
with this unprecedented crisis.” Accordingly, EU leaders “tasked the Commission to analyse the 
exact needs and to urgently come up with a proposal that is commensurate with the challenge we 
are facing. The Commission proposal should clarify the link with the MFF, which in any event will 
need to be adjusted to deal with the current crisis and its aftermath.”  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/03/10/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/03/17/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/03/26/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/communication_-_a_european_roadmap_to_lifting_coronavirus_containment_measures_0.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/04/15/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-press-conference-on-the-eu-response-to-the-coronavirus-crisis/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/04/23/conclusions-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-video-conference-with-members-of-the-european-council-on-23-april-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/04/23/conclusions-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-video-conference-with-members-of-the-european-council-on-23-april-2020/
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Inevitably, given the extent of the crisis and the likely scale of the recovery fund, there was much 
talk of a new Marshall Plan for Europe. As President Sassoli said in his speech at the beginning of the 
23 April video-conference: “What we need … is a modern-day Marshall Plan to finance the recovery, 
geared to the main priorities we have already pinpointed together.” President Michel had another 
name in mind. While reporting to the EP on 13 May on the outcome of the recent video-conference, 
President Michel remarked: “some people … were calling for a kind of Marshall Plan. I proposed—
and I should like to repeat the suggestion here—that we work together on what I would call a De 
Gasperi Plan, in homage to one of the Union’s founding fathers.” A few days earlier, in a speech 
delivered remotely to a conference organised by the European University Institute, President Michel 
endorsed a possible “plan for recovery and transformation, which we must make and put into action. 
In this regard, people have spoken of a new ‘Marshall Plan’ … Perhaps we could call our project the 
‘De Gasperi Plan’, after one of the key contributors to implementing the plan to rebuild Europe? I’m 
putting the idea out there.” Unfortunately, the idea did not gain traction. 

On 27 May, the Commission issued its proposal for the recovery fund and for the MFF. President 
Michel immediately issued a statement saying he would consult with national leaders ahead of the 
next video-conference on 19 June. At the video-conference, EU leaders agreed, as President Michel 
put it, “to shift to another phase: we will negotiate.” Being “aware that it is essential to take a decision 
as soon as possible,” President Michel called for “an in-person summit, around mid-July in Brussels,” 
where he hoped an agreement could be reached.  

What followed between mid-June and 21 July, when the Brussels summit ended, was an intense 
period of meetings involving President Michel and the other EU leaders. For obvious reasons, 
Chancellor Merkel was a privileged interlocutor, but even more so after she took over the Council 
Presidency on 1 July. President Michel and Chancellor Merkel worked so closely together that they 
provided, in effect, a “super-presidency” during the MFF and recovery fund negotiations, and, 
indeed, throughout the rest of the year. Having Chancellor Merkel in the Council Presidency in the 
second half of 2020 was fortunate for the EU, and especially for President Michel.  

A meeting on 8 July between Presidents Michel, von der Leyen and Sassoli, together with Chancellor 
Merkel, is an example of the close inter-institutional cooperation that characterised the negotiations 
on the MFF and the recovery fund. Following a discussion of the dire economic situation in the EU 
and the pressing need for financial assistance, the participants concurred “that reaching swiftly an 
agreement on an ambitious European recovery package is the EU’s highest priority for the coming 
weeks.” Crucially, “President Michel provided updates on his bilateral discussions held with Heads 
of State and Government and on preparations for the European Council meeting on 17-18 July.” 

The lead-up to the July summit was frantic for all concerned. As President Michel recalled not long 
after the decisive summit, “let’s remember the atmosphere back in June and July. Enormous 
expectations were rising. The pressure was building. And so were the doubts and uncertainty.” The 
Franco-German position, adopted by President Macron and Chancellor Merkel at a bilateral video-
conference on 18 May, strengthened the hands of President Michel and President von der Leyen, 
who advocated a large recovery fund, to be raised by EU borrowing on capital markets, and 
allocated to Member States largely in the form of grants. Working closely with Chancellor Merkel 
and with the support of President Macron and President von der Leyen, President Michel chipped 
away at the resistance of the Frugal Member States.  

“I was so determined to reach a deal,” President Michel joked in a speech that he delivered a month 
after the July European Council, “that when journalists asked me how many days the summit would 
last, I told them: If necessary, I’m ready to ask the Belgian Prime Minister to close all the Belgian 
airports! After 4 days and 4 nights, we reached a deal. And no airports were closed.” At the end of 
the epic event, an exhausted President Michel exulted: “We did it: Europe is strong, Europe is robust, 
and above all, Europe is united. We have reached a deal on the recovery package and the European 
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budget. These were, of course, difficult negotiations in very difficult times for all Europeans. A 
marathon which ended in success for all 27 member states, but especially for the people. This is a 
good deal. This is a strong deal. And most importantly, this is the right deal for Europe, right now.”  

For three months, from mid-April until mid-July, President Michel and other EU leaders had been 
preoccupied with the MFF and the recovery fund. But other aspects of the crisis demanded President 
Michel’s attention, and the cascading nature of the crisis called for different kinds of responses. 
Accordingly, President Michel redoubled his efforts to communicate effectively and, especially, to 
convey sympathy with people directly affected by the devastation of the Covid-19 virus and 
solidarity with the hardest-hit Member States. Typical were the letters that he sent on 20 March to 
the President of Italy and on 25 March “to the people of Spain.” To the President of Italy, he offered 
“to you, who represents the unity and national feeling of a great country that is the founder of the 
European integration project, my deepest condolences for the enormous toll of victims of this 
almost unprecedented threat to our societies.” To the people of Spain, he offered his “deepest 
condolences for the loss of so many lives. It is with the greatest respect that I write to you and to the 
many families that have lost their loved ones. As President of the European Council, I have the 
honour to represent all 27 member states. The endurance and perseverance of the Spanish people 
has elicited esteem and deference all over the Union.”  

On 4 June, President Michel launched a new means of outreach: an occasional newsletter “in which 
he informs citizens about the activities of the European Council.” Five issues of the newsletter came 
out in 2020, published on the Web in English and French, and available to subscribers of European 
Council alerts. Although it is doubtful that the newsletters reached a wide audience, they provided 
useful information about the EU’s response to the crisis and, more broadly, about the role of the 
European Council.  

In the first issue, President Michel explained the rationale for the newsletters: “There is a surprising 
paradox about perceptions of the EU. On the one hand, our fellow citizens are strongly in favour of 
the opportunities it offers them … On the other hand, the way the EU works … can sometimes be 
hard to understand … it is often the disagreements—inevitable sometimes between 27 partners 
seeking compromise—that make the headlines and trend on social media. This sometimes creates 
an impression that the EU and its decision-makers—‘Brussels’, as they say—are remote from its 
citizens … [who] often complain that they don’t feel well enough informed about what the EU does. 
So, I’ve decided to speak to you directly, and inform you regularly about my actions as President of 
the European Council.”  

The newsletters grew longer and more substantive over time. The second newsletter, published on 
16 July, on the eve of the summit, was appropriately entitled: “Exceptional situation calls for 
exceptional measures” In it, President Michel explained the basics of the MFF and the background 
to the recovery fund and made a pitch for concluding both in the days ahead: “Stronger, and more 
resilient—that is what we will become by embracing the two major projects to transform our 
economies and our societies. The green transition, designed to safeguard our planet’s future, will 
create fantastic job opportunities. And the digital revolution will generate an inexhaustible supply 
of new opportunities, for our lives and our economies alike.” The newsletters were pitched at well-
educated readers. In this one, President Michel launched into a digression on the inadequacy of 
gross domestic product as a measure of economic growth: “It is a useful indicator. But it is not 
enough.”  

The third issue, on 27 October, contained a relatively straightforward account of what the European 
Council was doing to provide “a Union of tests and vaccines,” and included a call for strengthening 
the EU’s role in health policy. Whether or not ordinary citizens were reading the newsletters, Ralf 
Drachenberg of the EPRS suggested that other leaders were: “Although primarily addressed to EU 
citizens, when issued just days ahead of a meeting of the Heads of State or Government, the 
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European Council President’s newsletters appear to provide him with a means to set the agenda 
and steer the process.” As the third newsletter appeared only two days before the 29 October video-
conference, for which President Michel had not sent an invitation letter, it seemed convenient that 
President Michel outlined in it “most of the points that were subsequently considered by the EU 
leaders, namely: testing and tracing, a common approach to quarantine, and vaccine distribution.”  

The fourth issue, on 12 November 2020, was an extended disquisition on the nature of terrorism and 
on what the EU was doing to safeguard its citizens from attacks. This was prompted by recent 
incidents in Austria and France. Combatting terrorism was an item on the agenda of the 19 
November video-conference. The tone of the newsletter was detached and scholarly. It may have 
appealed to people interested in the roots of terrorism and efforts to deal with it, but would hardly 
have struck a chord with a wider readership. 

The fifth and final issue of 2020, published on 18 December, soon after the regular meeting of the 
European Council, looked back on a year that “has indeed knocked us about, but it never knocked 
us down.” In it, President Michel developed a key theme that guided him through the crisis: “It is 
often in the hardest times that we discover our greatest strengths. And 2020 has been one of the 
hardest years on record. We have come face to face with our vulnerabilities. But we have also 
rediscovered our enormous strengths, talents and creativity. And 2020 revealed our greatest 
strength of all—our unity.” As President Michel observed, it was a year of many “firsts,” with the EU 
taking “bold, unprecedented decisions and—in some cases—historic action.” Most striking of all, 
the EU “took an unprecedented decision … [to] borrow collectively to assist the hardest hit and 
ensure a strong recovery, invest in our green and digital transitions and reform our societies and our 
economies.” 

Not surprisingly, given that it appeared so soon after the December summit, the newsletter 
recounted one of the summit’s most notable outcomes: the agreement among EU leaders on 
climate policy: “one year after committing to climate neutrality by 2050, we have just raised our 
ambition even further … we [have] agreed to reduce our carbon emissions by at least 55% by 2030. 
This reaffirms our credibility as the global leader in climate action and solidly anchors our prosperity 
and social transformation to our climate ambition.”  

The newsletters had touched on many topics and themes that President Michel considered 
important during the latter part of 2020, but not all of them. That is not a criticism of President 
Michel. After all, the newsletters were intended to improve communication with EU citizens, not to 
provide a definitive account of President Michel’s thoughts and actions during a crucial time in the 
history of the EU and of the European Council. 

A fuller account of President Michel’s reflections on the crisis and response to it would have included 
more about his thoughts on the nature of crises, on how the European Council should respond to 
crises, and on the significance of crises for the development of the EU. Clearly, the European Council 
had the responsibility to respond to a crisis quickly and effectively by taking whatever action was 
necessary—and possible—at the highest political level. This is what is often described as the 
European Council acting as a crisis manager. In addition, President Michel viewed crises as posing 
both risks and opportunities. In the case of the Covid-19 crisis, the risks were to solidarity among 
Member States, to the single market, to Schengen, and to the integrity and even the survival of the 
EU. The opportunities were often the opposite: to strengthen solidarity, to resolve problems 
affecting particular policies, to deepen European integration, and to promote strategic autonomy. 
Speaking in the EP on 16 April, President Michel admitted that “there are a lot of challenges [but] I 
think European history has shown that it is when we are faced with the most difficult, it is when we 
think that the obstacle is insurmountable, that very often we find the resource to stick together, the 
resource to come together, the resource to be engaged in the field of the unit, the resource to show 
creativity.”  
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In a speech delivered remotely to an academic conference, on 8 May, President Michel stated: “the 
challenge we face is not just to get through the crisis. Pandemics, like economic crises, have a 
beginning, a middle and an end: we have started to fight this one and thrown considerable 
resources at it, and we will win the battle. There is no doubt about that. The real, huge challenge for 
our generation will be to go beyond that victory, and turn this unprecedented crisis to our 
advantage … we need to build a better Europe and a better world.”  

As part of building that better Europe, President Michel had a keen interest in developing the EU’s 
“strategic sovereignty” or “strategic autonomy” (the terms were used interchangeably). For instance, 
he devoted his speech on September 8 to the subject. President Michel described the July 
agreement on the MFF and the recovery fund as “a major step to our vital objective: European 
strategic autonomy.” Indeed, he declared: “The strategic independence of Europe is our new 
common project for this century. It’s in all our common interest. 70 years after the founding fathers, 
European strategic autonomy is goal number one for our generation. For Europe, this is the real start 
of the 21st Century.” 

Clearly, President Michel saw the crisis as an opportunity to advance this paramount goal. Following 
the onset of the crisis, summit conclusions contained occasional references to strategic autonomy 
or independence, as did several of President Michel’s post-summit remarks. Thus, the EU leaders’ 
Joint Statement after the 26 March video-conference welcomed the Commission’s “guidelines on 
the screening of foreign direct investment” and called “on the Member States to take all necessary 
measures to protect strategic assets and technology from foreign investments that could threaten 
legitimate public policy objectives,” which would “contribute to the EU's strategic autonomy, during 
the crisis and afterwards.” President Michel commented that: “The internal market is also linked to 
discussions on the EU’s strategic autonomy and I sensed an increasingly shared conviction at this 
European Council of the need to draw lessons from the past and to restore Europe’s production 
capacities.” Following the Euro Summit in December, President Michel promoted the international 
role of the euro as a contribution to “building, day by day, greater unity at European level, and 
greater solidarity too … [and] The ambition of expressing a stronger position at international level.”  

President Michel hoped that the second day of the Special European Council of 1-2 October would 
afford leaders an opportunity to discuss strategic autonomy, while addressing the single market, 
industrial policy and the digital transition. As he mentioned in his letter of invitation: “Covid-19 has 
undoubtedly revealed some of the EU’s weaknesses. But I believe we should turn this into an 
opportunity, critically assessing together how to make the EU more resilient. Crucially, I would like 
us to discuss how we can best enhance the EU’s strategic autonomy alongside an open and 
competitive social market economy.”  

By that time, the terms “strategic autonomy” and “strategic independence” had been bandied about 
in political and think-tank circles for at least a couple of years. The concept was championed, in 
particular by President Macron. Few other leaders claimed to be against strategic autonomy, but 
few embraced it wholeheartedly either. In the event, the discussion of economic policy on 2 October 
included several references to strategic autonomy, but leaders did not discuss strategic autonomy 
in its own right. It did not help that President Macron had to leave the meeting after the first day 
and therefore missed a chance to promote one of his pet projects for the EU. Whereas President 
Michel succeeded in drawing attention to the idea of strategic autonomy in light of the Covid-19 
crisis, it remains a extremely sensitive subject, which, in 2020, the European Council discussed 
primarily in the context of industrial and space policy. 

President Michel nonetheless continually emphasised the importance of responding to the Covid-
19 crisis with deeper European integration. He sometimes used the analogy of fighting a war in order 
to defeat Covid-19, while drawing a comparison with Europe’s situation in the mid-20th century. 
While reporting to the EP, on 13 May, on the outcome of the 23 April video-conference, President 
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Michel would “not comment on whether what we are facing [today] belongs to the field of war … 
but in any event I can see one point in common between the situation more than 70 years ago and 
the situation today. We are facing a global crisis … an unprecedented crisis, and just as what was 
needed then was resourcefulness, creativity, innovation, boldness, courage, and to cast off the 
blinkers which for decades had dragged the world down, so now, more than ever, the question is 
whether this generation of politicians and citizens will have the capacity for boldness, innovation, 
creativity and courage to ensure that from the tragedy of this crisis, from the sorrow and adversity 
faced by so many families so directly, we can draw the resources and transformative energy to make 
this European project … capable of meeting this challenge and bringing about what is at the heart 
of this project, ultimately: human dignity, benevolent societies, societies that come together to be 
able to look to the future with greater optimism.” 

Not surprisingly, President Michel referenced the July summit as a turning point in the EU’s response 
to the crisis and possibly in the history of European integration. As he said in his 8 September speech: 
“It was … crucial to act quickly. But also with strength and with unity. That’s exactly what we did in 
July, with one, strong, clear response to this unprecedented crisis…in the spirit of our founding 
fathers … We are sending a message not only to our citizens, but also to the rest of the world: Europe 
is a world power. We are ready to firmly defend our interests. This is what we showed in July.”  

President Michel looked to the past not only to draw comparisons with the present and find 
inspiration for the future, but also to learn lessons for the conduct of the current crisis. As he 
remarked in September: “Europe was criticised for reacting too slowly. In fact, the reality was quite 
the opposite. Compared to the great financial crisis, Europe took charge with exceptional strength 
and speed. Precisely because we learned the hard lessons of that crisis. And decision-makers—both 
at national and EU level—recognised the urgency and took the difficult decisions.”  

Dealing with the Covid-19 crisis, and with other developments in 2020, sharpened President 
Michel’s appreciation of many aspects of European integration, including the values on which the 
EU is built, including freedom, liberal democracy, solidarity, tolerance, and respect. President Michel 
emphasises the importance of these values on a number of occasions during the crisis; in his 
response to terrorist attacks that happened throughout the year; and in relation to the MFF and the 
recovery fund. Rule of law conditionality for the allocation of EU funding was one of a number of 
sticking points at the July summit, and became the make-or-break issue in the run-up to the 
December summit, where leaders hoped to be able to conclude the long-running negotiations over 
the MFF and the recovery fund. President Michel was dogged in his defence of rule of law—and of 
rule of law conditionality—which put him at loggerheads with Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor 
Orbán and Polish Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki.  

In this case, Chancellor Merkel, as Council President, was responsible for negotiating the Regulation 
on rule of law conditionality with the EP. When Hungary and Poland then threatened to block the 
entire MFF and recovery package because of their objections to the regulation, it was Chancellor 
Merkel, not President Michel, who brokered a compromise. Working closely with the Hungarian and 
Polish leaders, on the one hand, and a handful of other national leaders, President Michel, and 
President von der Leyen, on the other hand, Chancellor Merkel was instrumental in drafting a 
lengthy interpretative declaration of the rule of law Regulation, without changing the substance of 
the regulation itself. The agreed-upon text was then incorporated into the summit conclusions. The 
outcome was a remarkable achievement for the German Presidency, with the assistance of President 
Michel. 

The resolution of the rule of law dispute and the agreement on the 2030 climate target at the 
December summit ended an exceptionally challenging year for President Michel on a high note. The 
Covid-19 crisis had dominated everything since early March 2020. One of President Michel’s most 
basic responsibilities—organizing meetings of the European Council—had been immediately 
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affected. With an apparent improvement in the Covid-19 situation in the summer, it looked as if the 
European Council could revert to in-person meetings, following-on from the successful July summit. 
Nevertheless, President Michel called a video-conference on 19 August. The reason for holding 
another meeting in that format was not because of the pandemic, however, but because of the 
urgency for EU leaders to discuss pressing international events, notably the deteriorating political 
situation in neighbouring Belarus, and the difficulty of getting everyone together in Brussels at such 
short notice in the month of August.  

President Michel hoped to convene the next in-person summit on 24-25 September, but postponed 
the event after he had to go into quarantine. This was a reminder that the virus was again spreading 
rapidly and that in-person meetings of the European Council were not necessarily advisable. 
Nevertheless, President Michel re-scheduled the summit for 1-2 October. There, during a busy two 
days of discussions, President Michel presented the Leaders’ Agenda, a schedule of European 
Council meetings from October 2020 until June 2021, with suggested discussion topics. Setting out 
such an agenda in the midst of the pandemic seemed overly optimistic and may have reflected 
President Michel’s hope rather than expectation of what the future held. Indeed, a proposed 
informal meeting of EU leaders in Berlin, on 16 November, to discuss policy towards China was soon 
cancelled. 

The questionable wisdom of holding the regular October summit became apparent when President 
von der Leyen had to leave early, having been obliged to self-isolate after learning that one of her 
team had tested positive for the virus. Prime Minister Morawiecki was absent for similar reasons. 
Leaders had much to discuss at the mid-October summit, but nothing that required immediate 
action. This prompted criticism of President Michel for having convened the meeting in the first 
place. Danish Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen was quoted as saying, at the beginning of the 
summit: “There are some discussions where one needs to be brought a little closer to each other. 
And then there are other meetings where you can do it as a video conference.” Other leaders also 
reportedly questioned the necessity of a summit “where no substantial negotiations were needed 
and little of substance was achieved.” A defensive President Michel reported after the meeting on a 
discussion between EU leaders on this issue, and indicated that decisions on the format of leaders’ 
meetings would need to be taken on a case-by-case basis.  

President Michel’s propensity to schedule in-person meetings during the pandemic was not the 
only criticism of the European Council President in 2020. Some leaders thought that President 
Michel was verbose and indecisive, and spent too much time engaged in meetings about meetings. 
Having promised, when he became President, to “try to improve the preparation” of summits, some 
leaders wondered if he was over-preparing. According to an article in the Belgian newspaper De Tijd, 
President Michel risked “becoming irrelevant” because of his indecisiveness and lengthy public 
pronouncements during the Covid-19 crisis. According to De Tijd, President Michel was trying too 
hard to implement Belgian-style coalition negotiations involving laborious talks with different 
parties about their demands, which was not working with EU leaders.  

Criticism of any politician is inevitable, and some criticism inevitably is unwarranted. It seems fair to 
say that President Michel grew into the job in 2020 and performed creditably and effectively. He had 
close political ties to President Macron—both leaders’ parties belonged to the same political group 
(Renew Europe) in the European Parliament—and was on good terms with Chancellor Merkel. 
Indeed, as already noted, his close cooperation with Chancellor Merkel in the second half of 2020, 
when Germany was in the Council Presidency, was crucial for the success of the European Council 
at that time. Needless to say, President Michel strove to cultivate good relations with all of the EU 
leaders. His leadership style was highly inclusive and collaborative.  

Just as President Michel had devoted considerable time and attention to inter-institutional relations 
in the pre-pandemic months of his Presidency, he continued to do so after the pandemic struck. In 
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particular, President Michel worked closely with President von der Leyen on a range of Covid-19-
related and other issues, including: 

 On 26 March, the two Presidents represented the EU at an extraordinary G20 video-
conference on Covid-19.  

 On 16 April, they represented the EU at the G7 leaders’ video-conference on Covid-19.  
 On 28 April, President Michel co-chaired a video-conference with the President-in-Office 

of the G5 Sahel countries, in which President von der Leyen also participated.  
 On 26 May, President Michel and President von der Leyen participated with Prime 

Minister Shinzō Abe in the EU–Japan leaders’ video-conference.  
 On 15 June, President Michel and President von der Leyen participated with Prime 

Minister Johnson in the EU-UK high-level meeting, held via video-conference.  
 On 14 September, President Michel and President von der Leyen participated in a one-

day virtual EU-China “Leaders’ Meeting,” hosted by Council President-in-Office Merkel.  
 On 10 November, President Michel and President von der Leyen participated in a video-

conference with a small number of EU leaders, hosted by Council President-in-Office 
Merkel, to discuss a European response to recent terrorist attacks.  

 On 12 December, President Michel and President von der Leyen participate on behalf of 
the EU in the Climate Ambition Summit.  

 On 30 December, President Michel and President von der Leyen signed the EU-UK Trade 
and Cooperation Agreement, in Brussels, on behalf of the European Union (Prime 
Minister Boris Johnson later signed in London on behalf of the UK). 

As he had done earlier in the year, President Michel routinely praised the Commission and the 
Commission President in his public remarks. For instance, speaking after the 19 June video-
conference, while congratulating Prime Minister Andrej Plenković at the end of Croatia’s Council 
Presidency, President Michel added: “We had, with Ursula and Andrej, a perfect cooperation.” After 
the July summit, President Michel went out of his way to thank “all the leaders and the President of 
the Commission and their teams for their hard work.”  

At the end of the first day of the regular October summit, President Michel spoke sympathetically of 
President von der Leyen’s early departure from the meeting: “First of all, I would like to apologise for 
the absence of the President of the European Commission. At the beginning of the meeting, she 
was informed that a person considered a ‘close contact’ had tested positive. She herself tested 
negative today. Nevertheless, in accordance with the national rules, she has decided to self-isolate. 
Finally, speaking after the December summit, President Michel thanked “all the Heads of State or 
Government, and their teams who have been mobilised, and I wish of course to also thank the 
European Commission for all its efforts in terms of support and mobilisation to keep our work 
going.” 

President Michel worked extremely hard to lead the European Council, and the EU, through one of 
the most difficult periods in post-war history. He cultivated close inter-institutional relations and 
close relations with each and every one of the national leaders. He strove to explain to EU citizens 
exactly what the EU was doing to combat the Covid-19 crisis, the crisis of climate change and other 
challenges confronting them. He showed empathy with citizens and sympathy for Member States. 
He upheld EU values, strengthened EU solidarity and cemented EU unity.  

Among his many informal responsibilities, President Michel was the European Council’s proponent-
in-chief. In that role, President Michel told the EP on 16 December: “Last week’s European Council 
was a memorable one. We sealed the deal on two crucial agreements: the European budget and 
Recovery Fund and the new Climate goal for 2030. We worked round the clock. The negotiations 
were intense. But we took our responsibility, overcame the obstacles, and came together for the 
good of Europe.” Speaking more broadly as an advocate for the EU, President Michel concluded his 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/03/26/statement-by-president-michel-and-president-von-der-leyen-after-the-g20-video-conference-on-covid-19/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_20_682
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/04/28/president-charles-michel-after-the-eu-g5-sahel-video-conference/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2020/05/26/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2020/06/15/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_1648
https://www.eu2020.de/eu2020-en/news/article/terror-in-europa-mit-entschiedener-staerke-gegen-terrorismus/2415524
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_20_2403
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/relations-non-eu-countries/relations-united-kingdom/eu-uk-trade-and-cooperation-agreement_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/06/19/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-19-june-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/06/19/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-19-june-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/07/21/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-special-european-council-17-21-july-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/15/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-first-working-session-of-the-european-council/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/11/intervention-du-president-charles-michel-a-l-issue-des-reunions-du-conseil-europeen-et-du-sommet-de-la-zone-euro-des-10-et-11-decembre-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/16/report-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-european-council-of-10-and-11-december-2020/
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remarks: “When COVID struck, we were taken off guard. It hammered our economies and disrupted 
our societies. But today Europe is rising to the challenge of COVID. We are recovering. And we are 
getting stronger.” 
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5. The Multiannual Financial Framework: Opening round 

5.1. Background 
The current Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) was due to expire at the end of 2020. Ideally, 
negotiations for the next MFF, covering the period 2021-2027, would have finished by the end of 
2019, in plenty of time to allow for the potentially lengthy approval process during the following 
year. Given other developments in 2019, however, such as the uncertainty of Brexit, which had 
implications for the EU budget, and the change in EU institutional leadership, the European Council 
was happy to hold things over until the start of 2020. Undoubtedly, inertia played a part. Knowing 
how contentious the budget negotiations were bound to be, whilst not knowing the precise impact 
of Brexit on the EU-budget, and already involved in difficult talks over climate policy and other 
issues, leaders in 2019 understandably put the MFF on the long finger. 

EU leaders had first discussed the next MFF at an informal summit in February 2018. Their talks 
touched on the general priorities for the period of the next MFF; the overall level of expenditure; 
and the possible timetable for the negotiations. The Commission presented its proposal for the 
2021-2027 MFF on 2 May 2018, thereby formally launching the process. Leaders had their first 
serious exchange of views on the MFF at the December 2018 summit, and next discussed the MFF 
at their June 2019 summit. While welcoming the work done by the General Affairs Council and the 
Romanian Council Presidency, EU leaders agreed that the process was still at a rudimentary stage. 
Therefore, they called on the incoming Finnish Presidency to develop a new Negotiating Box as the 
basis for more detailed discussions in the European Council.  

By the end of 2019, discussions within the European Council had exposed deep differences among 
Member States on the MFF. The most obvious rift was between the richer (net contributor) and 
poorer (net beneficiary) countries. A number of net contributors, dubbed the Frugal Four—Austria, 
Denmark, Sweden, Netherlands—wanted to cap the budget at 1 per cent of EU Gross National 
Income (GNI). Other Member States, notably the biggest beneficiaries of EU expenditure—the so-
called Friends of Cohesion—were hoping for a budget of 1.16 per cent. The European Commission 
had proposed 1.11 per cent; and the European Parliament was asking for 1.3 per cent.  

The future of rebates, or “compensatory mechanisms,” further divided the Member States. A legacy 
of the budget battles of the 1980s, rebates were used to cap the amount that some net contributors 
paid into the budget. Whereas Germany and the Frugals were determined to keep their rebates, 
other Member States—including France—saw rebates as anachronistic and unfair, and wanted 
them abolished. On the revenue side of the budget, “own resources” were an additional source of 
discord. Going beyond the existing own resources, the European Commission and some Member 
States favoured new sources of direct contributions to the EU budget, such a tax on plastics, which 
would also serve an environmental purpose. Other Member States feared that such a tax would be 
disproportionately hard on them. 

The complexity of negotiating the new MFF grew when it appeared, towards the end of 2019, that 
the cost of helping countries meet the EU’s climate target would have to be factored into the 
budget. Another complication, which became increasingly apparent as the year progressed, was the 
question of linking EU funding to compliance with the rule of law, a move that Finland, then in the 
Council Presidency, strongly favoured. This raised the hackles of Hungary and Poland, two countries 
already under investigation by the Commission for alleged rule of law violations.  

In the run-up to the December European Council, the Finnish Presidency produced what it hoped 
would be the final Negotiating Box. Although EU leaders touched on the MFF at the December 
summit, they were not yet ready to delve into detailed and potentially debilitating negotiations. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2018/02/23/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2018/12/14/european-council-conclusions-13-14-december-2018/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/41768/12-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/41768/12-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf
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Instead, the European Council called on President Michel “to take the [MFF] negotiations forward 
with the aim of reaching a final agreement.”  

Orchestrating the MFF negotiations among national leaders would be a major undertaking for the 
new European Council President. In his post-summit remarks, President Michel accepted that “it will 
be my responsibility, in close cooperation with the Commission, to try to converge, to try to develop 
all the possible efforts in order to reach an agreement in the next weeks or in the next months.” This 
would require “bilateral meetings at the technical level, and also at the political level, with the 
member states … It is very important because we know that we have to discuss many difficult and 
sensitive topics regarding the next budget. For example, the level of ambition … the rebates, the 
conditionalities, the balance between the classical policies, on the one hand, and the new policies, 
on the other hand. Climate change, for example, is a very important issue in this framework … [as 
are] the own resources.” 

5.2. The February summit 
As expected, President Michel called, in January, for a special summit devoted (in principle) 
exclusively to the MFF, and which would take place on February 20. President Michel put great store 
in the meeting. He prepared assiduously for it and suggested that a budget agreement was not only 
desirable but also probable. The job of the European Council President includes building 
expectations for impending meetings, but Charles Michel went to considerable lengths to indicate 
that the negotiations among national leaders might well conclude successfully at the February 
summit. His approach was to engage in intensive, one-on-one “confessionals” with national leaders 
in the weeks before the summit; release a new Negotiating Box just before the start of the summit; 
convene a relatively brief, opening plenary session at the summit; hold a second round of bilateral 
meetings with national leader, starting immediately after the plenary session; and reconvene in a 
plenary session with a view to reaching a final agreement. All of this could take several days. By 
implying that the meeting would last for a long time, President Michel sought to build the 
momentum for a successful outcome.  

National leaders were not convinced. Doubtless they wanted the MFF negotiations to end as soon 
as possible, but February 2020 seemed too soon to be realistic. Although EU leaders had first 
discussed the next MFF two years previously, they had not yet engaged in substantive negotiations 
on the subject. Experience of previous MFF negotiations suggested that EU leaders would need 
more than one summit, special or otherwise, to reach the point at which a comprehensive 
agreement was possible. Ideally, the MFF negotiations would have been over by the beginning of 
2020, and there would be time enough to conclude the negotiations later in the year and still launch 
the new MFF in January 2021. 

In the run-up to the summit, as President Michel held bilateral meetings with the national leaders; 
EU leaders were also interacting directly with one another on the question of the MFF. Like-minded 
Member States were building and solidifying coalitions for the negotiations to come. As had already 
become apparent in 2019, the two most formidable coalitions were the Frugals and the Friends of 
Cohesion. 

On 1 February, Prime Minister Costa hosted a summit, in Portugal of the Friends of Cohesion 
(Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czechia, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, 
Portugal, Malta, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain). In the “Joint Declaration on the Multiannual 
Financial Framework 2021-2027,” issued after the summit, the Friends of Cohesion stressed the 
importance of Cohesion Policy and the Common Agriculture Policy for addressing existing 
economic and social disparities, which were likely to widen as a result of new initiatives in the fields 
of Digital and Climate. Accordingly, the Friends of Cohesion set out a number of key demands, 
including that: 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/12/13/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-european-council-meeting-on-11-december-2019/
https://www.portugal.gov.pt/download-ficheiros/ficheiro.aspx?v=%3D%3DBQAAAB%2BLCAAAAAAABAAzNDA2NwcAeMDfpAUAAAA%3D
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 … the funding for Cohesion Policy for the 2021-2027 period should maintain the level 
of the 2014-2020 MFF in real terms. No Member State should suffer a sharp and 
disproportional decrease of its Cohesion allocation. 

 … The creation of new instruments such as the Budgetary Instrument for Convergence 
and Competitiveness, the Convergence and Reform Instrument or the Just Transition 
Fund is relevant to pursue specific goals, additional to those of Cohesion Policy. [But] 
Their functioning must be consistent with keeping the level playing-field within the 
Union and avoid deepening existing imbalances … [and] Their funding should come on 
top of the Commission’s proposal and not be made at the expense of Cohesion Policy 
and the Common Agricultural Policy. 

 … The system of own resources needs to be simpler and fairer. All rebates should be 
abolished from the beginning of the next MFF. 

The Joint Declaration set the Friends of Cohesion on a collision course with the Frugals, who made 
their position clear in an op-ed in the Financial Times on 16 February, signed by Austrian Chancellor 
Kurz but co-written with Prime Minister Rutte of the Netherlands, Prime Minister Frederiksen of 
Denmark and Prime Minister Löfven of Sweden. They began with an implicit acknowledgement that 
their nickname did them a disservice: “We have been dubbed the “frugal four” and I and my fellow 
leaders want to set the record straight. Being “frugal” does not mean that we are any less committed 
to the EU than those Member States who are arguing for an expanded budget. On the contrary, our 
commitment to the EU is as strong as ever.” But the EU could not “continue with business as usual. 
It is crucial … that we focus a significantly higher share of the budget on meeting today’s challenges: 
fostering an innovative and competitive economy, the fight against climate change, migration and 
security. We therefore need to spend a smaller share on established policies” (they did not mention 
cohesion policy by name). 

Pointing out that “the financial burden of the union is increasingly being put on the shoulders of a 
small number of member states, including ours,” the Frugals did not object to paying “significantly 
more to the EU than we get back. We benefit greatly from being a member of the EU and the single 
market. However, there are limits.” Accordingly, the Frugals insisted “on permanent net corrections 
[rebates] to prevent excessive budgetary imbalances and achieve a fair, sustainable outcome.” Their 
bottom line was that the budget should “remain at 1% [with] a system of permanent corrections to 
protect individual states from having to shoulder excessive budgetary burdens.” In addition, the 
MFF would have to “tie spending to conditions supporting the effective implementation of EU-wide 
policy objectives and the upholding of the rule of law.”  

Two days before the op-ed by the Frugal Four, President Michel had released his Negotiating Box 
on the basis of consultations with the national leaders and “in close cooperation with the President 
of the European Commission.” The new negotiating box was in the form of detailed draft 
conclusions, 53 pages in length, for the forthcoming special summit. President Michel’s proposal 
was a budget worth 1.074% of GNI, which was considerably more than the Frugals were willing to 
support. The proposal kept a system of national rebates, but not at existing levels. It included more 
funding for cohesion policy than had been included in the previous, Finnish Presidency Negotiating 
Box, but not as much at the Friends of Cohesion wanted. The proposal also addressed conditionality, 
promising to sanction countries for rule of law violations, but only on the basis of a qualified majority 
vote in the Council. President Michel’s proposal sough to mollify everybody, but satisfied nobody. 
The general reaction to it did not augur well for the outcome of the summit. 

President Michel’s invitation letter was both unusually short and unusually early—he sent it to 
leaders on 25 January, almost a month before the summit took place. It contained a brief exhortation 
to the summit participants: “The time has come to reach an agreement at our level on the MFF … I 
am fully aware that these negotiations are among the most difficult ones we have to face. But I am 
also convinced that with common sense and determination we can strike a deal that will benefit all 

https://www.ft.com/content/7faae690-4e65-11ea-95a0-43d18ec715f5
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1UJUfO4kbV9-olQqsMPSls89lG2jnXV4t/view
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/01/25/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-on-20-february-2020/
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Europeans. To achieve this, all sides will need to demonstrate a spirit of compromise. I count on your 
support in this respect.”  

President Michel made equally short remarks on 20 February, just before the summit began: “…[In] 
The last weeks we have worked very hard with all the leaders and I am grateful to [them] for the hard 
work we have done together. There are many interests, many concerns, and they are all legitimate. 
But I am convinced it is possible to make progress in the next hours or in the next days. I am 
convinced that everything is on the table in order to decide.” 

In contrast to these optimistic words, an abiding memory of the summit is of Prime Minister Rutte’s 
arrival at the Europa building. Speaking to reporters shortly before the meeting began, the Dutch 
leader reportedly said: “I’ve brought a small apple to get through the night, and the biography of 
Frédéric Chopin. I’ll read a bit. What else is there to do?” The remark summed up Prime Minister 
Rutte’s apparent approach to the summit, which was that nothing decisive would come of it. He and 
the other Frugal leaders were deeply dissatisfied with President Michel’s Negotiating Box. They had 
little or no hope that, even after lengthy discussions, leaders would be in a position to reach an 
agreement on the MFF by the end of the meeting. 

As expected, the summit began with a relatively short opening plenary session, after which EU 
leaders met President Michel individually, throughout the night, to discuss with him their positions 
on his recently-released Negotiating Box. In a sign of their determination to act together, the leaders 
of the Frugal countries insisted on meeting President Michel jointly rather than separately. 
According to the Financial Times, “[Chancellor] Merkel, who is living through her third EU budget 
negotiation, retreated to her hotel around 10.00pm to await developments. [President] Macron 
headed out for some air. Waiting leaders tucked into dinner before entering [President] Michel’s 
cloisters.” Based on the all-night meetings, President Michel hoped to be able to present a revised 
and mutually agreeable negotiating box on the second day of the summit. 

By Friday morning, however, it was clear that little progress had been made. Chancellor Merkel and 
President Macron met with leaders of the Frugal Four, but nothing of note came of it. By the time 
EU leaders re-convened for a plenary session on Friday evening, it was clear that the summit was 
coming to an end. Prime Minister Costa, informally representing the Friends of Cohesion, and Prime 
Minister Rutte, speaking for the Frugal Four, could agree on one thing: the gulf between the two 
sides was too big to bridge. It would take at least one more summit, a greater willingness to 
compromise, and much imaginative re-drafting to bring the two together. President Macron, who 
positioned himself above the fray, reportedly complained that it was “not a good method to try to 
separate into groups and to block things, putting in place … a blocking coalition.”  

There were no Conclusions from the summit. The meeting page merely reported the following as 
the main results: “On 20 and 21 February, EU heads of state or government met in Brussels to discuss 
the EU’s long-term budget for 2021-2027. Following intense negotiations, it became evident that it 
was not possible to reach an agreement and more time was needed.” In his remarks after the 
summit, President Michel sounded despondent but resigned: “The last weeks and the last days, we 
have worked very hard in order to try to reach an agreement regarding the next European budget. 
Unfortunately, today … it was not possible to reach an agreement … we need more time. We know 
that this European budget is a very difficult topic, it’s a very difficult negotiation, especially after 
Brexit and the gap between €60 billion and €75 billion. We have worked very hard to try to reconcile 
the different concerns, the different interests, the different opinions on the table.” 

The outcome of the summit was a minor setback for President Michel. He had built up hopes of a 
breakthrough, despite compelling indications from most Member States that an agreement was 
highly unlikely at that stage of the negotiations. This was the second consecutive disappointing 
summit outcome for President Michel, the other being the failure to reach unanimity on climate 
policy in December 2019.  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/02/20/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-before-the-special-european-council/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-02-20/chopin-apples-soccer-inside-eu-s-trillion-dollar-budget-scrap
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https://www.ft.com/content/5be6faf2-54e4-11ea-8841-482eed0038b1
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https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/02/21/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-special-meeting-of-the-european-council-on-20-21-february-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/02/21/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-special-meeting-of-the-european-council-on-20-21-february-2020/
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As he said in his post-summit remarks, on 21 February, more time was needed to sort out the next 
MFF. Deep differences remained among Member States on key aspects of the MFF: the overall size 
of the budget; the balance between long-standing redistributive policies, notably agriculture and 
cohesion, and policies requiring a greater EU financial commitment, notably migration, climate 
change and digital; correction mechanisms (rebates); and conditionality. The first regular European 
Council of 2020 was due to take place in March. Even if there would not be time on that occasion to 
resume negotiations on the MFF, the President could call another special summit before or after the 
scheduled March meeting. Little could President Michel or any of the other leaders have foreseen 
the onset of the pandemic and the impact that it would have procedurally and substantively on the 
EU, an impact that would be particularly profound for the MFF. 
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6. Covid-19: The first wave 

6.1. Introduction 
By the end of February 2020, Covid-19 was spreading rapidly throughout Europe. Northern Italy was 
hit especially hard. National governments everywhere were becoming increasingly concerned. So, 
too, was the European Commission. On 25 February, Health Commissioner Stella Kyriakides 
acknowledged the seriousness of the situation, but stressed Europe “must not give in to panic and 
of course to disinformation.”  

As well as constituting a major public health crisis, the rapid spread of Covid-19 was beginning to 
cause serious economic disruption. In many Member States, local economic activity was grinding to 
a halt; tourism and travel were coming to a standstill; industrial manufacturing was starting to slow 
down. EU authorities were well aware of what was happening, but were uncertain about how to 
proceed. Some commentators were critical of the EU’s reticence. Wolfgang Münchau, a respected 
columnist and long-time critic of EU economic policymaking, argued that the situation at the end of 
February was reminiscent of the “early phase of the eurozone crisis,” which saw “backward-looking 
economic analysis at the time, and a lack of understanding on how a financial crisis can spread across 
borders. We are seeing the same complacency at work again.”  

By early March, however, some senior EU officials were thinking out loud about the possibility of a 
large-scale, EU-level economic response to the crisis. Commissioner Gentiloni told journalists that a 
coordinated fiscal stimulus might be in order, but was still a long-way off. In the meantime, the EU 
might be willing to relax the rules of the Stability and Growth Pact (SGP), thereby facilitating higher 
national expenditure to fight the economic consequences of the crisis among members of the 
Eurozone. Speaking on 4 March, after a conference call between finance ministers, Eurogroup 
President Mário Centeno said the SGP allowed for “flexibility to cater for unusual events outside the 
control of government,” and that it was “up to the European Commission to implement these rules 
and assess requests from member states”. The Eurogroup was due to meet later in March to discuss 
“the full range of fiscal, financial and structural policies” that could be taken to combat the crisis.  

At the same time, the Covid-19 virus continued to spread at an alarming rate. The impact varied 
from country to country, and within countries. As governments grappled with the magnitude of the 
crisis, some put cross-border travel restrictions in place and restricted exports of medical equipment, 
fearful of national shortages. The integrity of the Schengen system and of the single market were 
being called into question. This was the background to the first meeting of the European Council in 
response to the crisis. 

6.2. The 10 March video-conference 
Having been called at short notice, and because of its extraordinary nature, President Michel did not 
send out a letter of invitation to the meeting. Nonetheless, as he said just before the event, he had 
conducted “some informal consultations” with national leaders, on the basis of which he though it 
“useful, and even necessary, to call this video-conference in light of the situation.” President Michel 
immediately expressed sympathy “for all those citizens who have been affected by this disease and, 
in particular … for Italy and for our colleague Giuseppe [Conte], whose country has so far been hit 
hardest and whose measures ask severe personal sacrifices from the Italians.”  

With a view to leveraging as much as possible from a coordinated EU response, President Michel 
proposed structuring the video-conference around four possible goals: 

  

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/jcms.13259
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_20_322
https://www.ft.com/content/3f2c26f8-5fca-11ea-b0ab-339c2307bcd4
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/03/04/remarks-by-mario-centeno-following-the-eurogroup-conference-call-of-4-march-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/03/10/opening-remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-videoconference-of-eu-leaders/
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1 Containing the spread of the virus, acting on the basis of “science and medical 
advice” while trying “to respect the principle of proportionality.” 

2 Guaranteeing the provision of medical equipment and medical products, perhaps 
by giving the Commission a central role “to try to coordinate all the efforts and … to 
support the different member states.” 

3 Accelerating research and “strengthen all the efforts taken at the national level, but 
also by companies, in order to have a vaccine and to find a solution as soon as 
possible. Here, again, the Commission would play an important supporting role. 

4 Coping with the economic consequences of the crisis, working closely with 
Eurogroup President Mário Centeno and European Central Bank President Christine 
Lagarde, both of whom would participate in the video-conference. 

Based on the “Conclusions of the President of the European Council,” it seemed as if the video-
conference proceeded along the lines that Charles Michel had outlined. Accordingly, EU leaders 
“emphasised the need to work together and to do everything necessary and to act swiftly … [and] 
stressed the need for a joint European approach and a close coordination with the European 
Commission.” Responding to the four topics raised by President Michel, EU leaders agreed: 

1 “ … [that] our citizens’ health is the first priority, and that measures should be based 
on science and medical advice. Measures need to be proportional so that they do 
not have excessive consequences for our societies as a whole.  

2 “… to task the Commission with analysing the needs and to come up with initiatives 
to prevent shortages [of medical equipment].” The Commission would continue “its 
engagement with the industry,” and its pursuit of “joint public procurements” and 
its purchases of “personal protective equipment through the Civil Protection 
Framework—RescEU.” EU leaders stressed that “the internal market must function 
properly and any unjustified obstacles are avoided.” 

3 … to reinforce “efforts on research … including for a vaccine.” Leaders noted that 
the Commission had already mobilised €140 million for that purpose and selected 
17 promising projects. 

4 “… to use of all instruments that are necessary” to tackle the socio-economic 
consequences of the crisis. Leaders also agreed that the “Flexible application of EU 
rules in particular as regard State Aid and Stability and Growth Pact will be needed.” 

In addition, EU leaders agreed that they would share relevant information through existing 
coordination mechanisms, notably the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) 
and the Integrated Political Crisis Response (IPCR), which the Croatian Presidency had recently 
launched. Described as a “Crisis Coreper,” the IPCR reports to the Council and the European Council, 
and is chaired by the Council Presidency supported by the General-Secretariat of the Council. 
Consisting mainly of Coreper 2 ambassadors, with invited representatives of the other institutions, 
the IPCR is a forum of informal debate rather than a formal decision-making body. It had last been 
used during the migration crisis. 

6.3. The 17 March video-conference 
Participating in their second video-conference on 17 March, only a week after the first, EU leaders 
continue to seek a common approach and limit the use of unilateral, restrictive measures. The 
discussion focused mostly on the impact of internal border controls and on the suspension of travel 
into the Schengen area for non-EU nationals. As Commission President von der Leyen remarked in 
her joint, post-summit press conference with President Michel, internal EU border controls must not 
be allowed to impede the flow of goods or return of people to their home countries, while it was “of 
utmost importance” to protect the single market. As for entry into the Schengen area, EU leaders 
agreed to formalise what was already the case in practice: an indefinite suspension of admission for 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/03/10/statement-by-the-president-of-the-european-council-following-the-video-conference-on-covid-19/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32018D1993&from=EN
https://www.ceps.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/PI2020-17_Crisis-decision-making.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/03/17/
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non-EU nationals. One sentence leapt out of the Conclusions: “The Union and its Member States will 
do whatever it takes to address the current challenges, to restore confidence and to support a rapid 
recovery” (emphasis added). “Whatever it takes” was the phrase used by ECB President Mario Draghi 
in July 2012, at the height of the euro crisis, to assert the ECB’s determination to preserve the single 
currency. It became a slogan for the EU’s determination to overcome the crisis.   

President Michel organised the agenda around the same four topics as in the first video-conference 
(limiting the spread of the virus; the provision of medical equipment; promoting research, and 
tackling socio-economic consequences), and added a fifth topic: helping citizens stranded in third 
countries 

On the first four topics: 

1 EU leaders endorsed the guidelines proposed by the Commission on border 
management, which aimed to ensure the passage of medicines, food and goods, 
and travel by citizens to their home countries, while pledging that “adequate 
solutions for cross-border workers will be found.”  

2 EU leaders welcomed the various Commission initiatives concerning the export of 
medical equipment, engagement with the industry, public procurement, and the 
purchase of protective equipment through the Civil protection framework. 

3 EU leaders encouraged continuing efforts to support research, specifically with a 
view to developing a vaccine, and promised to support European companies in that 
respect. 

4 EU leaders encouraged the Eurogroup to continue its efforts to “adopt without delay 
a coordinated policy response to the rapidly evolving situation,” and expressed 
support for various steps taken by the Commission, such as the adaptation of the 
State Aid rules and the flexible application of the Stability and Growth Pact. 

Finally, with regard to citizens stranded outside the Union territory, EU leaders made a commitment 
“to coordinate among our embassies and the EU delegations in third countries” to arrange “the 
repatriation of EU citizens, where necessary and possible, and make use of the Union’s Civil 
protection mechanism.” 

Bowing to the inevitable, leaders decided to postpone the regular European Council due to be held 
on 26 and 27 March, and decided to hold another video conference on 26 March. 

Because of the extraordinary nature of the summit, EP President Sassoli was not invited to make 
opening remarks. But, in a statement that he issued after the video-conference, President Sassoli 
summed up the essence of the outcome: “Europe is correcting the selfishness and lack of 
coordination between national governments in the face of the Covid-19 crisis. [Today’s video-
conference] gave the green light to the Commission’s proposals, also indicated by the EP, to tackle 
the spread of the virus and help countries in need. Finally, we are showing a real sense of solidarity 
… A united Europe, willing and ready to act, is finally on the field to tackle this dramatic challenge.” 
Although overcoming the crisis would take time and extraordinary effort, the President was 
prescient in his emphasis on solidarity, without which the EU could not hope to succeed. 

6.4. The 26 March video-conference 
On the face of it—based on the “Joint statement of the Members of the European Council”—the 26 
March video-conference was a straightforward affair at which EU leaders continued to approach the 
crisis along the five lines discussed at the previous video-conference, one week earlier: limiting the 
spread of the virus; providing medical equipment; promoting research; tackling socio-economic 
consequences, and helping citizens stranded in third countries. As if to reassure themselves that 
they were doing as much as possible under the circumstances, EU leaders began the Joint 

https://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/key/date/2012/html/sp120726.en.html
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/03/17/conclusions-by-the-president-of-the-european-council-following-the-video-conference-with-members-of-the-european-council-on-covid-19/
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/positive-from-euco-europe-shows-it-is-united-and-ready-to-act
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/43076/26-vc-euco-statement-en.pdf
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Statement, agreed to in the video-conference, by asserting that: “The Covid-19 pandemic 
constitutes an unprecedented challenge for Europe and the whole world. It requires urgent, 
decisive, and comprehensive action at the EU, national, regional and local levels. We will do 
everything that is necessary to protect our citizens and overcome the crisis, while preserving our 
European values and way of life.” 

They went on to explain the steps that the EU was taking, thanks to the encouragement or 
intervention of European Council. These included: reinforcing the control of external borders by 
applying a coordinated temporary restriction of non-essential travel to the EU, while ensuring the 
smooth management of internal borders for persons and goods, and thereby preserving the 
functioning of the single market; countering disinformation with transparent, timely, and fact-based 
communication; helping to ensure urgent and adequate provision of medical equipment 
throughout the EU; facilitating the lifting of all forms of internal bans or restrictions on the export of 
personal protective equipment, and an increase in testing capacities; doing everything possible to 
support research, coordinate efforts, and promote synergies within the European scientific and 
research community, especially on the development of vaccines; and stepping up efforts to ensure 
that EU citizens stranded in third countries who want to return home are able to do so, with the 
active support of the High Representative and the European Commission.  

It was with respect to the socio-economic consequences of the crisis, however, that the European 
Council was particularly decisive. In addition to facilitating immediate assistance to Member States, 
the European Council began to look to the future, with a view to preparing: “the measures necessary 
to get back to a normal functioning of our societies and economies and to sustainable growth, 
integrating inter alia the green transition and the digital transformation, and drawing all lessons 
from the crisis. This will require a coordinated exit strategy, a comprehensive recovery plan and 
unprecedented investment.” Accordingly, the European Council invited “the President of the 
Commission and the President of the European Council, in consultation with other institutions, 
especially the ECB, to start work on a Roadmap accompanied by an Action Plan to this end.” In 
addition, the EU would need to “draw all the lessons of the present crisis and start reflecting on the 
resilience of our societies when confronted with such events. The time has come to put into place a 
more ambitious and wide-ranging crisis management system within the EU.” The European Council 
invited the Commission to make the necessary proposals.  

Judging from the Joint Statement, the 29 March video-conference was an uncontentious event at 
which EU leaders continued to deal with the crisis along the lines set out in the previous two video-
conferences. A single sentence in the conclusions nonetheless hinted at a controversy that was 
growing in the week leading up to the video-conference and may have emerged at the event itself. 
The sentence simply noted that EU leaders “fully acknowledge the gravity of the socio-economic 
consequences of the Covid-19 crisis and will do everything necessary to meet this challenge in a 
spirit of solidarity.” 

President Sassoli’s opening statement at the video-conference—the first time that he made an 
opening statement at one of these events—was the only part of the official record of the meeting 
to acknowledge the elephant in the room. Buried in a long statement about the EP’s support for 
various emergency measures so far taken to combat the crisis, President Sassoli noted that the EU 
“must concentrate on devising new instruments, in the knowledge that an extraordinary situation 
calls for equally extraordinary responses.” He then expressed the EP’s conviction, “together with 
many of you, that we need to work on a common debt mechanism, issued by a European institution, 
which will enable us to raise funds on the market on the basis of the same terms for all and to finance 
the policies needed to relaunch the Union after this pandemic” (emphasis added).  

The elephant in the room was, indeed, the idea that the EU might develop some kind of common 
debt mechanism, possibly along the lines of the Eurobonds that were suggested but never 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/43076/26-vc-euco-statement-en.pdf
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developed during the euro crisis. Given the greater and more widespread economic impact of the 
pandemic compared to that of the euro crisis, and the lessons drawn from the EU’s slow and uneven 
response to the economic consequences of the euro crisis, the idea of developing and deploying a 
novel financial instrument—whatever it might be called—quickly gained momentum in mid-March 
2020. 
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7. The Multiannual Financial Framework and the recovery 
fund 

7.1. Introduction 
The debate about the most appropriate fiscal policy response to the crisis, especially the possibility 
of issuing common debt, was extremely divisive. It threatened to exacerbate the fault line within EU 
between creditors and debtors; net contributors to and net beneficiaries of the EU budget. The 
Netherlands, a leading member of the “Frugal Four” in the MFF negotiations, immediately expressed 
opposition to new, EU-level financial instruments that went beyond the existing remit of the 
European Stability Mechanism (ESM) and current eurozone rules. Germany expressed scepticism as 
well. On the other side of the debate, France, Italy, and Spain were especially vocal in support of the 
idea of taking novel, far-reaching, EU-level fiscal policy measures, possibly including common 
bonds.  

When asked, after the 17 March video-conference, about the idea of common bonds and possible 
new ways of using the ESM, President Michel responded evasively that “it would be a mistake to 
communicate in an erratic way,” and that leaders would “have the opportunity to get back to this 
during the video conference … next week.” Only a day before the 26 March video-conference, the 
leaders of nine Member States addressed a letter to President Michel in which they called forcefully 
for a more radical response to the crisis. While satisfied with “the clear and resolute messages” sent 
by the European Council over the previous two weeks, the signatories wanted leaders to go much 
farther by taking “bold decisions on fiscal policy … In particular, we need to work on a common debt 
instrument issued by a European institution to raise funds on the market on the same basis and to 
the benefits of all Member States, thus ensuring stable long-term financing for the policies required 
to counter the damages caused by this pandemic. The case for such a common instrument is strong, 
since we are all facing a symmetric external shock, for which no country bears responsibility, but 
whose negative consequences are endured by all. And we are collectively accountable for an 
effective and united European response. This common debt instrument should have sufficient size 
and long maturity to be fully efficient and avoid roll-over risks now as in the future” (emphasis in the 
original).  

In view of such a letter having been sent the day before the video-conference, it seems surprising 
that the Joint Statement issued after the meeting did not address this issue. Based on statements 
by national leaders and on media reports, it was clear that EU leaders had discussed the matter 
during the video-conference and that two camps were emerging within the European Council on 
this highly-contested question. Immediately after the summit, Dutch Prime Minister Rutte said that 
there were “no circumstances” in which the Netherlands would accept such instruments, which 
were contrary to “the design of EMU.” Other leaders, notably those who had signed the letter of 25 
March, reiterated their openness to the idea.  

In their Joint Statement issued after the video-conference, EU leaders invited the Eurogroup “to 
present proposals to us within two weeks. These proposals should take into account the 
unprecedented nature of the Covid-19 shock affecting all our countries and our response will be 
stepped up, as necessary, with further action in an inclusive way, in light of developments, in order 
to deliver a comprehensive response.” This was a roundabout way of saying that the Eurogroup 
should grapple with the contentious question of a common fiscal policy response to the crisis. Given 
that the Eurogroup was as divided as the European Council on this question, a mutually acceptable 
solution did not seem likely, at least in the next two weeks.  

In his remarks after the video-conference, President Sassoli spoke openly about the importance as 
well as the divisiveness of the issue: “I expected a stronger assumption of responsibility from 

https://www.ft.com/content/be7e37b0-697b-11ea-a3c9-1fe6fedcca75
https://www.governo.it/sites/new.governo.it/files/letter_michel_20200325_eng.pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/c3e4db7e-c45a-4113-9bf6-d5d5580fa0ba
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national leaders. We now have two weeks to work to find new answers, during this time we hope 
the reservations some had will be lifted. European institutions are fighting to defend our citizens, 
our health, and our democracy, nobody can get out of this emergency alone. That is why we must 
push back against the short-sightedness and selfishness of some governments. Europe is more than 
just national governments. Countries must be able to spend all they need to spend. To do this we 
need a common tool to guarantee debt. Governments must recognise quickly that the Europe that 
emerges from this crisis will not be the same that entered it. This is still not appreciated enough. EU 
institutions have understood this and national governments must come to understand it too.”  

This was a striking turn-around from only a week before, when President Sassoli, in his remarks after 
the 17 March video-conference, had praised governments for “correcting the selfishness and lack of 
coordination” between them in the facing the Covid-19 crisis, and “Finally … (for) showing a real 
sense of solidarity.” In the short time between the 17 March and the 26 March video-conferences, 
the possibility of issuing joint debt had emerged as the weightiest and also the most divisive issue 
within the European Council. It would remain so until the outcome of the historic summit in July 
2020. 

7.2. The 23 April video-conference 
The discussions at the 26 March video-conference had signalled that EU leaders were focusing more 
intently on overcoming the economic impact of the crisis, both immediate and long-term. The 
economic consequences were felt in all Member States, but most of all in the poorer ones. Moreover, 
countries that were already highly-indebted were likely to suffer more from the long-term 
consequences. Their leaders wanted to ensure that the crisis would not cripple economic prospects 
and public finances for years, if not decades, to come. In addition to measures intended to 
ameliorate the short-term economic impact of the pandemic, the leaders of those countries, located 
mostly in southern and eastern Europe, wanted the EU to establish a large-scale recovery fund, 
based on the issuance of common debt. Their champion was Italian Prime Minister Conte, who had 
strong support from French President Macron, the leader of a northern member state who 
nonetheless saw the establishment of such a fund as a demonstration of EU fiscal solidarity and a 
means towards deeper European integration.  

Following up on the mandate given to it by the European Council on 26 March, finance ministers in 
the Eurogroup struggled to reach agreement on a comprehensive rescue package that focused on 
the potential of the ESM, additional lending by the European Investment Bank and a proposal from 
the Commission for an unemployment reinsurance scheme. Together, these could amount to half a 
trillion euros in support for stricken Member States. The idea of a new, common debt instrument 
was never far from the minds of the foreign ministers and pervaded their discussions on the three 
initiatives already on the table.  

First, the finance ministers considered ways to maximise the potential of the ESM, the euro area’s 
€500 billion sovereign bailout fund, to meet the needs of the current crisis, perhaps by making 
available precautionary credit lines. A problem, for the likely recipients of such financial support, was 
that the ESM had a negative connotation with bailouts received during the euro crisis. The 
conditions attached to those bailouts were often onerous and humiliating. Prime Minister Conte 
was reported as saying that the ESM was an “absolutely inadequate” response. Italy would be willing 
to sign up to a package including the ESM only if ministers were open as well to the prospect of 
common debt issuance. As Prime Minister Conte put it: “ESM no; eurobonds absolutely yes.”  

The idea of additional support from the EIB, a second option that ministers considered, was not 
politically controversial. EIB President Werner Hoyer had been involved in discussions with finance 
minister and national leaders about mobilizing a possible €40 billion of further financing, which 
could be used primarily to help the impact of the crisis on small and medium-sized enterprises. 

https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/positive-from-euco-europe-shows-it-is-united-and-ready-to-act
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Another proposal was for Member States to provide a guarantee fund of €25 billion, which could be 
used to leverage support of up to €200 billion, thereby greatly increasing the EIB’s effectiveness.  

A third possible means of financial support aimed at facilitating short-term employment schemes 
for people temporarily thrown out of work in the worst-affected and least well-off Member States. 
The Commission presented a plan in early April for SURE, a temporary measure for Support to 
mitigate Unemployment Risks in an Emergency, modelled loosely on Germany’s successful 
Kurzarbeit programme. The Commission proposed funding the measure by raising up to €100 billion 
in loans backed in part by guarantees from Member States. Most Member States agreed with the 
idea, but some, notably the Netherlands, worried that SURE could become the basis for a permanent 
EU unemployment scheme.  

Unlike the other proposals, the idea of a large recovery fund, based on a joint debt instrument, was 
deeply controversial and was, at this stage, far from becoming a concrete proposal. A similar idea 
during the euro crisis proved extremely divisive. But the Covid-19 crisis was different. The scale and 
scope of the economic damage in 2020 was far greater than it had been in 2012-2015. According to 
Adam Tooze, a distinguished economic historian, the idea of euro-bonds—now corona-bonds—
“has been made repeatedly since 2010. It has long had the support of the ECB, which wants a 
sensible balance between fiscal and monetary policy. A common bond would be the foundation of 
a fiscal apparatus to match the scale of the currency union. Faced with a common crisis such as 
Covid-19, it is more warranted than ever.”  

Nevertheless, the Netherlands continued to lead the charge against it, with support from the other 
frugal Member States and from Germany. In their view, possible support from the ESM, the EIB and 
SURE was more than enough for ministers to contemplate. They did not want any discussion of EU-
issued bonds. For Italy’s Prime Minister, by contrast, common bonds “are the solution, a serious, 
effective, adequate response to the emergency.” They would have to be on the agenda of the 
finance ministers’ meeting beginning on 7 April, which was a prelude to the next meeting of the 
European Council.  

Mário Centeno, President of the Eurogroup, worried that the dispute among Member States over 
mutualised debt might derail the rescue package that was already on the table. Nonetheless, he 
knew that the question could not simply be dismissed or ignored. As expected, the division among 
Member States was deep and predictable. Following a virtual meeting spread over three days, from 
7-9 April, consisting of plenary discussions as well as bilateral meetings between the Eurogroup 
President and national ministers, the Eurogroup reached agreement on a set of proposals and 
suggestions for the European Council to consider.  

On 10 April, President Centeno sent a short letter to President Michel, to which he attached a lengthy 
“report on the comprehensive economic policy response to the Covid-19 pandemic,” which the 
Eurogroup had approved the previous day. As President Centeno noted in the letter, the 
Eurogroup’s proposed strategy “rests on four building blocks. First, we are proposing to set up 
immediately three safety nets to shield us from the short-term economic consequences of the 
Covid-19 crisis: for workers, businesses and sovereigns.” This was a reference to initiatives involving 
the ESM, EIB and SURE among others. President Centeno then turned to the most controversial issue 
under discussion: “The fourth pillar aims to ensure that once the immediate health crisis is over, the 
ensuing economic recovery is strong, balanced and inclusive. This is why we agreed to work on a 
Recovery Fund, which will mobilise future-oriented investment and help spread the costs of the 
extraordinary crisis over time through appropriate financing. Some Members were of the view that 
it should be based on common debt issuance, while others advocated alternative solutions … As 
with the remaining measures adopted, we are driven by a sense of urgency to set up the Recovery 
Fund in the context of a comprehensive recovery plan.” The idea of “common debt issuance” was 
very much alive. But the highly political nature of the idea would require the full attention of the 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/05/19/covid-19-council-reaches-political-agreement-on-temporary-support-to-mitigate-unemployment-risks-in-an-emergency-sure/
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European Council. Accordingly, “Subject to your guidance, the Eurogroup stands ready to continue 
its urgent work on developing and implementing this comprehensive strategy.”  

President Michel’s guidance would emerge from the next video-conference of EU leaders on 23 
April. In the run-up to the meeting, several national leaders laid out their positions on key questions 
concerning the suggested recovery fund. How large should it be? How would the money be raised? 
For what purposes would the money be used? Should allocations from the fund be in the form or 
grants or loans, or both? How would the recovery fund relate to the MFF? 

Supporters of a large recovery fund, involving the issuance of mutualised debt, were much more 
vocal than their opponents. They were happy to speak publicly about the need for radical measures 
not only to combat the immediate economic consequences of the crisis, but also to ensure a rapid, 
sustained and balanced recovery. Thus, President Macron gave a lengthy interview to the Financial 
Times, published on 16 April, exactly a week before the summit, in which he made a strong case for 
establishing a substantial fund that “could issue common debt with a common guarantee.” Without 
taking such a bold step, which was essential for the recovery of the hardest-hit countries, President 
Macron warned of the collapse of the EU as a “political project” due to a post-pandemic economic 
gap between Member States and the virulent Euroscepticism that would ensue from it. In a dramatic 
historical allusion, President Macron recalled France’s “colossal, fatal error” in demanding 
reparations from Germany after the first world war, which triggered a populist German reaction and 
the disaster that followed, a “mistake that we didn’t make at the end of the second world war.” Italian 
Prime Minister Conte was equally outspoken in his advocacy of a recovery fund along the lines 
proposed by President Macron, including in an interview with Süddeutsche Zeitung, published on 20 
April.  

As the 23 April video-conference approached, there was much talk about the need for the EU to take 
a dramatic financial initiative, the equivalent of a new Marshall Plan. Various ideas were in 
circulation. Among them was a Spanish proposal involving €1.5tn of grants to help Member States 
whose public finances were being crippled by the crisis. France floated a similar idea. Commission 
President von der Leyen spoke about unleashing “trillions” of euros in investment to fund the post-
pandemic recovery, linked to the new MFF.  

Opponents of a big, bold recovery fund were not as vocal or visible in the days before the summit, 
not because they were wavering, but because they were aware of the unfavourable impression that 
their arguments might generate. The Frugals already had a reputation for being hard-headed, even 
hard-hearted. They were sometimes caricatured for lacking sympathy towards the less well-off 
Member States. Although not a member of the Frugal Four, Germany had a similar outlook on public 
finances and the EU budget. Moreover, Germany had acquired a bad reputation during the euro 
crisis for insisting on austerity and conditionality for bailouts that, allegedly, deepened the 
economic misery of stricken Member States. Germany and the Frugals were keenly aware that the 
enormity of the current crisis called for large-scale financial assistance. They were not averse to 
making that possible, and did not want to be thought of as lacking solidarity at a critical juncture for 
the EU. But they were against taking such a radical step as issuing common debt, which for them 
was a step too far towards a fiscal union that went far beyond the limits of EMU and would be 
difficult to justify to sceptical domestic audiences. 

Although the Frugals and their allies may have been less outspoken than the advocates of an 
innovative recovery fund, their position was well known. As usual before a meeting of the European 
Council, President Michel was in touch with leaders, sounding them out on the main agenda items. 
EU leaders were also in close contact with each other. President Macron remarked in his Financial 
Times interview that he was in “a permanent dialogue” with Chancellor Merkel and Prime Minister 
Rutte, and thought they were “coming around” on the question of the recovery fund. Nevertheless, 
expectations of a breakthrough at the summit were low. The fact that President Michel issued his 
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letter of invitation only two days before the meeting began suggests that he had been holding 
intensive discussions with national leaders until the last moment, trying to bridge the differences 
between them.  

In his letter of invitation—the first such letter before a video-conference of EU leaders—President 
Michel emphasised three major items on the meeting’s agenda. The first was the so-called roadmap 
that EU leaders had asked President Michel and President von der Leyen to draw up, jointly, to point 
a systematic way out of the lockdowns, border closures and other measures taken quickly and often 
haphazardly at the outset of the pandemic. President Michel attached a copy of the proposed 
“Roadmap for Recovery: Towards a more resilient, sustainable and fair Europe.”  

The second agenda item was economic support to deal with the immediate consequences the crisis, 
such as enhanced EIB lending and the SURE scheme. President Michel recommended that “We 
should give the go-ahead to these important initiatives and insist on them becoming available as 
quickly as possible. The aim should be for these … safety nets to be in place and operational by 1 
June.”  

The third agenda item was the most difficult of all: “The comprehensive economic response to the 
crisis … namely the idea of a European Recovery Fund.” On this, President Michel took an 
unequivocal position: “My suggestion is that we agree to work towards establishing such a fund as 
soon as possible. It should be of sufficient magnitude, targeted towards the sectors and 
geographical parts of Europe most affected, and be dedicated to deal with this unprecedented crisis. 
To this end, I propose that we task the Commission to analyse the exact needs and come up with a 
proposal that is commensurate with the challenge we are facing. The Commission proposal should 
clarify the link with the MFF, which will in any event be at the heart of the EU’s contribution to 
recovery and will need to be adjusted to deal with the current crisis and its aftermath.”  

As expected, the meeting was heated. Supporters and opponents of a far-reaching recovery plan 
clashed on many aspects of it, but agreed on the principle of having a recovery fund and of linking 
planning for it to a resumption of the MFF negotiations. This was a momentous step for the 
European Council to have taken. Although the details of both the MFF and the recovery fund were 
far from being worked out—they would take three months of intensive negotiations to conclude—
EU leaders had at least conceded that the EU needed to enter unchartered fiscal territory in order to 
have a fighting chance of overcoming the unprecedented economic challenge that it was now 
facing. 

In the “Conclusions of the President” following the 23 April video-conference, EU leaders welcomed 
the Joint European Roadmap towards lifting of Covid-19 containment measures and the Joint 
Roadmap for Recovery. These were the two sets of proposals drawn up by President Michel and 
President von der Leyen on the basis of a mandate given to them by the European Council on 26 
March. The European Council also endorsed the agreement reached by the Eurogroup on 9 April 
“on three important safety nets for workers, businesses and sovereigns, amounting to a package 
worth €540 billion,” and called “for the package to be operational by 1 June 2020.” Finally, and 
arguably most important of all, the European Council “agreed to work towards establishing a 
recovery fund, which is needed and urgent. This fund shall be of a sufficient magnitude, targeted 
towards the sectors and geographical parts of Europe most affected, and be dedicated to dealing 
with this unprecedented crisis.” Specifically, the European Council “tasked the Commission to 
analyse the exact needs and to urgently come up with a proposal that is commensurate with the 
challenge we are facing. The Commission proposal should clarify the link with the MFF, which in any 
event will need to be adjusted to deal with the current crisis and its aftermath.” Recognizing its 
responsibility for providing strategic direction to the EU, the European Council stressed its 
commitment “to giving the necessary impetus to work on the recovery fund as well as the MFF, so 
that a balanced agreement on both can be found as soon as possible.”  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/04/21/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-on-23-april-2020-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/43384/roadmap-for-recovery-final-21-04-2020.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/04/21/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-on-23-april-2020-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/04/23/conclusions-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-video-conference-with-members-of-the-european-council-on-23-april-2020/
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Commission President von der Leyen now had the task of coming up with concrete proposals for 
the recovery fund and for the next MFF. Asked after the summit about the size of the recovery fund, 
President von der Leyen said without hedging: “we are not talking about billion(s), we are talking 
about trillion(s).” She promised to work with government ministers and EU leaders in order to find a 
compromise on many acrimonious issues, including the need to “find a balance between grants and 
loans.” Guy Verhofstadt, a leading MEP and outspoken advocate of a large recovery fund, expressed 
his preference succinctly: in an economic crisis of this magnitude, “Grants are like water in a fire fight 
while loans are the fuel.” 

Although the Commission President would be drafting proposals for the MFF and the recovery fund, 
national leaders would take key decisions in both cases. Once again, the European Council would 
play a pivotal role at a crucial stage in the history of the EU. Reflecting on the outcome of the 23 April 
video-conference, in a speech to the European Parliament on 13 May, President Michel remarked 
that the summit “was the occasion to shift from crisis management in the short term to the mid-
term and long-term vision about what we need to do.” He put the meeting, and the unprecedented 
crisis, in their historical context: “just as what was needed [in the immediate post-war period] was 
resourcefulness, creativity, innovation, boldness, courage … so now, more than ever, the question 
is whether this generation of politicians and citizens will have the [same] capacity for boldness, 
innovation, creativity and courage to ensure that from the tragedy of this crisis … we can draw [on] 
the resources and transformative energy” to revitalise the European project. 

Central to “the debate about the … recovery strategy … is of course the financing.” Here, President 
Michel called on national leaders “to develop a very strong and ambitious strategy to mobilise more 
means based on two very strong tools. The first is the European budget … (the second is) a recovery 
fund.” Like some EU leaders as well as President Sassoli, President Michel was calling for “a kind of 
Marshall Plan.” As President of the European Council, with his ear close to the ground of national 
capitals, President Michel knew well that the negotiations among EU leaders in the coming months 
would be extremely difficult. There were many issues to decide: “How will [the recovery] be funded? 
How will we work out how much is needed? How will we decide how this recovery and 
transformation fund should link in with the next EU budget? And how, above all, will we agree on 
the best way to mobilise the financial resources? How can we mobilise, in the most sensible and 
effective way, the means required to achieve this economic recovery?” There were, indeed, key 
questions to answer. But one thing was certain after the 23 April video-conference: the EU was about 
to enter a dramatic new phase of its existence.  

7.3. The 19 June video-conference: Ending the preliminaries to 
negotiation 

At their meeting on 23 April, EU leaders had decided to work towards establishing a recovery fund 
to respond to the socio-economic consequences of the Covid-19 crisis, and had tasked the 
Commission to come up with a proposal commensurate with the huge challenge facing the EU. The 
fund would have to be of a sufficient size, targeted towards the hardest-hit sectors and regions of 
the EU, and dedicated to dealing with the huge impact of the crisis. The Commission would also 
have to clarity the link between the recovery fund and the MFF. That put the ball squarely in 
Commission President von der Leyen’s court. In the coming weeks, President von der Leyen held 
intensive talks with President Michel, with a majority of national leaders and with the European 
Parliament leaders, as well as with members of her own Commission. Within the Commission itself, 
officials worked around the clock to assess the economic consequences of the crisis, analyse the 
likely needs of the Member States and reconfigure the original MFF proposal.  

At the heart of its proposal, the Commission would be asking Member States to provide guarantees 
to allow the EU to borrow hundreds of billions of euros on the open market. How that money would 

https://www.politico.com/news/2020/04/23/eu-leaders-back-budget-reboot-for-coronavirus-recovery-205847
https://www.ft.com/content/cee2c14a-fa59-4684-a335-27cef1260fa6
https://www.ft.com/content/cee2c14a-fa59-4684-a335-27cef1260fa6
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/05/13/intervention-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-of-23-april-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/05/13/intervention-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-of-23-april-2020/
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eventually be repaid, and the form in which it would be disbursed—grants, or loans, or both—were 
key questions. Equally important were the conditions under which the money would be allocated 
among Member States and the purposes to which it could be put. Presumably, the funds would be 
inserted into national economies by means of a radically revised MFF. 

Whereas President von der Leyen had to get things rolling with a proposal for the recovery fund and 
the MFF, President Michel was responsible for trying to shepherd national leaders towards a final 
agreement. Given the enormity of the task, and its many component parts, this would likely take the 
form of a grand bargain that would require intensive negotiations at an in-person summit, where 
leader could engage in plenary sessions as well as bilateral and plurilateral meetings. In the 
meantime, even before the Commission released its proposal, Member States were positioning 
themselves for the negotiations to come.  

As was the case with the earlier MFF negotiations, the main fault line among Member States 
separated the Frugals and the Friends of Cohesion. The poorer Member States were open to EU 
borrowing and wanted to receive grants instead of loans which, they feared, would further 
encumber their distressed economies. They were also vigilant about protecting existing 
redistributive measures in the MFF. The Frugals continued to dislike the idea of large-scale EU 
borrowing and wanted any assistance for economic recovery to take the form of loans, not grants. 
Germany shared the perspective of the Frugal Four, but was more empathetic towards the 
circumstances and needs of the more distressed Member States. France favoured a common debt 
instrument and the allocation of grants to struggling Member States. Italy was firmly on the side of 
big borrowing and generous loans.  

An accord between France and Germany, reached by President Macron and Chancellor Merkel at a 
bilateral video-conference on 18 May, changed the dynamic of the manoeuvring by Member States 
on the proposed recovery fund. Following intense behind-the-scenes discussions, the two leaders 
called for a fund of €500 billion, to be raised by the Commission borrowing on capital markets. The 
size of the fund proposed by France and Germany was significantly higher than the €320 billion 
reportedly being considered by the Commission. France and Germany agreed that allocations from 
the fund, whatever its size, would be in the form of grants to the hardest-hit Member States. 

The accord, which represented a marked shift in Germany’s position, took other EU leaders by 
surprise. Chancellor Merkel explained that the EU was facing the “gravest crisis in its history, and 
such a crisis demands appropriate answers.” A combination of personal and political considerations, 
and an appreciation of the importance of Franco-German leadership at critical junctures in EU 
history, may have motivated the Chancellor. Even with France and Germany taking the lead, 
Chancellor Merkel acknowledged that agreement within the European Council was by no means 
certain: “We are making [our partners] a proposal, I think it will help to reach consensus in the EU27 
… But we can’t force anyone [to accept it].” President Macron was more optimistic: “An agreement 
between Germany and France is not an agreement of the 27, but there can be no agreement among 
the 27 if there is not already a Franco-German agreement.” 

The reaction among other national leaders was predictable. The leaders of countries hardest hit 
economically by the pandemic were pleased. The leaders of the Frugal Four were not. In a “non-
paper” released on 26 May, the latter suggested “setting up a temporary, one-off Emergency Fund 
to support the economic recovery,” which “would come on top of a modernised MFF and as a 
supplement to the package of €540 billion already agreed on by the European Council and other 
far-reaching and unprecedented initiatives at EU as well as national level.” Despite the recent 
Franco-German initiative, the Frugals stuck to their guns: “What we cannot agree to, however, are 
any instruments or measures leading to debt mutualisation nor significant increases in the EU 
budget.” 

https://www.elysee.fr/en/emmanuel-macron/2020/05/18/french-german-initiative-for-the-european-recovery-from-the-coronavirus-crisis
https://mobile.twitter.com/darrenmccaffrey/status/1262669422248017922
https://www.ft.com/content/c23ebc5e-cbf3-4ad8-85aa-032b574d0562
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/publicaties/2020/05/26/non-paper-eu-support-for-efficient-and-sustainable-covid-19-recovery
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Buoyed by the Franco-German announcement, but well aware of the Frugals’ apparent 
intransigence, President von der Leyen was judicious in her public response. While pleased that the 
Franco-German position “acknowledges the scope and the size of the economic challenge that 
Europe faces … [and] goes in the direction of the proposal the Commission is working on,” President 
von der Leyen was careful to say that she would “take into account the views of all member states 
and the EP.”  

Having weighed the various national positions and the views of the EP, and based on her assessment 
of the needs of the EU, on 27 May, President von der Leyen unveiled the Commission’s proposal for 
“a powerful, modern and revamped long-term EU budget boosted by Next Generation EU, an 
emergency temporary recovery instrument, to help repair the immediate economic and social 
damage brought by the coronavirus pandemic, kick-start the recovery and prepare for a better 
future for the next generation.” The significance of the occasion cannot be overstated. The EU was 
in the depths of a sudden, severe, and unprecedented economic shock. For weeks, national and 
institutional leaders had been groping for a suitable response. There was intense media interest in 
the subject. Outlining her plans in the EP, President von der Leyen made a rousing speech, warning 
that the problems facing Europe were too grave to be resolved by the Member States themselves 
and that the future of the EU was at stake: “We either all go it alone, leaving countries, regions and 
people behind, and accepting a union of haves and have-nots, or we walk that road together, take 
that leap forward, we pave that strong path for our people and the next generation.”  

The Commission’s proposed recovery instrument, Next Generation EU, amounted to a jaw-dropping 
€750 billion, which the Commission would borrow on the financial markets. Repayment would start 
no earlier than 2028 and end no later than 2058. To facilitate repayment, the Commission called for 
various new revenue sources, or own-resources, for the EU. Of the €750 billion, €500 billion would 
be allocated in grants and €250 billion in loans. Together with additional spending in the MFF, this 
could bring the total financial capacity of the EU up to €1.85 trillion over the period 2021-2027.  

The funds for economic recovery would be embedded in EU programmes intended to achieve 
specific goals, such as increasing competitiveness, fighting climate change, and building the digital 
economy. €560 billion of the money raised would be dedicated to a new “Recovery and Resilience 
Facility,” linked to “investment and reform priorities” identified as part of the European Semester, 
the EU’s annual review of national budgets. The Commission’s allocation criteria for Recovery and 
Resilience Facility would use three main, country-specific economic measures: population size, GDP 
per capita, and a five-year average rate of unemployment between 2015 and 2019. 

The Commission proposal, which was extremely detailed and complex, set the stage for 
negotiations among Member States on the MFF and a comprehensive recovery plan. In a statement, 
President Michel explained that “the analysis and assessment of the Commission’s Recovery Fund 
and MFF proposal will start immediately in the bodies of the Council,” and that he “and his cabinet 
will consult with Member States.” He would then “raise the matter at the … European Council on 19 
June 2020.” The purpose of the June summit would be to continue to sound EU leaders out on the 
proposal, as a necessary preliminary step to reaching an agreement “before the summer break.” 
Accordingly, President Michel urged “all Member States to examine the Commission’s proposal 
swiftly and work constructively towards a compromise in the best interests of the Union.” 

The three weeks before the June summit gave national leaders ample opportunity to make their 
thoughts about the Commission’s proposal known. There were no surprises. The Frugals were as 
frugal as ever. They objected to both the principle and the practice of large-scale EU borrowing, and 
worried about repayment. They worried also about giving grants rather than loans to Member 
States, regardless of the circumstances, and questioned the allocation criteria.  

As they had done in the run-up to the February summit, the Frugals again co-wrote an op-ed in the 
Financial Times in the run-up to the 19 June video-conference, this time signed by Swedish Prime 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_20_902
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/2021-2027/negotiations_en#commission-proposal-may-2020
https://sieps.se/globalassets/publikationer/2021/2021_11epa.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_20_941
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/05/27/charles-michel-on-the-recovery-fund-our-citizens-and-businesses-have-been-heavily-impacted-by-the-pandemic-they-need-targeted-relief-without-delay/
https://www.ft.com/content/7c47fa9d-6d54-4bde-a1da-2c407a52e471
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Minister Löfven. They began on a positive note: “What we do in the EU is about solidarity … 
Belonging to a close and deep circle of friends and allies, we owe that to each other … We are in this 
together … all four of us give our full support to building a joint road to recovery.” Then came the 
‘but.’  “… important principles ought not to be thrown overboard. How could it suddenly be 
responsible to spend €500 billion of borrowed money and send the bill into the future? … there is 
no such thing as new or fresh money. Money spent will also have to be earned and paid back, by 
taxpayers … We believe that when we borrow money together in the EU, the fundamentally sound 
way to use that money is to convert it into loans for those who really need them, on the best possible 
terms … [Assistance] ought to be open for those sectors and regions hardest hit by the pandemic. 
There should be specific and crisis-related criteria to base decisions on. Conditions on the ground 
should decide where the money goes.”  

The Member States in urgent need of financial assistance were gratified by the size of the combined 
MFF and recovery fund, and by the amount in the proposal allocated to loans. Nonetheless, they 
had concerns about possible reductions in traditional streams of EU expenditure, and about the 
ways in which decisions about the disbursement of recovery funds might be made. A number of 
Central and Eastern European Countries, already being investigated or criticised for alleged rule of 
law violations, objected to the introduction into the MFF of “rule of law conditionality.” Regardless 
of specific misgivings, most Member States lost little time trying to figure out just how much money 
they might receive from the new MFF and the recovery fund (Italy, Spain, Poland and Greece looked 
like being the biggest beneficiaries of the Recovery and Resilience Facility). 

President Michel was attentive to the perspectives of all Member States. In addition to his usual pre-
summit consultations with national leaders, President Michel attended the meeting of the EP’s 
Conference of Presidents on 11 June to sound out the political group leaders on their reactions to 
the Commission’s proposal. In his letter of invitation to the 19 June video-conference, President 
Michel could therefore say with confidence that: “A lot of work has been done … to help prepare 
the ground and to allow all delegations to get a clear understanding of the various parts of the 
[Commission’s] proposal … we are all aware of the complexity of the [issues involved] and the time 
needed to deal with them.” The video-conference would serve as “a crucial stepping stone towards 
an agreement at a subsequent physical meeting.” 

Based on his consultations with national leaders so far, President Michel identified a number of 
general points on which a consensus seemed to be emerging: 

 the EU needed an exceptional response to an unprecedented crisis, commensurate with 
the magnitude of the challenge; 

 the response should be financed through Commission borrowing on the financial 
markets and would necessitate an increase in the own resources ceiling; 

 the effort should be targeted towards the most affected sectors and regions of the EU; 
 the next MFF should be adjusted to take account of the crisis and should be considered 

together with the Recovery Plan; 
 the overall package should not just deal with the immediate crisis, but should be seen 

as an opportunity to transform and reform national economies and help them embrace 
a green and digital future. 

At the same time, President Michel identified some of the main points of disagreement: 

 the size and duration of the various elements of the Recovery Plan; 
 the best way to allocate the assistance and the issue of loans and grants; 
 questions relating to conditionality and governance; 
 the size and content of the MFF and its financing, including own resources and rebates. 

https://newsroom.consilium.europa.eu/events/20200611-president-michel-at-the-european-parliament-june-2020/127850-president-michel-at-the-conference-of-presidents-of-the-european-parliament-20200611
https://newsroom.consilium.europa.eu/events/20200611-president-michel-at-the-european-parliament-june-2020/127850-president-michel-at-the-conference-of-presidents-of-the-european-parliament-20200611
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/06/16/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-on-19-june-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/06/16/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-on-19-june-2020/


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 

  

 

66 

The four-and-a-half-hour video-conference on 19 June, the fifth since the onset of the crisis, served 
the purpose of allowing EU leaders to engage directly, albeit remotely, in an exchange of views on 
the Commission’s proposal. Perhaps because those views were already well known, and the meeting 
was not a substantive negotiating session, the video-conference was not contentious. Moreover, EU 
leaders had other matters to discuss, such as EU-UK relations, the state of the Minsk agreements and 
the EU’s overall economic situation. 

Conclusions were not drafted before the meeting or issued afterwards. Instead, in his post-meeting 
remarks, President Michel summarised the outcome. As expected, the meeting has presented as an 
opportunity “to discuss at the level of the leaders, the proposals put on the table by the Commission 
(for) the MFF and the Recovery Fund … to observe that on different points there is an emerging 
consensus … But at the same time … [to acknowledge that] … on different topics … it is necessary 
to continue to discuss.” Now it was time “to start immediately real negotiations with the Member 
States” (emphasis added). To that end, President Michel would “put on the table some concrete 
proposals in order to [facilitate] a decision.” The aim was to reach agreement among national leaders 
at “a physical summit around the middle of July, in Brussels.” 

7.4. The July summit: Ending the “real” negotiations 
When EU leaders began the “real negotiations” of the MFF and the recovery fund after the 19 June 
video-conference—a continuous round of meetings, virtual and in-person, with the European 
Council President and among themselves—they knew that it would end at an in-person summit, 
but they did not know when that summit would take place. Even after President Michel announced, 
on 23 June, that the first in-person summit since the onset of the pandemic would convene in 
Brussels on 17 July, no one could be sure if that would be the culmination of the negotiation or 
merely the first of two or more summits that might be required to reach a definitive agreement.  

As the meeting page for the July summit reminded readers, following the 19 June video-conference, 
“President Michel started political negotiations with EU leaders.” A look at the schedule of President 
Michel for the week beginning 22 June gives an idea of his systematic engagement with them: 

 Wednesday 24 June 2020 
 09.30 Video conference with Prime Minister of Slovakia Igor Matovič 
 11.30 Video conference with Prime Minister of Malta Robert Abela 
 14.30 Video conference with Prime Minister of Italy Giuseppe Conte 

 Thursday 25 June 2020 
 09.00 Video conference with Prime Minister of Greece Kyriakos Mitsotakis 
 12.30 Video conference with Prime Minister of Finland Sanna Marin 
 13.45 Video conference with Prime Minister of the Netherlands Mark Rutte 
 15.00 Video conference with Prime Minister of Czechia Andrej Babiš 
 16.00 Video conference with Prime Minister of Portugal António Costa 
 17.30 Video conference with Prime Minister of Spain Pedro Sánchez 

 Friday 26 June 2020 
 12.30 Video conference with Prime Minister of Denmark Mette Frederiksen 
 13.30 Video conference with President of Lithuania Gitanas Nausėda 
 15.00 Video conference with Prime Minister of Sweden Stefan Löfven 

Speaking after a meeting with President Macron on 29 June, Chancellor Merkel remarked on the 
“enormous number of talks” that President Michel was holding to try to pave the way for an 
agreement at the July 17-18 summit. Nor did President Michel limit his interaction to national 
leaders. He was in continuous contact with President von der Leyen and consulted closely with 
leaders in the European Parliament. For instance, on 8 July, when he appeared before the EP to 
explain the outcome of the 19 June video-conference, President Michel discussed with MEPs the 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/06/19/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-19-june-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/06/19/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-19-june-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/07/17-21/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/06/23/weekly-schedule-of-president-charles-michel/
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preparation of the European Council meeting of 17-18 July. On the same day, President von der 
Leyen invited President Sassoli, President Michel and Chancellor Merkel to a meeting to discuss 
progress so far in the negotiations. The four Presidents stressed the desirability of reaching an 
agreement at the forthcoming summit and promised to stay in close contact following an 
agreement being reached, by which time the MFF and the recovery fund would enter a new stage 
of inter-institutional negotiation.  

President Michel was in especially close contact with Chancellor Merkel in the weeks before the 
summit, not simply because of her importance in the European Council, but equally so because of 
Germany’s Council Presidency, which began on 1 July. Whereas Croatia, a new and small member 
state, was peripheral to the discussions about the MFF and the recovery fund during its Council 
presidency in the first half of the year, Germany, as a large, founding member state, led by a 
Chancellor who had vast experience of EU affairs and enjoyed widespread influence and respect, 
would be front-and-centre of the negotiations to come. When outlining the agenda of Germany’s 
presidency—whether in her Bundestag speech on 18 June, her video press conference with 
President von der Leyen on 2 July or her speech to the European Parliament on 8 July—Chancellor 
Merkel emphasises the complexity of the MFF and recovery fund negotiations, the obstacles to 
reaching an agreement, and the importance of a successful outcome for the future—even for the 
survival—of the EU.  

Before taking over the Council Presidency, Chancellor Merkel had signalled her position on key 
aspects of the negotiation, notably following her video-conference with President Macron on 19 
May, when she endorsed a proposal for a €500 billion post-pandemic recovery fund, financed by 
debt raised on capital markets by the Commission. On 29 June, shortly before taking over the 
Council Presidency, Chancellor Merkel and President Macron met in person, for the first time since 
the pandemic began, in Meseberg castle, where they had met two years earlier to renew Franco-
German ties and advocate EU reform. At their 2020 meeting, the two leaders reaffirmed the 
importance of close Franco-German relations and the need for an ambitious and far-reaching 
agreement on the MFF and the recovery fund.  

In her role as Council President, however, Chancellor Merkel was expected to be an honest broker 
rather than a forceful advocate of a national or a Franco-German position. Indeed, the Chancellor 
made clear in her public statements on Germany’s Council Presidency that she appreciated and 
respected the contending positions on a large array of issues pertaining to the negotiations. As for 
the main cleavage between the Frugals and the other Member States, Chancellor Merkel did her 
best as Council President to appear even-handed and understanding of each side’s points of view. 

In the swirl of interaction between and among national capitals and EU institutions, on the part of 
EU leaders as well as their Sherpas and the Permanent Representatives, the Frugals comprised the 
most cohesive set of countries in the negotiation. Dutch Prime Minister Rutte stood out as the 
unofficial leader of the group. The Frugals objected to a number of key aspects of the Commission’s 
proposal, including the overall size of the MFF and the recovery fund. They were not entirely alone. 
On 10 July, Prime Minister Sanna Marin declared that Finland wanted “a lower overall level” for the 
recovery package and “a better balance of grants and loans.”  

The apparent implacability of the Frugals placed Prime Minister Rutte in a pivotal position in the 
negotiations and at the centre of diplomacy before the summit. Thus, President Macron visited The 
Hague on 23 June to meet the Dutch Prime Minister. The two leaders had much to discuss, including 
the Frugals’ concerns about the “allocation key” for the distribution of funds to countries in distress 
and about the EU’s ability to ensure that the money would be used for economic modernization and 
reform. By all accounts, President Macron was not particularly successful in changing the Prime 
Minister’s mind on a range of issues pertaining to the negotiations. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/07/08/read-out-of-the-meeting-between-presidents-von-der-leyen-sassoli-michel-and-german-chancellor-merkel-in-her-capacity-as-rotating-presidency-of-the-council-8-july-2020/
https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-en/news/speech-by-federal-chancellor-angela-merkel-on-the-german-presidency-of-the-council-of-the-eu-2020-to-the-european-parliament-in-brussels-on-8-july-2020-1768008
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_20_1263
https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-en/news/speech-by-federal-chancellor-angela-merkel-on-the-german-presidency-of-the-council-of-the-eu-2020-to-the-european-parliament-in-brussels-on-8-july-2020-1768008
https://www.elysee.fr/en/emmanuel-macron/2020/05/18/french-german-initiative-for-the-european-recovery-from-the-coronavirus-crisis
https://www.euractiv.com/section/future-eu/news/merkel-and-macron-show-unity-ahead-of-all-important-eu-summit/
https://www.ft.com/content/07661f32-1fe4-4791-93f9-0e7740fdc4bd
https://www.dutchnews.nl/news/2020/06/all-smiles-as-rutte-takes-macron-out-to-dinner-in-scheveningen/
https://www.dutchnews.nl/news/2020/06/all-smiles-as-rutte-takes-macron-out-to-dinner-in-scheveningen/
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Several other leaders, notably Italian Prime Minister Conte, Portuguese Prime Minister Costa, and 
Spanish Prime Minister Sánchez also visited The Hague in the run-up to the summit, hoping to 
reassure Prime Minister Rutte on various points and thereby soften the position of the Frugal Four. 
The Dutch Prime Minister stuck to his guns. In an interview in the Italian newspaper Corriere della 
Sera, Prime Minister Rutte praised Prime Minister Conte for introducing reforms “aimed at increasing 
Italy’s productivity and competitiveness, including unpopular measures,” but stressed that the 
allocation of funds for economic recovery would have to be tied to further reforms in Italy and in 
other recipients of EU assistance. 

In the week before the summit, national positions focused on the new Negotiating Box presented 
by President Michel, on 10 July. Based on his intensive interaction with national and institutional 
leaders since the 19 June video-conference, President Michel’s proposed package for the MFF and 
the recovery fund sought to strike a balance between contending positions and facilitate a final, 
comprehensive agreement, if possible at the meeting beginning on 17 July.  

In his presentation of the new Negotiating Box on 10 July, President Michel explained that the goals 
of economic recovery could be summarised in three words: convergence, resilience, and 
transformation. “Concretely, this means repairing the damage caused by Covid-19, reforming our 
economies, remodelling our societies.” Moreover, his revised proposal for the MFF was “firmly 
grounded in our EU priorities: climate transformation; digital agenda; European values and a 
stronger Europe in the world.” 

Turning to key elements of the Negotiating Box, President Michel identified “six building blocks” of 
a possible agreement. Each of these corresponded to a deep division of opinion among leaders, not 
necessarily corresponding exactly to the cleavage between the Frugals (plus Finland) and the other 
Member States.  

1 Overall size: President Michel proposed a budget similar to the size of the MFF in his 
February proposal, “which reflected two years of discussions between Member 
States.” 

2 Rebates: In an effort to appease the Frugals, President Michel proposed that the EU 
maintain rebates for Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, Austria, and Sweden, on 
the basis of 2020, in a lump sum.  

3 Size of the recovery fund: President Michel stuck to the Commission’s proposal to 
borrow up to €750 billion, to be used for back-to-back loans and for expenditure 
channelled through MFF programmes. Again, with an eye to resistance from the 
Frugals, President Michel asserted that this would be “an exceptional and one-off 
tool for an exceptional situation.” 

4 Loans versus grants: President Michel once more stuck to the Commission proposal 
with respect to “the balance between loans, guarantees and grants to avoid over-
burdening MS with high levels of debt … [which is] key for the future of the Single 
Market and to prevent more fragmentation and disparities.” 

5 Allocation of the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF): President Michel pointed out 
that the RRF “establishes a real link between the Recovery Plan and the crisis, and 
ensures the money goes to the countries and sectors most affected.” He proposed 
that 70% of the RRF be committed in 2021 and 2022, according to the Commission’s 
allocation criteria; and 30% in 2023, taking into account the expected drop in GDP 
in 2020 and 2021. The total amount would be disbursed by 2026. 

6 Governance and Conditionality: This was one of the trickiest issues in the entire 
negotiation. President Michel broke it down into three parts. 

 National Plans: President Michel called for Member States to prepare national 
recovery and resilience plans for 2021-2023 in line with the European Semester’s 

https://www.corriere.it/sette/esteri/20_luglio_02/rutte-l-italia-deve-imparare-farcela-sola-7b5ec844-bbda-11ea-8b38-f3e0b4a46805.shtml
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/07/10/president-charles-michel-presents-his-proposal-for-the-mff-and-the-recovery-package/
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country specific recommendations. The plans would be reviewed in 2022, taking 
into account the final allocation key. The assessment of these plans would be 
approved by the Council, by qualified majority vote on a proposal by the 
Commission. 

 Climate Policy: President Michel proposed to target 30% of funding on climate-
related projects, and that expenditures under the MFF and the recovery fund 
“comply with our objective of climate neutrality by 2050, the EU’s 2030 climate 
targets, and the Paris Agreement.” 

 Rule of Law and the European Values: On this highly-sensitive question, President 
Michel established “a strong link between funding and respect for governance 
and rule of law.” First, he maintained his earlier proposal for a new budget 
conditionality. Specifically, “in case of deficiencies with respect to Rule of Law, 
where sound implementation of the EU budget is concerned, the Commission 
will propose corrective measures to be approved by the Council by qualified 
majority.” Second, he proposed that “the Commission and the Court of Auditors 
report on deficiencies in the rule of law that affect the implementation of the EU 
budget.” Third, he proposed increasing funding for rule of law and values 
projects, through additional financing for the European Public Prosecutor’s Office 
and the Justice, Rights and Values Program, with a special focus on 
disinformation and promoting media plurality. 

As if all that was not enough, President Michel then turned to “other essential topics,” notably 
repayments of loans and own resources. Taking into account national government and EP concerns 
over the repayment schedule, and over the inadequacy of current EU revenue sources to finance 
the reimbursement, President Michel proposed that repayments start relatively early, in 2026, 
thereby also increasing “the pressure on us to introduce new own resources.” The proposed new 
revenue streams would relate to plastic waste, a carbon adjustment mechanism and a digital levy. 

By the time that leaders convened in Brussels for the opening of the summit on 17 July, their 
positions on the proposed MFF and the recovery fund were well known. The political salience of the 
negotiations was extremely high, with national parliaments, national publics and national media 
taking a keen interest in the outcome. The enormity of the crisis increased the pressure on national 
leaders to reach an agreement, as did the battering that the image of the EU had taken since the 
onset of the pandemic. EU leaders were well aware of the criticism being directed at the EU—and at 
them in particular—for not acting sooner to address the economic fallout. Whether or not such 
criticism was warranted, EU leaders wanted to be more effective, and to be seen to be more 
effective. Here was their chance to act decisively and dramatically to address the colossal impact of 
the crisis. However, deep differences among EU leaders over key aspects of the proposed MFF and 
recovery plan made clear that an agreement would be extremely difficult to reach. Fortunately, the 
scope of the proposal provided ample opportunity for bargaining, and for eventually concluding a 
mutually agreeable package deal.  

Although President Michel tended to be verbose, his invitation to the summit was surprisingly short. 
Perhaps did he feel that he had said enough already in his 10 July press conference, when he 
released the new Negotiating Box, and in his many other statements about the MFF and the 
recovery fund. Accordingly, in his letter, President Michel highlighted the solemnity of the occasion: 
“Finding agreement will require hard work and political will on the part of all. Now is the time. A deal 
is essential. We will need to find workable solutions and come to an agreement, for the greater 
benefit of our citizens.” The summit would begin on 17 July, but there was no mention of when it 
might end. The implication was clear: the summit would continue until a satisfactory agreement was 
reached. As President Michel noted: “Our meeting will start on Friday at 10.00 a.m. with the 
traditional exchange of views with the President of the European Parliament … We will then hold 
our first working session and take it from there.” 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/07/15/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-on-17-18-july-2020/
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Taking it from there, involved four days of intensive and often acrimonious negotiations among the 
summit participant, in plenary sessions, bilateral meetings, and small group sessions, that ended in 
an agreement announced by President Michel at 05.31 on Tuesday, 21 July. It was the second-
longest summit in the history of the European Council, almost surpassing the Nice summit of 
December 2000. Nonetheless, it was far more consequential than the Nice summit, which is 
generally seen as one of the most disappointing in European Council history. In the case of the July 
2020 Brussels summit, the length of time that EU leaders spent together was commensurate with 
the significance of the outcome. Their agreement to permit the Commission to undertake large-
scale borrowing for the first time in its history, to the tune of €750 billion, and give €390 billion of 
that money as non-repayable grants to Member States struggling with the economic impact of the 
crisis, was momentous for the EU.  

As expected, the negotiations revealed deep divisions between national positions on a range of 
issues pertaining to the multi-faceted proposal. The Frugals, plus Finland, were the most cohesive 
group during the summit, taking hard-line stands on the overall size of the recovery fund, whether 
to distribute financial assistance in the form or grants or loans, how money should be allocated to 
Member States, linking the provision of assistance to national economic reforms and to 
conditionality concerning the rule of law. Prime Minister Rutte personified the Frugals’ position and 
clashed repeatedly during the summit with a number of other leaders, including the Prime Ministers 
of Italy, Portugal, and Spain.  

Not surprisingly, Prime Minister Rutte had particularly testy exchanges with Prime Minister Orbán, 
with whom he had repeatedly clashed over rule of law concerns during the previous two years. 
Other leaders clashed as well, though possibly not as bitterly. The many side-sessions during the 
summit included meetings of the Frugals, with and without Finland; the Visegrad Group and the 
Baltic countries. Often, President Michel joined those meetings, and met separately with national 
leaders throughout the four-day summit. As President of the European Council, Charles Michel had 
an obvious, clearly-defined responsibility to try to overcome differences among national leaders and 
knit-together a compromise agreement that would be acceptable to all. At this particular summit, 
however, President Michel worked in tandem with Chancellor Merkel in her role as President-in-
Office of the Council of the EU. Rather than speaking separately of the “Michel Presidency” of the 
European Council or the “Merkel Presidency” of the Council of the EU, it might be more accurate to 
speak of an informal, joint “Michel-Merkel Presidency” during the crucial four days of the July 
European Council. 

One of the secrets of a successful summit, especially one with an agenda as complicated as this, is 
that every EU-leader must feel that he or she has emerged a winner. This is as important for domestic 
political reasons as it is for the self-esteem of the leaders themselves. Interaction within the 
European Council is extremely personal, even when tempers are not as high as they were in July 
2020. The Frugals conceded a number of key points, notably on the size of the recovery fund (it 
remained unchanged from the €750 billion proposed by the Commission) and on the question of 
grants, for which they were willing to allow an allocation of €390 billion. At the same time, they won 
a substantial concession concerning rebates. Far from being abolished, as some Member States had 
wanted, rebates would survive and thrive in the new MFF. Each of the Frugal Four would receive 
larger rebates than they had reason to expect at the beginning of the negotiation. Only Germany’s 
rebate would be unchanged. President Macron, who opposed rebates, acknowledged that retaining 
rebates was the price of securing a deal: “This long negotiation was marked by difficulties. 
Sometimes by disagreements, different conceptions of Europe.”  

The countries hardest-hit economically by the pandemic were elated by the size of the recovery 
fund and by the amount that would be allocated in grants, even if it was lower than the original 
Commission proposal. Nor were the conditions attached to the use of the recovery funds as onerous 
as they feared. Rule of law conditionality, one of the most contentious issues at the summit, was also 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/654169/EPRS_BRI(2020)654169_EN.pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/713be467-ed19-4663-95ff-66f775af55cc
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temporarily resolved in a way that allowed both sides to claim victory. The Frugals could assert that 
countries such as Hungary and Poland would be held to account, whereas Prime Minister Orbán was 
able to argue that this was not the case, and that he had prevented efforts to make the allocation of 
recovery funds dependent on reforming domestic governance. The ambiguity of the agreement on 
rule of law conditionality, which would haunt the European Council later in the year, made such 
disparate claims possible. 

The July 2020 Agreement on the MFF and Recovery Fund 
Long-term EU budget (MFF) 
A new MFF (2021-2027) worth €1074.3 billion. Reinforced by Next Generation EU, this will be the main 
instrument for implementing the recovery package to tackle the socio-economic consequences of the COVID-
19 pandemic. The MFF will cover the following spending areas: 

 single market, innovation and digital 
 cohesion, resilience and values 
 natural resources and the environment 
 migration and border management 
 security and defence 
 neighbourhood and the world 
 European public administration 

Recovery fund (Next Generation EU) 
The European Commission will be able to borrow up to €750 billion on the markets. These funds may be used 
for back-to-back loans and for expenditure channelled through the MFF programmes. Capital raised on the 
financial markets will be repaid by 2058. 

The amounts available under NGEU will be allocated to seven individual programmes: 

 Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF): €672.5 billion (loans: €360 billion, grants: €312.5 billion) 
 ReactEU: €47.5 billion 
 Horizon Europe: € 5 billion 
 InvestEU: €5.6 billion 
 Rural Development: €7.5 billion 
 Just Transition Fund (JTF): €10 billion 
 RescEU: €1.9 billion 

Allocation from the Recovery and Resilience Facility 
Money will go to the countries and sectors most affected by the crisis: 70% under the grants of the Recovery 
and Resilience Facility will be committed in 2021 and 2022 and 30% will be committed in 2023. Allocations 
from the RRF in 2021-2022 will be established according to the Commission’s allocation criteria taking into 
account Member States’ respective living standards, size and unemployment levels. 

Flexibility 
A Single Margin Instrument (SMI) will allow for the financing of specific unforeseen expenditure in 
commitments and corresponding payments that could not be financed otherwise. The SMI annual ceiling will 
be set at €772 million (2018 prices). 

In addition, three thematic special instruments will provide additional financial means for specific unforeseen 
events: 

 Brexit Adjustment Reserve to support the Member States and economic sectors hardest hit by 
Brexit (€5 billion) 

 European Globalisation Adjustment Fund to support workers who lose their jobs in restructuring 
events linked to globalisation (€1.3 billion) 

 Solidarity and Emergency Aid Reserve (SEAR) to respond to emergency situations resulting from 
major disasters in Member States and accession countries, and for rapid response to specific 
emergency needs within the EU or in third countries (€1.2 billion) 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/07/17-21/
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Understandably and justifiably, President Michel was overjoyed—albeit exhausted—after the 
meeting. In his post-summit remarks, he enthused: “We did it: Europe is strong, Europe is robust, 
and above all, Europe is united. We have reached a deal on the recovery package and the European 
budget.” Describing the summit as “A marathon which ended in success for all 27 Member States, 
but especially for the people,” President Michel highlighted important aspects of the outcome, 
which he called “a pivotal moment in Europe’s journey.” These included a budget “clearly linked to 
our climate objectives;” “rule of law [as] a decisive criterion for budget spending;” and an ambitious 
initiative aimed at “jointly re-enforcing our economies against a crisis.” President Michel celebrated 
that “the magic of the European project works because of … [a] resilience, by dint of respect, 
cooperation, [and] willingness to work together, to overcome” the seemingly impossible.  

The outcome of the summit appeared to be a win for all the EU leaders, including President Michel 
and President von der Leyen. But one essential player in the yet-to-come final act of the MFF and 
recovery fund was far from satisfied. That was the EP. In his speech at the opening of the summit, 
President Sassoli had noted the historic nature of the negotiations to come, especially with regard 

Governance and conditionality 
Member States will prepare national recovery and resilience plans for 2021-2023. These will need to be consistent 
with the country-specific recommendations and contribute to green and digital transitions. More specifically, the 
plans are required to boost growth and jobs and reinforce the economic and social resilience of Member States. 
The plans will be reviewed in 2022. The assessment of these plans will be approved by the Council by a qualified 
majority vote on a proposal by the Commission. The disbursement of grants will take place only if the agreed 
milestones and targets set out in the recovery and resilience plans are fulfilled. If, exceptionally, one or more MS 
consider that there are serious deviations from the satisfactory fulfilment of the relevant milestones and targets, 
they may request that the President of the European Council refer the matter to the next European Council. 

Climate action 
30% of the total expenditure from the MFF and Next Generation EU will target climate-related projects. Expenses 
under the MFF and Next Generation EU will comply with the EU’s objective of climate neutrality by 2050, the EU’s 
2030 climate targets and the Paris Agreement. 

Rule of law 
The Union’s financial interests will be protected in accordance with the general principles embedded in the 
Union Treaties, in particular the values referred to in Article 2 TEU. The European Council also underlines the 
importance of the respect of the rule of law. Based on this background, a regime of conditionality to protect the 
budget and Next Generation EU will be introduced. The Commission will propose measures in case of breaches 
for adoption by the Council by qualified majority. The European Council will quickly revert to the matter. 

EU revenue: own resources 
EU leaders agreed to provide the EU with new resources to pay back funds raised under Next Generation EU. 
They agreed on a new plastic levy that will be introduced in 2021. In the same year the Commission is expected 
to put forward a proposal for a carbon adjustment measure and a digital levy, both of which would be introduced 
at the latest by 1 January 2023. 

The Commission would then come back with a revised proposal on the EU emissions trading scheme (ETS) … 
There may also be other new resources, such as a financial transaction tax. The proceeds of the new own 
resources introduced after 2021 will be used for early repayment of NGEU borrowing. 

Under the MFF, the ceiling allocated to the EU to cover annual appropriations is fixed at: 

 for payments: 1.40% of the GNI of all Member States 
 for commitments: 1.46% of the GNI of all Member States 

Rebates 
Lump sum rebates on the annual gross national income-based contribution will be maintained for 
Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, Austria and Sweden. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/07/21/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-special-european-council-17-21-july-2020/
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/time-to-decide-the-conditions-of-the-european-parliament
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to the proposed recovery fund. At the same time, he raised concerns about the elements of the 
proposed MFF in President Michel’s Negotiating Box: “Let’s not beat about the bush. Parliament is 
disappointed with the MFF proposal presented here. We have long been calling for an MFF which 
guarantees a sufficient level of funding for convergence policies and at the same time provides the 
resources needed to meet the priorities which are universally regarded as fundamental: the Green 
Deal, digitalisation and resilience.” Quite simply, “Parliament is calling for a more ambitious plan.”  

It was not surprising, therefore, that the EP was disgruntled with the MFF agreement. In a press 
release immediately after the summit, the EP’s negotiating team for the MFF and own resources 
reform painted a “negative picture” of the European Council’s conclusions. Asserting that 
“Parliament cannot accept the proposed record low ceilings [for MFF spending] as they mean 
renouncing the EU’s long-term objectives and strategic autonomy,” the negotiators called for “more 
European action in public health, in research and digitalisation, youth, and in the historical fight 
against climate change.” They promised to “strive to secure improvements, including higher 
amounts, on future-oriented MFF programmes like Horizon, InvestEU, LIFE, Erasmus+.” The EP 
negotiators were especially critical of the European Council’s position on own resources, calling the 
outcome “a flagrant missed opportunity when it comes to modernising the revenue side, making it 
fairer and more transparent,” and reiterating the EP’s “strict demand [for] a binding commitment for 
the introduction of additional own resources as soon as 2021.” Finally, they called the retention of 
rebates “a big step back for the European project: instead of being abolished, rebates are [being] 
kept and even increased.”  

Similarly, in his post-summit press conference, on 22 July, President Sassoli expressed 
disappointment with the MFF agreement. Accordingly, he said, the EP would make “certain 
corrections” in order to “improve upon” the result reached in the European Council. As he reminded 
his audience: “On the budget, the Council doesn’t have the last word.”  

When he reported to the EP on the outcome of the summit, on 23 July, President Michel noted the 
historic nature of the agreement and outlined its key points. He then addressed some of the EP’s 
concerns. With respect to own resources, President Michel defended the European Council for 
delivering “perhaps even more than what could have been imagined just a few weeks ago, by clearly 
setting out some political roadmaps.” That said, the Council and the EP would have to reach 
agreement on specific proposals relating, for instance, to carbon border measures, digital services, 
financial transactions, the Emissions Trading System and plastic waste. Here, President Michel 
vacillated somewhat, saying that “there is substance for democratic political debate, in the finest 
sense, within the framework of European democracy … [and] also, I am quite certain, in the national 
parliaments. And that’s a good thing. Because at the heart of that debate are central questions that 
will be raised as to the direction we want the European Union to take.”  

President Michel addressed another point of contention with the EP: “I know that there is one issue 
which has received a lot of attention here, as it did during the summit: the question of rebates or 
corrections. It is true that these rebates have been maintained for one country and increased for four 
other countries. And it is true that this was part of the overall agreement, because we were dealing 
with an exceptional situation: the need to mobilise resources within the framework of the Recovery 
Fund.” In other words, the deal on rebates, within the MFF, was a quid pro quo for the deal on the 
recovery fund. 

The European Council agreement of July 2020 was indeed a major milestone in the history of 
European integration. But the MFF and the recovery fund had not yet been concluded. The final 
chapter of the story of the MFF and the recovery fund would involve negotiations between the 
Council and the EP. The EP may have had a weaker hand, but its role was not negligible. Moreover, 
the national leaders still had unfinished business to conclude among themselves, particularly 
pertaining to rule of law conditionality. The agreement on the recovery fund called for the 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20200721IPR83702/eu-summit-compromise-positive-step-for-recovery-inadequate-in-the-long-term
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20200721IPR83702/eu-summit-compromise-positive-step-for-recovery-inadequate-in-the-long-term
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cPPWU_fG2NQ
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/07/23/this-is-historic-we-renewed-our-marriage-vows-for-30-years-europe-is-there-strong-standing-tall-report-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-special-european-council-of-17-21-july-2020/
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introduction of “a regime of conditionality to protect the budget and Next Generation EU,” whereby 
“the Commission will propose measures in case of breaches [of rule of law] for adoption by the 
Council by qualified majority.” As noted in the Summit conclusions: “The European Council will 
revert rapidly to the matter.” Wrapping up the MFF and the recovery fund would preoccupy leaders 
in the closing months of the year, but would not directly intrude on the work of the European 
Council. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45109/210720-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf
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8. Covid-19: the second wave 
The onset of Covid-19 in early 2020 was overwhelming. Almost every aspect of life turned upside-
down. The most immediate concern was people’s health. By the middle of the year, thanks inter alia 
to various precautionary measures, the number of people contracting the virus and therefore 
becoming seriously ill—or worse—had begun to decline. There was no room for complacency, but 
governments were beginning to ease some of the restrictions put in place at the beginning of the 
crisis. In a sign of their slightly more relaxed approach, EU leaders had met in person in July, for no 
less than four days of intensive negotiations. They planned to meet again, in person, on 24-15 
September, but in a sign that Covid-19 remained rampant, with new variants appearing in Europe, 
they postponed their meeting until 1-2 October after President Michel went into quarantine, having 
been in close contact with someone infected with the virus. 

On the second day of the early-October summit, EU leaders had an in-depth discussion specifically 
on the handling of the Covid-19 pandemic—although the impact of the crisis permeated their 
discussions of many of the other agenda items—and expressed their determination “to stand 
together in this difficult situation.” In its Conclusions, the European Council called on the Council 
and the Commission to step up the overall coordination effort and, in particular, to work “on the 
development and distribution of a vaccine at EU level.” In an understatement, the Conclusions 
affirmed that “The European Council will regularly come back to this issue.”  

In his remarks after the summit, President Michel elaborated on the “long, substantive discussion” 
that had taken place within the European Council on tacking the Covid-19 crisis by means of closer 
coordination among Member States on issues such as testing, travel rules and quarantines. In order 
to limit the spread of the virus, on which Member States, “with the support of the Commission and 
the rotating Presidency … have worked a lot, in recent days and weeks,” President Michel declared 
that EU leaders had decided “to make more efforts to work together in the perspective of vaccines.” 
They did so after the Commission “had the opportunity to explain in detail what we are trying to do 
together as the European Union to be able, when vaccines will be available, to make sure that it will 
be possible for the different member states … but also for our partners, to have access to those 
vaccines. In our opinion, this should be considered as a common good.”  

The situation had deteriorated further by the time that leaders met again, on 15-16 October. This 
time, Polish Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki could not attend because he was self-isolating, and 
President von der Leyen had to leave early after coming into close contact with someone who had 
tested positive for the virus. In what looked like a return to the dark days of spring 2020, Covid-19 
cases were mounting by the day. France, Germany, and the Netherlands were among the countries 
imposing new restrictions. In addition to a raft of other important issues, leaders would once more 
have to address the immediate impact of the pandemic. Yet it seemed increasingly difficult to take 
coordinated action at a time of such uncertainty, with governments reacting instinctively and 
protectively to the rising tide of infections. 

In his letter of invitation, sent on 13 October, President Michel noted that the summit was taking 
place “in a difficult context. We are seeing COVID infections rise.” Leaders would “take stock of the 
coordination efforts undertaken at EU level, after the adoption of the Council recommendation on 
the restriction of free movement [on 13 October] and receive an update from Commission President 
von der Leyen on vaccines. We will then discuss the next steps to take.” Speaking just before the 
meeting began, President Michel called for “more progress at the level of the coordination and the 
cooperation between Member States. In recent days we took important decisions, but it’s not 
enough. We need to continue to develop more cooperation and more coordination at the European 
level to limit the spread of the virus.”  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/10/01-02/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45910/021020-euco-final-conclusions.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/03/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-special-european-council-meeting-on-2-october-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/13/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-on-15-16-october-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/15/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-before-the-european-council-meeting-on-15-octobre-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/15/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-before-the-european-council-meeting-on-15-octobre-2020/
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Despite other pressing concerns, EU leaders spent a considerable amount of time discussing “the 
current epidemiological situation, which is unprecedented and gives rise to very serious concern.” 
President Michel described it as “a very long and intense debate on Covid-19.” The Conclusions 
noted that the European Council “welcomed the progress achieved so far on overall coordination at 
EU level against Covid-19, including the recommendation on a coordinated approach to the 
restriction of free movement,” and called on the Council, the Commission and the Member States 
“to continue the overall coordination effort based on the best available science, notably regarding 
quarantine regulations, cross-border contact tracing, testing strategies, the joint assessment of 
testing methods, the mutual recognition of tests, and the temporary restriction on non-essential 
travel into the EU.” The European Council put special emphasis on the development and distribution 
of vaccines, reiterating “the need for a robust authorisation and monitoring process, the building of 
vaccination capacity in the EU, and fair and affordable access to vaccines.”  

As he had done after the previous summit, President Michel tried to rally Member States at a time of 
acute anxiety about the resurgence of the pandemic. Speaking at the end of the summit, on 16 
October, he repeated his conviction “that it is necessary to make more progress in order to 
coordinate more, to cooperate more between the Member States, especially on tracing, testing, on 
quarantine and on vaccines. We agreed that on a regular basis, at the level of the European Council, 
we will continue to tackle this important topic in order to try to be more committed and to make 
more progress.”  

In what looked like a throw-back to March 2020, the seriousness of the Covid-19 situation prompted 
EU leaders to hold a crisis-management video-conference on 29 October. EU leaders understood 
the importance of a coordinated response, but were understandably inclined to act unilaterally to 
protect public health within their own borders. There was a patchwork of approaches throughout 
the EU, including school closures, strict curfews, and rigorous lockdowns. President Michel 
continued to push for a common approach, especially on such fundamental measures as the 
deployment, use and mutual recognition of rapid tests. Similarly, President von der Leyen 
introduced proposals aimed at increasing the use of rapid testing and development of a network of 
national contact tracing apps. Both President Michel and President von der Leyen put increasing 
emphasis on the urgency of a common approach to vaccines, ranging from development to 
deployment across the EU. 

Although the 29 October video-conference risked being hijacked by a separate Covid-19-related 
issue—the effort to conclude the MFF and recovery fund in light of difficult negotiations between 
the Council and the EP and growing opposition from Poland and Hungary to the proposed rule of 
law Regulation— EU leaders devoted most of their time at the relatively short meeting to discussing 
the immediate health implications of the crisis, with a focus on testing and tracing policies, and 
vaccines.  

EU leaders agreed without much difficulty that testing and tracing were key to limiting the spread 
of the virus, and exchanged views on how to develop a common approach to the mutual 
recognition, deployment and use of rapid tests. As President Michel noted in his post-summit 
remarks, “This would reduce the negative impact on free movement and on the functioning of our 
single market, which we absolutely need to preserve.” On tracing, EU leaders discussed the initiative 
on interoperability between apps proposed by the Commission and work on a common passenger 
locator form, which would likewise facilitate tracing. They also discussed the possibility of 
harmonising the duration of quarantine. 

  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/10/15-16/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/16/european-council-conclusions-15-16-october-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/16/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-european-council-meeting-on-15-and-16-october-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/10/29/
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On the all-important issue of vaccines, EU leaders agreed on four priority areas for cooperation: 

 fair distribution among Member States, in light of contracts entered into by the 
Commission on their behalf; 

 criteria to determine priority groups, such as the most vulnerable people, the elderly, 
people with chronic illnesses, and those who work in the medical sector; 

 managing logistical challenges for storing and transporting vaccines that might need 
to be handled in different ways or kept at very low temperature;  

 communication on vaccines to prevent disinformation, to ensure transparency and to 
facilitate the monitoring of side effects. 

Apart from outlining those essential steps, President Michel was eager in his post-summit remarks 
to paint a bigger picture: “The main political message I wish to convey this evening is (that) we are 
united and stand together, because we are in the same boat. The fight is a difficult one. The crisis is 
severe. The second wave means that we, and our fellow citizens across Europe, are once again being 
put to the test … The numbers are increasing everywhere in Europe. Our hospitals and health 
workers are again under pressure and that’s why many leaders have announced lockdowns and 
restrictions. In such hard times, cohesion and solidarity matter more than ever.” At a time when EU 
leaders were divided on aspects of the economic recovery package, President Michel’s call for unity 
in the face of a resurgence of the pandemic was especially urgent.  

With a view to maintaining the momentum towards developing a common approach to fighting 
Covid-19, EU leaders held another video-conference three weeks later, on 19 November. Despite 
being distracted by a dispute over the proposed rule of law Regulation attached to the economic 
recovery package then being negotiated between the Council and the EP, EU leaders devoted only 
a short time at the video-conference to that issue and focused almost exclusively on the immediate 
Covid-19 situation. Continuing the discussions they had begun on 29 October, EU leaders 
exchanged ideas on a variety of topics, but concentrated on four particular issues: testing; vaccines; 
lifting restrictions and international cooperation. 

 Testing: EU leaders discussed how to develop a common EU approach for the use of 
rapid antigen tests, which are complementary to PCR (laboratory) testing, and agreed 
to work towards mutual recognition of tests and their results. They also discussed 
national testing strategies and exchanged best practices.  

 Vaccines: EU leaders agreed to accelerate the preparation of national plans to ensure 
that vaccines would be available and affordable for all citizens throughout the EU. As 
President Michel declared: “The results of recent trials are encouraging. Future vaccines 
are within reach, and we need to be ready.” Indeed, several Member States and the 
Commission were negotiating advance purchase agreements with vaccine producers. 
In his post-summit remarks, President Michel drew attention to logistical challenges, 
such as storage, transport, and the need to possibly administer two doses. He also drew 
attention to a more pernicious challenge: “The number of people distrustful of vaccines 
is growing, and we must clearly communicate their value.”  

 Lifting restrictions: Looking towards a brighter future, but drawing on lessons from the 
recent, darker past, EU leaders had a discussion about the lifting of restrictions. They 
agreed that Member States would need to be cautious and that the easing of restrictive 
measures should be “gradual and regressive.” The Commission would soon make a 
proposal for a coordinated approach. 

 International Cooperation: Finally, EU leaders agreed that vaccines should be a common 
public good, accessible to all and universally available. Hence, the EU’s commitment to 
COVAX, the international facility bringing together 190 countries to make sure that low- 
and middle-income countries would have access to vaccines. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/30/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-29-october-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/11/19/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/11/19/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-19-november-2020/
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Adopting what had by now become a familiar approach, President Michel sought to accentuate the 
positive while recalling the personal devastation of the crisis and emphasizing the need for vigilance 
and unity. “Covid-19 in Europe remains serious and concerning and we are monitoring the situation 
closely,” President Michel remarked after the summit. “We have seen promising signs since our last 
meeting, but we remain cautious … We cannot let down our guard … Covid-19 has a devastating 
human cost. There are family and friends behind all the numbers and statistics. Let’s never forget 
that. That is why we are working 24/7 to defeat this virus. Let’s continue to stand together, work 
together, and support each other. We all want to celebrate the end of year holidays but safely … 
Let’s ring in the New Year safely.”  

At the end of the 19 November video-conference, President Michel stated: “We will follow up [on 
fighting Covid-19] at our next European Council meeting in December.” Although the 
epidemiological situation remained worrisome, and travel and other restrictions were still in force, 
this was an in-person summit, in Brussels. EU leaders were eager to meet in that way in the hopes of 
reaching agreement on divisive issues, such as rule of law conditionality and climate policy, that 
were not conducive to negotiation via video-conference. Coordinating the response to the Covid-
19 pandemic was not a divisive issue, but it required continuous interaction among EU leaders. Even 
though EU leaders had a crowded agenda for the two-day summit, they set aside time on the first 
day to discuss the Covid-19 situation. 

President Michel began his invitation to the December summit on an optimistic note: “We welcome 
the positive developments on vaccines.” This was a reference to the fact that the first vaccines were 
then undergoing the EU authorisation process (the EU subsequently granted a conditional 
marketing authorisation for the vaccine developed by BioNTech and Pfizer, on 21 December, 
making it the first Covid-19 vaccine authorised in the EU). Also, the Commission had recently 
concluded advance purchase agreements with vaccine manufacturers. The good news about 
vaccines made it even more important to prepare for their timely deployment and fair distribution 
throughout the EU, and to provide clear factual information and to counter disinformation. At the 
same time, as President Michel reminded EU leaders: “We must sustain our efforts to coordinate on 
testing and the lifting of restrictions, including for travel, when the epidemiological situation allows 
it.” 

EU leaders followed-up on the four main issues relating to Covid-19 from their last video-conference, 
on 19 November (testing, vaccines, lifting restrictions, and international cooperation), and 
addressed one other (developing health policy as an EU competence). 

 Testing: The European Council invited the Commission to present a proposal for a 
Council recommendation on a common framework for rapid antigen tests and for the 
mutual recognition of test results. 

 Vaccines: EU leaders further highlighted the importance of preparations for the timely 
deployment and distribution of vaccines to ensure their availability in good time and in 
a coordinated manner. They supported a harmonised approach for vaccination 
certificates similar to that used for test results. But, as President Michel told the EP after 
the summit, “it certainly won’t be easy to maintain cooperation for the deployment of 
vaccines when they become available.” Member States were understandably inclined 
to look after the interests of their own citizens first. Once the vaccines were approved 
and put into use, President Sassoli pointed out in his opening remarks at the summit, 
“their success will largely depend on citizens’ trust and the efficiency of national 
campaigns. As leaders, we must focus our efforts on this.” Indeed, EU leaders stressed 
the importance of providing clear factual information on vaccines and of countering 
disinformation. 

 Lifting restrictions: The European Council welcomed coordination efforts at EU level, in 
particular on lifting restrictions on cross-border tourism.  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/11/19/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-19-november-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/11/19/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-19-november-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/09/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-on-10-11-december-2020/
https://www.ema.europa.eu/en/news/ema-recommends-first-covid-19-vaccine-authorisation-eu
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/16/report-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-european-council-of-10-and-11-december-2020/
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/sassoli-today-it-is-time-to-conclude-for-the-good-of-the-citizens
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 Developing EU health policy: The pandemic had clearly shown the advantage of 
developing an EU competence for health policy, which remained a national 
responsibility. As President Sassoli remarked at the beginning of the commit, “in recent 
weeks we have at last seen some positive developments in the fight against Covid-19, 
such as the rudiments of a Health Union.” National leaders agreed at the summit on the 
importance of increasing resilience in the area of public health by taking forward with 
this at the EU level, for which Chancellor Merkel, in particular, expressed support.  

 International Cooperation: EU leaders discussed the global fight against the pandemic 
and restated that the EU would continue to contribute to the international response, 
including via COVAX. They also considered a possible international treaty on pandemics 
within the framework of the WHO as a means of anticipating and managing potential 
future pandemics. President Michel and President von der Leyen, who had represented 
the EU at the virtual G20 summit on 21-22 November on international cooperation in 
the fight against Covid-19, briefed EU leaders on the substance of the meeting, where 
the idea of an international treaty on pandemics had been widely discussed.  

The December summit ended almost a full year of efforts by the European Council to respond to the 
unprecedented and multi-faceted crisis caused by the onset of Covid-19. The European Council’s 
response addressed manifold aspects of the crisis, including, most fundamentally, how to limit the 
spread of the virus and efforts to develop and deploy vaccines. Beginning with a series of video-
conferences in March, after the pandemic first struck, and continuing with two more video-
conferences in October-November, during the second wave of the pandemic, EU leaders focused 
specifically on these questions. By the end of 2020, they had made considerable progress.  

Looking back on nine months of crisis management, President Michel reflected at the end of the 
December summit: “nobody … could have imagined that … at the beginning of 2020, we would be 
confronted with such a severe shock: Covid-19… No-one could have imagined [that] less than a year 
[later] we would be discussing the question of vaccine development, of mobilising vaccines on an 
absolutely gigantic scale to protect Europeans, and also to protect the rest of the world.” Speaking 
to the EP a week later, President Michel reflected that: “When COVID struck, we were taken off guard. 
It hammered our economies and disrupted our societies. But today Europe is rising to the challenge 
of COVID. We are recovering. And we are getting stronger.” It might be tempting to dismiss these 
remarks as simplistic and sunny; as unwarranted under the dire circumstances of late 2020. Indeed, 
President Michel’s style was to accentuate the positive; to be confident and optimistic. By any 
reasonable measure, however, the European Council—and its President—had performed creditably 
in response to the Covid-19 crisis and the situation was indeed looking better by the end of the year. 

https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/sassoli-today-it-is-time-to-conclude-for-the-good-of-the-citizens
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/654209/EPRS_BRI(2020)654209_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2020/11/21-22/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/11/intervention-du-president-charles-michel-a-l-issue-des-reunions-du-conseil-europeen-et-du-sommet-de-la-zone-euro-des-10-et-11-decembre-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/16/report-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-european-council-of-10-and-11-december-2020/
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9. Concluding the Multiannual Financial Framework and the 
recovery fund 

Reaching agreement among national leaders on the MFF and the recovery fund in July 2020 was a 
crucial step in the budgetary process and in providing large-scale financial assistance to Member 
States in response to the economic impact of the Covid-19 crisis. But it was not the final step. Only 
after the EP had approved the proposed MFF and recovery fund, following negotiations between 
the EP and the Council, could the entire package come into effect. Negotiations between the EP and 
the Council were a well-established feature of the MFF process, with the EP usually expressing 
dissatisfaction with the agreement reached in the European Council; demanding changes to various 
aspects of it; and eventually settling for less than its preferred deal. The EP’s power to block the MFF 
was a nuclear option: its use risked blowing up the entire MFF and causing significant collateral 
damage. 

The combination of the MFF and the recovery fund raised the stakes of the negotiations between 
the EP and the Council, while adding considerably to the explosive power of the nuclear option. The 
EP was in the invidious position of having leverage over the Council, but having only limited ability 
to use it. Nevertheless, the Council took seriously the concerns of the EP and sought as amicable an 
agreement as possible. In the second half of 2020, Germany was in the Council Presidency, which 
was fortunate for all concerned. Germany—and Germany’s representatives in Brussels—had vast 
experience of EU affairs. Chancellor Merkel, President-in-Office of the Council, was widely respected. 
In 2020, she was in her second go-around as Council President and, as Chancellor, was involved in 
her third round of MFF negotiations. 

In 2020, wrapping-up the MFF was unusually complicated - not only because of the addition of the 
recovery fund, but also because of the need to clarify the precise meaning of, and procedure for, the 
rule of law mechanism built into the proposed new financial agreement. The deal that national 
leaders had reached in July was vague on those points. The Conclusions stated only that: “The 
Union’s financial interests shall be protected in accordance with the general principles embedded 
in the Union Treaties, in particular the values of Article 2 TEU … The European Council underlines 
the importance of the respect of the rule of law … Based on this background, a regime of 
conditionality to protect the budget and Next Generation EU will be introduced. In this context, the 
Commission will propose measures in case of breaches for adoption by the Council by qualified 
majority. The European Council will revert rapidly to the matter.”  

Far from reverting rapidly to the matter, the European Council took its time in getting around to it. 
For one thing, initial discussions would have to take place between the Council, the Commission, 
and the EP. These would not begin in earnest until September, after the summer break. For another 
thing, the European Council was extremely wary of discussing rule of law issues. President Michel 
noted in his report to the EP after the July summit that: “for the first time in five years, we had a very 
long discussion around the table, with the 27 heads of state or government speaking face to face, 
about the rule of law and fundamental values. And the discussion we had must not be the end of 
the matter. Rather, it must be a milestone, a major milestone–and a helpful one.” Helpful or not, the 
discussion was extremely fraught. Chancellor Merkel described it as being “among the most 
complicated in the whole set of negotiations over the four days.” This was not something that EU 
leaders were eager to repeat.  

Instead, EU leaders were happy to allow Chancellor Merkel, in her capacity as Council President, to 
conduct the negotiation with two other of their members, Prime Minister Orbán of Hungary and 
Prime Minister Morawiecki of Poland, who were threatening to derail the entire MFF and recovery 
fund package over the proposed terms of the rule of law mechanism. Yet, the highly-acrimonious 
rule of law issue, which dominated discussions in late 2020 over the MFF and the most ambitious 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45109/210720-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/07/23/this-is-historic-we-renewed-our-marriage-vows-for-30-years-europe-is-there-strong-standing-tall-report-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-special-european-council-of-17-21-july-2020/
https://www.ft.com/content/713be467-ed19-4663-95ff-66f775af55cc
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financial proposal in EU history, barely intruded into the formal proceedings of the European 
Council. It seems highly likely, however, that EU leaders used the opportunity provided by their in-
person summits on 1-2 October, 15-16 October, and 10-11 December to hold extensive discussions 
on the subject in corridor conversations and other informal side-meetings. 

The first meeting of the European Council after the epic July summit was a short video-conference 
on 19 August. This took place too soon to have a substantive, follow-up discussion of the MFF and 
the recovery fund, and was in any case devoted exclusively to external relations. By the time EU 
leaders held their next summit, in-person on 1-2 October, negotiations between the Council and the 
EP on the MFF and the recovery fund, including the rule of law Regulation, had begun. The agenda 
of the summit was unusually crowded, including the pandemic, general economic policy, EU-UK 
relations, and several pressing external relations issues. There was no mention of the MFF and 
recovery fund in the provisional agenda or the background brief. 

Nonetheless, the meeting page reported that “EU leaders were updated on the negotiations with 
the European Parliament on the MFF, the EU’s own resources and the recovery fund.” By that time, 
the Council had a mandate to open talks with the EP about the rule of law mechanism. Seven 
Member States (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Luxembourg, Netherlands and Sweden)—the 
so-called “Rule of Law Friends” (ROLF)—called for a strong stand by the Council Presidency towards 
alleged rule of law violators. 

In his opening speech at the 1-2 October summit, EP President Sassoli raised the MFF and the 
recovery fund. As he told EU leaders, “Parliament is … calling on the Presidency to make constructive 
proposals on the main issues which have still to be resolved, in particular: 

1 guaranteeing the funding of strategic programmes;  
2 ensuring that the cost of the recovery plan is met by new own resources, and not by 

citizens; 
3 incorporating an effective conditionality mechanism linked to respect for the rule of 

law.”  

At his opening press conference and in his closing remarks, President Michel mentioned the MFF 
and the recovery fund, without going into detail. Speaking at the end of the second day of the 
summit, President Michel explained that “We had a short update about the negotiations, the 
ongoing process of negotiations with the European Parliament in order to implement what we have 
decided in July: the MFF, the own resources and the Recovery Fund … We know that there are some 
difficult topics between the Member States and with the European Parliament that we need to solve 
… our agreement in July was a political package and it’s very essential to be able as soon as possible 
to deliver, to implement what we have decided. It’s a question of credibility and I feel a strong 
political will to make progress and to be able to implement the MFF and the Recovery Fund … we 
will continue to work very hard in order to reach this goal.” There was no mention of any of this in 
the summit Conclusions. 

President Michel was not much forthcoming in his report to the EP on the summit, on October 6. 
Despite the EP’s eagerness to hear specifics of the Member States’ positions, President Michel spoke 
briefly and generally about the MFF and recovery fund, and made only an oblique reference to rule 
of law conditionality: “We are in an institutional democratic process. Ensuring that in the coming 
years, through the next multiannual budget and the special recovery fund and using the European 
Union’s ability as a political and democratic body to equip itself with the necessary means to take 
action to implement what we believe in, we shall continue discussions, in good faith and with 
mutual respect, to work and negotiate with you, the Parliament.” 

The next meeting of the European Council, also in-person, on 15-16 October, was almost entirely 
devoid of formal discussions about the MFF and the recovery fund, which were not mentioned in 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/08/19/
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/CM-4-2020-REV-1/en/pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45801/20100102-euco-background-note-final.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/10/01-02/
https://twitter.com/MehreenKhn/status/1311257200984195073
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/sassoli-parliament-is-not-obstructing-anything-we-have-put-forward-proposals-in-the-interests-of-our-citizens
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/03/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-special-european-council-meeting-on-2-october-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/06/report-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-special-european-council-of-1-2-october-2020/
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either the provisional agenda or the summit Conclusions. Nor did President Michel refer to them in 
his letter of invitation or in his opening/ closing remarks. As it happened, Polish Prime Minister 
Morawiecki, a fierce critic of rule of law conditionality, did not attend the summit, as he was in 
isolation after coming into close contacted with someone infected with Covid-19. President von der 
Leyen had to leave the meeting early, also for Covid-19-related reasons. But that was not why the 
European Council avoided the subject. 

As was the case at the previous summit, President Sassoli nonetheless raised the MFF and the 
recovery fund, quite extensively, in his opening speech. President Sassoli reiterated the EP’s 
determination “to reach an agreement in the negotiations on the MFF and the Recovery Plan.” 
Despite progress in some areas, the Council and the Parliament needed “to keep moving forward.” 
President Sassoli identified three key EP concerns. First, “we need to reach agreement on a binding 
timetable for the introduction of new own resources over the next few years.” Second, the EP 
wanted to see progress on “shielding the Union budget against the impact of breaches of the rule 
of law. We are determined to fight for a robust mechanism which can be applied effectively in 
practice.” Third was the “one area where no progress” has been made: the EP’s demand for an 
increase in the overall size of the MFF. President Sassoli reminded the European Council “that our 
negotiators asked for an additional €39 billion … a paltry sum when set against an overall package 
worth €1800 billion, but one which would make an enormous difference to the citizens who will 
benefit from our common policies.” In conclusion, President Sassoli announced that: “At present, 
the negotiations are stalled. You have it in your hands to get them moving again … Parliament is 
not obstructing anything … If progress is to be made, the negotiating mandate issued to the 
German Presidency needs to be updated.” 

President Sassoli’s intervention apparently failed to impress the European Council. After the 
meeting, Chancellor Merkel reported that there was a brief exchange with the EP President on the 
subject of the MFF and the recovery fund, in which she stressed the national governments’ 
willingness to negotiate with the EP, indicated possible leeway on some of the issues raised, but 
categorically refused to reopen the package agreed to by the European Council in July 2020. 
Following President Sassoli’s departure, EU leaders did not discuss the MFF and the recovery fund 
during the rest of the meeting. 

Following their mid-October summit, a regular event in the calendar of the European Council made 
somewhat irregular by the circumstances of the pandemic, EU leaders were not due to meet again 
until mid-December, in keeping with the regular European Council calendar. In view of the rapidly 
deteriorating Covid-19 situation, however, EU leaders ended up having two additional video-
conferences in the interim, the first on 29 October and the second on 19 November. In his remarks 
after the 29 October video-conference, President Michel explained that the purpose of the meeting 
was simple: to exchange views and coordinate responses among Member States in the fight against 
Covid-19. With a resurgence of the virus across the EU, as evidenced by rising numbers of positive 
test results, hospitalizations and deaths, there was an urgent need for governments to share 
information and discuss strategies for testing, tracing, and the development and deployment of 
vaccines. 

Because of the special nature of the 29 October video-conference, President Michel did not send a 
letter of invitation, and there were no summit conclusions. Nor was EP President Sassoli invited to 
make opening remarks. Had he been there, President Sassoli would undoubtedly have made at least 
a passing reference to the ongoing efforts to wrap up the MFF and the recovery fund. Even without 
President Sassoli’s prompting, EU leaders touched briefly on the subject, but without rancour. 
According to the meeting page, “leaders emphasised that implementing the recovery package 
without further delay is crucial and expressed their hope that it would be possible to decide on the 
implementation of the July 2020 package in the very short term.” President Michel elaborated on 
this only briefly in his post-summit remarks, when he stressed the urgency of finally reaching 

https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/sassoli-it-is-up-to-you-to-get-the-negotiations-moving-again
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/654195/EPRS_BRI(2020)654195_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/30/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-29-october-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/10/29/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/30/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-29-october-2020/
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agreement on the MFF and the recovery fund, which was essential “to limit the economic and the 
social damage” caused by the Covid-19 crisis.” 

By the time EU leaders met again, in the video-conference on 19 November, the situation with 
respect to the MFF and recovery fund had changed dramatically. On 5 November, the German 
Presidency and the EP’s negotiators reached a provisional agreement on rule of law conditionality 
to protect the budget. The trilogues, involving the Council Presidency, the EP and the Commission 
and aimed at securing the EP’s consent to the MFF regulation, were concluded on 10 November. 
This allowed for the full package to be submitted to the Council for endorsement.  

European Affairs ministers, meeting in a video-conference on 17 November, discussed 
developments regarding the MFF and the recovery package and “regretted that new obstacles had 
emerged in the approval process, which were putting at risk a timely adoption of the next 
Multiannual Financial Framework and the recovery package.” This was an oblique reference to the 
fact that Hungary and Poland had blocked adoption in the Council of the legislative decision on own 
resources, which required unanimity in order to pass. In that way, they were able to block the rule 
of law mechanism, which required only a qualified majority vote. Because the various parts were 
integral to the whole package, blocking the decision on own resources effectively blocked the entire 
MFF and recovery fund. 

This was a drastic step for Hungary and Poland to have taken, not least because it jeopardised 
generous transfers to their countries of money through the Common Agricultural Policy and 
cohesion policy, and also because both countries stood to gain substantially from the disbursement 
of recovery funds. On the one hand, the veto gave them leverage over the other Member States, 
who desperately wanted the MFF and the recovery fund to go through; on the other hand, it lacked 
credibility as a long-term strategy because Poland and Hungry had so much to lose by sticking to 
their guns. 

This was the immediate backdrop to the EU leaders’ video-conference on 19 November. Instead of 
allowing the issue to dominate their discussions, however, EU leaders showed remarkable restraint 
and stuck largely to the main agenda item: Covid-19. Perhaps knowing that a resolution of the 
conflict with Poland and Hungry would take some time to resolve, and not wanting to send a signal 
of disarray in the European Council at a time of grave crisis, EU-leader devoted only a short time to 
the MFF and the recovery fund. According to the meeting page, “Chancellor Merkel updated the 
leaders on the state of play of the discussion following the last trilogue with the European 
Parliament.” In his post-summit remarks, President Michel offered a brief update on the MFF. 
Repeating his earlier statements about the need to implement the package “as soon as possible,” 
President Michel played down the current blockage: “On the mechanism on conditionality, the vast 
majority of Member States agree with the compromise on the table. Some Member States have 
indicated that they are not able to support the majority.”  

On 26 November, the Prime Ministers of Hungary and Poland issued a joint declaration in which 
they outlined their positions in anticipation of a showdown at the December summit. They ascribed 
the dispute to “those who established a link between the Rule of Law and the EU budget,” a link that 
“was known to carry risk of blocking the process of approval of the MFF/Next Generation EU financial 
package,” especially because “the outcome of the negotiations between the Council Presidency and 
the European Parliament does not conform to the agreement reached among the Heads of State 
and Government at the July European Council.” The joint declaration went on to denounce the 
proposed rule of law mechanism as a potential “political instrument” that “circumvents the Treaty, 
applies vague definitions and ambiguous terms without clear criteria on which sanctions can be 
based and contains no meaningful procedural guarantees.”  

Hungary and Poland proposed a two-track approach to resolving the issue. On the one hand, a 
renegotiation of the rule of law mechanism to limit its scope “to the protection of the financial 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/11/05/budget-conditionality-council-presidency-and-parliament-s-negotiators-reach-provisional-agreement/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_2073
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/gac/2020/11/17/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/11/19/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/11/19/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-19-november-2020/
https://www.gov.pl/web/eu/joint-declaration-of-the-prime-minister-of-poland-and-the-prime-minister-of-hungary
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interests of the Union in accordance with the July conclusions of the European Council.” On the 
other hand, a discussion in the European Council as to “whether a link between the Rule of Law and 
the financial interests of the Union should be established. If it is so decided, then the appropriate 
procedures foreseen by the Treaties, including convening an intergovernmental conference, should 
be considered in order to negotiate the necessary modification of the Treaties.” Poland and Hungry 
must have known that both approaches would be unacceptable to the other Member States. 

What President Michel would refer to, after the summit, as “the impasse we faced in recent weeks”—
the standoff with Hungary and Poland—threatened to dominate the December European Council. 
It was a prospect that few, if any, of the EU leaders relished. The bruising encounter over rule of law 
at the July summit was still fresh in everyone’s mind. Inability to reach agreement on the MFF and 
recovery fund in December would have serious financial implications for all concerned. 

Under the circumstances, Chancellor Merkel, in her role as Council President, redoubled her efforts 
to find a solution. Working closely with the Hungarian and Polish leaders, on one side, and a handful 
of other national leaders, President Michel and President von der Leyen, on the other, Chancellor 
Merkel was instrumental in drafting an explanation of the purpose and the operational procedure 
for the draft Regulation, without changing the draft Regulation itself. Chancellor Merkel secured the 
agreement of all concerned shortly before the summit began.   

The provisional agenda for the meeting included “MFF/NGEU,” as well as many other pressing topics 
for EU leaders to discuss during their busy end-of-semester summit. Perhaps aware that a deal had 
already been done, President Michel devoted only one line of his invitation letter to the subject: “I 
am confident that we can find an agreement on a common package to allow for the swift 
implementation of both the MFF and the Recovery fund.” And so, at the meeting itself, EU leaders 
made short shrift of the rule of law controversy. The agreed-upon explanation of the draft 
Regulation was quietly incorporated into the summit Conclusions. The expected clash had failed to 
materialise. As stated on the meeting page, “EU leaders reached a deal to address the concerns 
expressed on the recovery package … [and] agreed a number of elements … with regard to the 
draft Regulation on a general regime of conditionality for the protection of the EU budget. Against 
this background, the European Council invited the European Parliament and the Council to 
immediately take the necessary steps for the adoption of the whole package of relevant 
instruments, including the Multiannual Financial Framework regulation and the own resources 
decision.” 

The interpretative declaration began on a general note: “With a view to finding a mutually 
satisfactory solution and addressing the concerns expressed with regard to the draft Regulation on 
a general regime of conditionality for the protection of the Union budget ... the European Council 
underlines that the Regulation is to be applied in full respect of ... the national identities of Member 
States inherent in their fundamental political and constitutional structures, of the principle of 
conferral, as well as of the principles of objectivity, non-discrimination and equal treatment of 
Member States.” 

The conclusions then listed several points concerning the purpose and application of the 
Regulation. The most significant of these, from a practical point of view, was the following: “the 
Commission intends to develop and adopt guidelines on the way it will apply the Regulation, 
including a methodology for carrying out its assessment. Such guidelines will be developed in close 
consultation with the Member States. Should an action for annulment be introduced with regard to 
the Regulation, the guidelines will be finalised after the judgment of the Court of Justice so as to 
incorporate any relevant elements stemming from such judgment. The Commission President will 
fully inform the European Council. Until such guidelines are finalised, the Commission will not 
propose measures under the Regulation.” The significance—and novelty—of this statement is that 
the Commission would await the outcome of a court challenge before even developing its 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/16/report-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-european-council-of-10-and-11-december-2020/
https://www.ceps.eu/the-european-councils-compromise-on-the-rule-of-law-regulation-capitulation-to-the-forces-of-evil-or-misplaced-expectations/
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-23-2020-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/09/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-on-10-11-december-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/47296/1011-12-20-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/12/10-11/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/47296/1011-12-20-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
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guidelines on the application of the regulation. Although this would amount only to a delay in the 
application of the mechanism, it was a noteworthy concession to Hungary and Poland nonetheless.  

The European Council had agreed on a formula that satisfied both sides. According to Prime Minister 
Orbán, the outcome vindicated the position of Hungary and Poland, in the form of summit 
Conclusions that “are the strongest possible [legal] instrument in the European Union.” This was a 
dubious proposition given that the European Council itself had stressed that conclusions “are not 
legally binding,” but the Hungarian Prime Minister was making a political point. At the same time, 
the “Rule of Law Friends” and other Member States could plausibly claim that the rule of law 
regulation remained unchanged. 

In his opening speech at the summit, President Sassoli recalled the work of the EP, together with the 
German Presidency and the European Commission, “to further improve the terms of the agreement 
reached in July, for the benefit of our citizens.” Having reached “a very satisfactory agreement on 
the package comprising the MFF, the Recovery Fund and new own resources … Parliament is not 
prepared to see the results we achieved called into question.” Accordingly, President Sassoli hoped 
“that a solution will be found by tomorrow which will enable us to vote on the MFF and the Rule of 
Law Regulation next week. Of course, we will examine in detail the conclusions of the European 
Council, and we hope that they will be consistent with the spirit and letter of the compromise 
reached, in particular on measures to safeguard the rule of law.” Indeed, the EP was able to accept 
the summit conclusions and move ahead with the necessary steps for the adoption of the whole 
package of relevant instruments in order to implement the MFF and the recovery fund.  

The rule of law issue had taken up so little time at the meeting that President Michel referred to it 
only briefly in his post-summit remarks. He mentioned, almost in passing, that “we were able to 
reach an agreement in order to implement the multiannual budget and the recovery fund,” before 
praising Chancellor Merkel extravagantly for her contribution to the outcome. President Michel was 
somewhat more forthcoming when he reported to the EP on the summit, on 16 December: “Last 
week’s European Council was a memorable one. We sealed the deal on … the European budget and 
Recovery Fund … Our 1.8 trillion-euro agreement came with the conditionality for the protection of 
our budget. It was a collective decision by all 27 leaders taken last July but two Member States could 
not approve the package. We found a way to unblock the situation, and here, I want to pay tribute 
to Chancellor Merkel and her team for their tireless efforts. The adoption of the Regulation on a 
conditionality mechanism is now under way.” 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/654209/EPRS_BRI(2020)654209_EN.pdf
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/sassoli-today-it-is-time-to-conclude-for-the-good-of-the-citizens
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/11/intervention-du-president-charles-michel-a-l-issue-des-reunions-du-conseil-europeen-et-du-sommet-de-la-zone-euro-des-10-et-11-decembre-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/16/report-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-european-council-of-10-and-11-december-2020/
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10. External Relations 

10.1. Introduction 
The European Council has traditionally provided a forum for EU leaders to discuss EU external 
relations. In 2020, those discussions ranged from managing relations with other major regional and 
global actors, such as China, Russia, and Turkey; to promoting peace and prosperity in Africa; to 
responding to unexpected international developments, such the fallout from the rigged 
Presidential election in Belarus and the outbreak of war in Nagorno-Karabakh. Two additional 
bilateral relationships came onto the European Council’s agenda in 2020. One was new: dealing with 
the UK after the country’s withdrawal from the EU at the end of January. The other was old: relations 
with the United States, which EU leaders formally discussed for the first time in several years 
following the election of Joe Biden as President, in November. In addition, the European Council 
addressed relations with the countries of the Western Balkans and prospects for EU enlargement. 

As with every aspect of the European Council’s work after February 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic 
affected the field of external relations. In the earlier part of the year, EU- leaders were preoccupied 
with the impact of the Covid-19 crisis, almost to the exclusion of most other issues. Apart from 
issuing a Declaration on the situation in Syria, at their summit in February, EU leaders touched on 
external relations only relatively briefly in their video-conferences on 26 March, 23 April, and 19 June 
(they did not mention external relations in their first two video-conferences, on 10 March and 17 
March). Nor did they discuss external relations during their epic July summit, which was devoted 
exclusively to the MFF and the recovery fund. That said, the outcome of the July summit was not 
divorced from EU external relations, specifically with respect to the perception that other 
international actors may have had of the EU’s ability to cope with the Covid-19 crisis. In his report to 
the EP after the July summit, President Michel made this point succinctly: “The message we are 
sending to the rest of the world is: Europe is here. Europe is strong. Europe is standing tall.”  

It was only on 19 August, in a video-conference convened by President Michel because of the 
sudden crisis in Belarus, that EU leaders devoted a meeting not only primarily, but in this case 
exclusively to external relations. In their subsequent summits—with the exception of the 19 
November video-conference— EU leaders devoted a considerable amount to time to discussing 
external relations.  

As well as greatly reducing the attention that EU leaders would ordinarily have devoted to external 
relations, the Covid-19 crisis itself had an external dimension. Covid-19 was a global crisis that 
required a global response. Despite their understandable fixation primarily with protecting EU 
citizens, EU leaders appreciated that the EU had a moral as well as a practical responsibility to help 
less fortunate countries and regions of the world. At their video-conference on 19 November, 
leaders agreed that vaccines should be a common public good, accessible to all and universally 
available. Hence their commitment to COVAX, the international facility bringing together 190 
countries to make sure that low- and middle-income countries would have access to vaccines. Less 
than a month later, at their December summit, EU leaders again discussed the global fight against 
the pandemic and restated that the EU would continue to contribute to the international response, 
including via COVAX. They also considered a possible international treaty on pandemics within the 
framework of the WHO as a means of anticipating and managing potential future pandemics.  

Another dimension of the Covid-19 crisis with implications for EU external relations was that it 
focused EU leaders’ attention on the desirability of developing a more strategic approach in a range 
of policy fields, including to the EU’s role in the world. As President Michel put it in his report to the 
EP after the final summit of the year, “COVID may have dominated 2020, but it will not monopolise 
our priorities and our vision for the future. Our vision for Europe’s place in the world remains crystal 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/07/23/this-is-historic-we-renewed-our-marriage-vows-for-30-years-europe-is-there-strong-standing-tall-report-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-special-european-council-of-17-21-july-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/07/23/this-is-historic-we-renewed-our-marriage-vows-for-30-years-europe-is-there-strong-standing-tall-report-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-special-european-council-of-17-21-july-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/11/19/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/12/10-11/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/11/intervention-du-president-charles-michel-a-l-issue-des-reunions-du-conseil-europeen-et-du-sommet-de-la-zone-euro-des-10-et-11-decembre-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/11/intervention-du-president-charles-michel-a-l-issue-des-reunions-du-conseil-europeen-et-du-sommet-de-la-zone-euro-des-10-et-11-decembre-2020/
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clear. Less dependence, more influence. A stronger Europe, that better contributes to a fairer world. 
The quest for a stronger and more influential EU in the world—including for what President Michel 
and others called EU strategic autonomy—permeated discussions in the European Council in 2020 
on policies such as the single market, economic and monetary union (notably on the international 
role of the euro) climate, and various aspects of foreign and security policy.  

By the end of 2020, the EU was showing greater coherence in the fight against Covid-19, thanks in 
large part of the efforts of the European Council. As a result, as President Michel declared, “We [have] 
mobilised to face the challenges ahead of us … The first objective we all share is to defeat Covid-19. 
And to make 2021 the year in which we get the virus under control and we succeed in truly initiating 
a process of economic recovery and transformation,” which is essential to facilitate “progress on 
Europe’s place in the world.” This, in turn, helps “the ambition – and this a difficult, long-term 
objective, which requires both tenacity and commitments – of building, day by day, greater unity at 
European level, and greater solidarity too. The ambition of expressing a stronger position at 
international level.”  

10.2. The Western Balkans and enlargement policy 
The EU has long sought to promote stability and prosperity in the Wester Balkans by means of 
enlargement policy. By offering a realistic prospect of accession, the EU has attempted over the 
years to accelerate economic and political reforms in the region. By 2020, four of the Western Balkan 
countries—Albania, North Macedonia, Montenegro, and Serbia—were candidates for EU 
membership. Two of them—Montenegro and Serbia—had formally begun accession negotiations.  

A discussion at the October 2019 European Council about whether to open accession negotiations 
with Albania and North Macedonia had proved surprisingly divisive, with President Macron leading 
the charge against. Apart from concerns about organised crime and corruption in both countries—
concerns that other EU leaders shared—President Macron argued that the issue went deeper than 
providing incentives and rewards for reforms in candidate countries. Fundamentally, it was about 
the enlargement process itself. After years of engaging, sometimes fitfully, with countries in the 
Western Balkans, President Macron advocated a reappraisal of EU strategy towards the region in the 
form of a revitalised enlargement policy.  

The failure of the European Council to approve the opening of accession negotiations with Albania 
and North Macedonia drew attention to the challenge for the EU of dealing with the Western 
Balkans and to the limits of EU enlargement policy. Despite widespread concerns within the EU 
about crime, corruption, and potential political instability in Albania and North Macedonia, many 
EU leaders believed that the European Council had mishandled the situation in October 2019 and 
needed to send a positive signal to the region, as soon as possible in 2020, by agreeing to open 
accession negotiations with the two countries. Aware of such sentiment, and of the negative 
reaction within the Western Balkans to the EU’s vacillation on enlargement, France began, before 
the end of 2019, to flesh out its substantive concerns about the subject.  

On 5 February 2020, the Commission issued a Communication on “Enhancing the accession process: 
A credible EU perspective for the Western Balkans.” This aimed to reinvigorate the accession process 
by making it more predictable, more credible, more dynamic and subject to stronger political 
steering, based on objective criteria and rigorous conditionality, and reversibility. The Commission 
stressed that credibility should be reinforced through an even stronger focus on fundamental 
reforms, starting with the rule of law, the functioning of democratic institutions and public 
administration as well as the economy of the candidate countries. The Commission offered to 
provide greater clarity on what the EU expects of enlargement countries at the different stages of 
the process: “It will make clearer what the positive consequences progress on reforms can bring, 
and what will the negative consequences will be when there is no progress.”  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/16/report-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-european-council-of-10-and-11-december-2020/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/642819/EPRS_BRI(2020)642819_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_181
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Croatia, in the Council Presidency in the first half of 2020, put relations with the Western Balkans and 
EU enlargement at the forefront of its presidential program. Accordingly, the highlight of the 
Croatian Presidency was to be an EU-Western Balkans summit, planned for May, in Zagreb. This 
would be the first such meeting since the EU-Western Balkans summit in Sofia, Bulgaria, exactly two 
years previously.  

In preparation for the Zagreb summit, the leaders of the six Western Balkan countries joined 
Presidents Michel and Von der Leyen, Croatian Prime Minister Plenković, and EU High 
Representative Borrell, on 16 February, for discussions in Brussels. In his remarks at the summit 
dinner, President Michel struck a positive note about prospects for EU engagement with the 
Western Balkans in 2020: “We’ll be exploring with all these countries how to build up our 
partnership, strengthen the European perspective, and give some signals concerning the need for 
continued progress on the rule of law and on reforms to reduce corruption and combat organised 
crime. I hope that we will have a frank, intense and open discussion this evening, and that it will 
provide some very practical and clear insights into the way forward for the partnership with the 
European Union.” 

On 25 March, the General Affairs Council endorsed the Commission’s Communication on 
enlargement and, having examined the Commission’s updated reports of 2 March on the progress 
made by Albania and North Macedonia, “subject to endorsement by the European Council,” decided 
to open accession negotiations with both countries. The European Council’s approval quickly 
followed. The “Joint statement of the members of the European Council,” issued after their 26 March 
video-conference—held only a day after the General Affairs Council—contained a single sentence 
on the subject: “We endorse the Council conclusions of 25 March 2020 on enlargement and 
stabilisation and association process.” 

The Conclusions of the October 2019 summit, at which EU leaders had clashed on the question of 
whether to open accession negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia, had also included only 
a single sentence on the subject: “The European Council will revert to the issue of enlargement 
before the EU-Western Balkans summit in Zagreb in May 2020.” The brief mention of enlargement 
in the joint statement following the 26 March video-conference hardly amounted to the European 
Council reverting to the issue. Similarly, at their next meeting—the 23 April video-conference—
leader merely noted that they “decided to hold a video conference with the Western Balkans on 6 
May 2020.” In other words, instead of meeting in person in Zagreb, the leaders of the EU and the 
Western Balkan countries would hold a virtual summit. 

Nevertheless, EU leaders appeared to be adopting a more positive approach to enlargement. Having 
secured a new approach to enlargement policy, in the form of the recent Commission 
Communication, and being somewhat chastened by the reaction of other leaders to his hitherto 
harsh position on Albanian and North Macedonian accession, President Macron was now silent on 
the subject. Moreover, the Covid-19 crisis was preoccupying EU leaders almost entirely. Not only 
that, but one of the EU’s initial responses to the crisis—restrictions on the export of medical 
equipment outside the bloc—had hit the Western Balkans hard. In a sign of the geopolitical 
implications of the crisis, China was happy to fill the gap. Far from fretting about opening accession 
negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia, the European Council appeared happy to give a 
green light to the process. 

Under the circumstances, the EU-Balkan summit was a congenial affair, despite the constraints of 
having to meet remotely. Not surprisingly, discussions about the Covid-19 crisis took up a lot of time. 
In its official account of the outcome, the European Council was keen to stress that: “The EU actively 
supports the efforts to combat the coronavirus outbreak and its impact on societies and economies, 
while the Western Balkan partners have given valuable support during the pandemic towards the 
EU.” In particular, “the EU has mobilised a package of over €3.3 billion to the benefit of the Western 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/02/16/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-before-the-eu-western-balkans-informal-meeting/
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7002-2020-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/43076/26-vc-euco-statement-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/41123/17-18-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/04/23/conclusions-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-video-conference-with-members-of-the-european-council-on-23-april-2020/
https://www.ft.com/content/81f2120c-6c8d-11ea-89df-41bea055720b
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/642836/EPRS_BRI(2020)642836_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2020/05/06/
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Balkans to support the health sector, to support social and economic recovery, and provide 
assistance through the European Investment Bank,” as well as facilitating the procurement and 
“the unrestricted trade-flow of protective personal equipment … and resting material … [to] the 
Western Balkans.” The EU was also addressing “disinformation and other hybrid activities 
originating in particular from third-state actors seeking to undermine the European perspective of 
the region.”  

Nonetheless, the meeting touched on long-standing aspects of EU-Balkan relations, such as EU 
encouragement for regional cooperation, support for economic development, and security and 
migration challenges. The official report of the summit did not specifically mention enlargement, 
but referred to the subject obliquely under the heading “European perspective.” Thus, EU leaders 
“reaffirmed their unequivocal support for the European perspective of the Western Balkans.” For 
their part, the Western Balkans partners “reaffirmed this perspective as their firm strategic choice,” 
and recommitted “to carry out and effectively implement the necessary reforms towards European 
values and principles and the primacy of the rule of law.”  

As is usual after EU-Western Balkan summits, the participants agreed on a Declaration. Although the 
meeting had taken place remotely, in a nod to the Croatian presidency this one was called “the 
Zagreb Declaration.” It reviewed the state of relations between the EU and the Western Balkans and 
confirmed the European perspective of the countries in the region, while mentioning enlargement.  

In his post-summit remarks, President Michel confirmed that “the first important topic” was Covid-
19, to which he devoted a considerable amount of time. The second important topic was “the 
European perspective of the Western Balkans partners.” President Michel briefly mentioned the 
most significant development in that regard in 2020: “I would also like to use this occasion to 
welcome the decision that we have taken, regarding the opening of the negotiations talks with 
North Macedonia and with Albania.” 

The European Council did not address the subject of enlargement or the Western Balkans again 
during 2020. Although the European Council appeared to have resolved the issues that had divided 
its members on the question of opening accession negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia, 
there was one fly in the ointment. It concerned relations between Bulgaria and North Macedonia. 
Despite having concluded a friendship treaty in August 2017, which both countries ratified in 
January 2018, Bulgaria had some residual concerns about the use of the term “Macedonian 
language,” which it insisted is a dialect of the Bulgarian language. Bulgaria also objected to North 
Macedonia’s interpretation of certain aspects of the two countries’ shared history. 

Bulgaria’s Foreign Minister raised these issues at a video-conference of European Affairs Ministers 
on 17 November, and prevented the adoption of a “negotiating framework” for the formal opening 
of accession negotiations with North Macedonia, thereby blocking the process.  After the meeting, 
Germany’s Europe Minister, who chaired the discussions, expressed some frustration: “It is in the 
EU’s best interest for both countries to start the accession talks as soon as possible … the accession 
process must not be a hostage of the bilateral demands of certain member states.” Despite 
Germany’s best efforts, the differences between Bulgaria and North Macedonia remained 
unresolved at the end of the year. Bulgaria’s concerns may well have been legitimate, but by putting 
up another roadblock to the opening of accession negotiations with North Macedonia, Bulgaria cast 
a pall over the EU’s efforts in 2020 to take a fresh approach towards the Western Balkans and to 
reinvigorate its enlargement policy. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2020/05/06/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/43776/zagreb-declaration-en-06052020.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/05/06/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-eu-western-balkans-zagreb-summit/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/gac/2020/11/17/
https://balkaninsight.com/2020/11/17/bulgaria-blocks-start-of-north-macedonias-eu-accession-talks/


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 

  

 

90 

10.3. The United Kingdom 
The UK left the EU on 31 January 2020 and became a “third country2.” For the remainder of 2020, 
under the terms of the Withdrawal Agreement, the UK was in a transition period. During that time, 
the UK remained in the customs union and the single market. The key question in EU-UK relations 
in 2020 was what would happen next. To ensure a smooth and mutually-beneficial post-transition 
relationship, the EU and UK entered into negotiations, in March 2020, for an agreement covering 
trade, investment, and related issues that could come into operation as of 1 January 2021. At the 12 
June EU-UK Joint Committee, the UK confirmed that it would not request an extension of the 
transition period before 30 June 2020, the last opportunity to do so, under the provisions of the 
Withdrawal Agreement.  

The European Council had spent an unexpected amount of time and effort on Brexit in 2019, mostly 
discussing the merits and duration of extensions to the deadline for the UK’s departure, which the 
UK thrice requested. After that, the European Council wanted to spend as little time as possible in 
2020 dealing with EU-UK relations. EU leaders did not doubt the importance of the negotiations for 
a post-transition agreement, but – apart from some EU leaders, notably the Irish Taoiseach, Leo 
Varadkar, then Micheál Martin – they did not need to become directly involved. The Commission 
had a mandate to negotiate on behalf of the EU. Michel Barnier, the EU’s chief negotiator for the 
Withdrawal Agreement, remained in office to negotiate the post-transition agreement. He and 
Commission President von der Leyen kept EU leaders informed of developments. National leaders 
had different levels of interest in the details of the negotiations, but all wanted the EU to secure as 
advantageous and equitable an agreement as possible. They trusted the Commission’s ability to act 
successfully on the EU’s behalf. As a result, EU-UK relations rarely appeared on the agenda of the 
European Council in 2020. 

One of the few times that it did so was at the 19 June video-conference. In his letter of invitation, 
President Michel wrote that, after discussing other business, “Commission President von der Leyen 
and I will report on the video-conference with the UK Prime Minister held on 15 June.” The EU-UK 
video-conference—strictly speaking, a “high-level meeting between the EU and the UK”—was held 
in accordance with the political declaration attached to the Withdrawal Agreement. Its purpose was 
to take stock of the negotiations for the post-transition agreement which, by all accounts, were not 
going well. The EU was represented by President Michel, President von der Leyen, and President 
Sassoli (approval of an agreement required the consent of the European Parliament). Michel Barnier 
also attended. 

The joint statement issued after the video-conference made the best of a bad situation. EU leaders 
“welcomed the constructive discussions on the future relationship, which allowed both sides to 
clarify their own positions and better understand each other’s,” notwithstanding the slow pace and 
testy nature of the negotiations so far. They noted that four rounds had been completed and texts 
exchanged, despite the challenges presented by the Covid-19 pandemic. It would take a Herculean 
effort to complete the negotiations on time. Accordingly, EU leaders “supported the plans agreed 
by the Chief Negotiators to intensify the talks in July with a view to concluding and ratifying a deal 
before the end of 2020.” Referring indirectly to another unpleasantness—the UK’s seeming 
disregard for certain aspects of the existing EU-UK arrangement, the statement merely confirmed 
both sides’ “commitment to the full and timely implementation of the withdrawal agreement.”  

                                                               

2  EU-UK relations remained an item discussed by the GAC and not the FAC in 2020. See for example: 
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/gac/2020/10/13/. And, this is still the case nowadays, see: 
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/gac/2022/01/25/?utm_source=dsms-
auto&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=General+Affairs+Council 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/statement-european-commission-following-eight-meeting-eu-uk-withdrawal-agreement-joint-committee_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/statement-european-commission-following-eight-meeting-eu-uk-withdrawal-agreement-joint-committee_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/06/16/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-video-conference-on-19-june-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/06/15/eu-uk-statement-following-the-high-level-meeting-on-15-june-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/06/15/eu-uk-statement-following-the-high-level-meeting-on-15-june-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/06/15/eu-uk-statement-following-the-high-level-meeting-on-15-june-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/gac/2020/10/13/
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Speaking after the EU leaders’ video-conference, which took place only four days after the EU-UK 
high-level meeting, President Michel gave a less antiseptic account of the discussions with Prime 
Minister Johnson: “… during this meeting, we repeated the mandate that we have decided at the 
European level. We repeated that we are committed in order to reach an agreement, but not at any 
cost. We consider, for example, the questions like the level playing field, like governance, like the 
protocol regarding Ireland and Northern Ireland are very essential topics in our opinion. And we 
took note that the United Kingdom … (does not) have the intention to ask for an extension of the 
transition period. It means that we need to intensify the negotiations. We trust Michel Barnier and 
we will have the occasion to come back at the level of the European Council later on this important 
topic. 

The next time that the European Council returned to this topic was 2 October, but only fleetingly. 
The Meeting Page recorded that “At the end of the meeting, a brief update on negotiations with the 
United Kingdom was provided.” There was no mention of this in the Conclusions. In his post-summit 
remarks, President Michel added “just one word about Brexit, just an information point. We had the 
opportunity to have an update by VDL and also an analysis by the Irish Prime Minister. But we didn’t 
open the debate today because … we will have the occasion in October, during our next meeting, 
to have a more substantial exchange of views. And we will take into consideration the possible 
developments between today and the next European Council. We trust the Commission. We trust 
Michel Barnier. We have a clear European position. We are united. We are very calm. We have 
expressed very clearly the last weeks what we think about the current situation. And we will have 
the occasion in October to tackle this important topic.”  

By including these comments on EU-UK relations in his post-summit remarks, President Michel was 
signalling the European Council’s growing frustration with the UK and concern about the conduct 
of the negotiations. The two sides remained far apart on a range of issues, such as “level playing-
field provisions” concerning state aid, environmental and social standards, taxation, and sustainable 
development; police and judicial cooperation; and fisheries. Governance of the putative post-
transition agreement was another divisive issue, with the UK insisting that the European Court of 
Justice not have any role in the future relationship. In addition, the EU was angry over controversial 
clauses in the UK’s Internal Market Bill, which would allow the UK to ignore parts of the Northern 
Ireland Protocol, attached to the Withdrawal Agreement, that sought to prevent a hard trade border 
on the island of Ireland by keeping Northern Ireland inside both the EU customs union at the UK’s 
customs territory. 

Under the circumstances, the European Council decided to hold a substantive discussion on EU-UK 
relations at its summit on 15-16 October. Before that, on 7 October, President Michel had a phone 
call with Prime Minister Johnson, once again to take stock of negotiations. According to the UK 
account of the discussion (President Michel’s office did not provide one), the Prime Minister took a 
tough approach, stating the UK’s “clear commitment to trying to reach an agreement [and] 
underlining that a deal was better for both sides,” but also underlining “that, nevertheless, the UK 
was prepared to end the transition period on Australia-style terms [under basic WTO rules] if an 
agreement could not be found.” The two leaders “agreed to remain in touch on this issue.”  

The following day, President Michel travelled to Dublin for a meeting with Ireland’s Prime Minister, 
Micheál Martin. President Michel stressed that the EU “stands in full solidarity with Ireland and this 
is especially true when it comes to the full implementation of the Withdrawal Agreement and the 
Protocol on Ireland and Northern Ireland. This text has been negotiated for three years. Each word, 
each comma has been debated for hours and hours. It has been ratified by both parties. There is 
simply no question on its full implementation. This is a matter of law, a matter of trust.” Beyond that, 
President Michel reviewed the state of play in the EU-UK negotiations: “I have been very clear 
yesterday with Prime Minister Johnson. It’s now for the UK to restore trust and to put all its cards on 
the table. The EU is doing its utmost to find an agreement with the UK, but not at any cost. We are 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/06/19/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-19-june-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45910/021020-euco-final-conclusions.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/03/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-special-european-council-meeting-on-2-october-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/03/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-special-european-council-meeting-on-2-october-2020/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/pm-call-with-president-of-the-european-council-charles-michel-7-october-2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/pm-call-with-president-of-the-european-council-charles-michel-7-october-2020
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/08/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-joint-press-conference-with-micheal-martin-taoiseach-of-ireland/
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following these negotiations very closely on a daily basis and are fully united behind our negotiator 
Michel Barnier and to get to an agreement, we need significant steps to be made by our British 
friends in the coming days, not only on fisheries but also on the level playing field and governance.” 

The fact that EU leaders took time during their busy mid-October summit to discuss EU-UK relations 
indicated their concern about the state of the negotiations. By that time, EU leaders had hoped that 
the negotiations would have entered the so-called “tunnel” stage, when senior officials would be 
locked in talks to resolve a few remaining outstanding issues. Instead, the two sides seemed far apart 
on a large number of important issues. The summit Conclusions spelled out the EU’s position, with 
a view to ratcheting up pressure on the UK to reach a breakthrough:  “The European Council notes 
with concern that progress on the key issues of interest to the Union is still not sufficient for an 
agreement to be reached,” notably with respect to “the level playing field, governance and 
fisheries.” Against this background, the European Council “calls on the UK to make the necessary 
moves to make an agreement possible.” As regards the Internal Market Bill tabled by the UK 
government, “the European Council recalls that the Withdrawal Agreement and its Protocols must 
be fully and timely implemented.” Accordingly, the European Council “calls upon Member States, 
Union institutions and all stakeholders to step up their work on preparedness and readiness at all 
levels and for all outcomes, including that of no agreement, and invites the Commission, in 
particular, to give timely consideration to unilateral and time-limited contingency measures that are 
in the EUʼs interest.” The Conclusions on EU-U relations ended by saying: “The European Council will 
remain seized of the matter.” 

In his post-summit remarks, President Michel expanded on some of these points. He stressed that 
“A level playing field is critical because it ensures fair competition. For example, if the UK were to 
produce cars without respecting our EU standards, and with the support of massive subsidies, how 
could we be expected to grant them access to our markets with no tariffs and no quotas? That would 
be unfair and would risk hundreds of thousands of European jobs.” He also emphasised the 
important of the Withdrawal Agreement and its Protocols, which “must be fully implemented. Full 
stop. And that’s also a question of international credibility for the UK.” President Michel was at pains 
to underline “the unity of the European Union in this negotiation process. We wish to do our utmost 
to make an agreement with the United Kingdom possible; at the same time, we will continue to 
defend the principles we deem important: the level playing field, the governance of the agreement 
and the question of fisheries are, of course, issues for which we have, from the outset, set out a series 
of principles and commitments of importance to us. We are ready to continue the negotiations, and 
we have stated an extremely calm, equable European position.” 

The UK’s chief negotiator, David Frost, reacted harshly to the summit Conclusions, saying he was 
“surprised” by the suggestion that all future moves needed to come from the UK. Prime Minister 
Johnson also sought to pressure the EU into making concessions in order to move the negotiations 
along. While both sides were posturing in public, EU leaders reportedly discussed the negotiations 
privately, during their 19 November video-conference, despite EU-UK relations not being on the 
agenda. A number of EU leaders, including Belgian Prime Minister Alexander De Croo, Dutch Prime 
Minister Mark Rutte, and French President Macron, called for an acceleration of preparations for a 
“no-deal” scenario.  

Prime Minister Johnson and President von der Leyen subsequently held a number of phone calls to 
try to break the deadlock, but both sides seemed as far apart as ever. A meeting between the 
Commission President and the UK Prime Minister, in Brussels on 7 December, did not go well. A short 
statement by President von der Leyen afterwards encapsulated the sorry state of the negotiations, 
at least as portrayed at the highest level: “We had a lively and interesting discussion on the state of 
play across the list of outstanding issues. We gained a clear understanding of each other´s positions. 
They remain far apart. We agreed that the teams should immediately reconvene to try to resolve 
these essential issues. We will come to a decision by the end of the weekend.” 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/16/european-council-conclusions-15-16-october-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/15/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-first-working-session-of-the-european-council/
https://www.politico.eu/article/uk-brexit-negotiator-disappointed-by-outcome-of-eu-summit/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/654203/EPRS_BRI(2020)654203_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_20_2373
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/statement_20_2373
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It was during this chilly phase of EU-UK relations that the European Council met for its final summit 
of 2020. This seemed like an opportune moment to discuss the apparently stalled EU-UK 
negotiations, but EU leaders were keen to focus on other pressing issues. DW News quoted an “EU 
foreign minister” as saying, on condition of anonymity: “We are fed up with Brexit. Leaders didn't 
want it taking over the summit. We want to concentrate on climate change and other things.”  

In his letter of invitation to the December summit, President Michel noted that: “When it comes to 
relations with the UK, negotiations are on-going based on our common mandate. It is not the 
intention to plan a discussion [at the summit] on the matter. The President of the Commission will 
debrief us on the state of play.” As expected, there was no mention of EU-UK relations in the 
Conclusions. Nor did President Michel mention the subject in his post-summit statement. Speaking 
to the EP on 16 December, President Michel nonetheless expressed the hope that “the coming days 
will help us gain greater clarity on another major issue—the future relationship with the United 
Kingdom. The mandate given by the European Council is clear and it is within that framework that 
our negotiators are working with patience, seriousness and tenacity.” 

Yet out of public view, the negotiations had begun to intensify and to yield results. So much so that, 
on 24 December, in Brussels, the EU and UK negotiators concluded the Trade and Cooperation 
Agreement, which the EU described as “a major step forward to protect European interests, ensure 
fair competition and establish close cooperation in areas of mutual interest.” The complexity of the 
agreement matched the difficulty and intensity of the lengthy negotiations. In general, the 
agreement set out preferential arrangements in areas such as trade in goods and in services, digital 
trade, intellectual property, public procurement, aviation and road transport, energy, fisheries, social 
security coordination, law enforcement and judicial cooperation in criminal matters, thematic 
cooperation and participation in EU programmes. The EU was keen to add that the agreement “is 
underpinned by provisions ensuring a level playing field and respect for fundamental rights.”  

With only a week to go before the end of 2020, things moved quickly. Specifically, on 27 December, 
the Council adopted, by written procedure, the decision on the signing of the agreement and its 
provisional application as of 1 January 2021, pending the consent of the European Parliament and 
conclusion by the Council decision as early as possible in the new year. Finally, on 30 December 30, 
President Charles Michel and President Ursula von der Leyen signed the agreement, in Brussels, on 
behalf of the EU, before the documents were sent to London for signature by Prime Minister 
Johnson later in the day. 

The European Council press release was brief and to the point. Apart from explaining the rather 
unusual signing ceremony, it stated: “The agreement that we signed today is the result of months 
of intense negotiations in which the European Union has displayed an unprecedented level of unity. 
It is a fair and balanced agreement that fully protects the fundamental interests of the European 
Union and creates stability and predictability for citizens and companies.” It also quoted President 
Michel striking a positive note on EU-UK relations, despite the distrust and irritation between both 
sides ever since the 2016 referendum: “On major issues, the European Union stands ready to work 
shoulder to shoulder with the United Kingdom. This will be the case on climate change … and on 
the global response to pandemics, in particular … On foreign affairs, we will seek cooperation on 
specific issues based on shared values and interests. These are major issues that will have to be 
discussed on a regular basis, like we do with our strategic partners, and I am looking forward to such 
a cooperation.” 

10.4. Turkey 
Of the various external issues that the European Council addressed in 2020, relations with Turkey 
took up the most time and were among the most perplexing. At its February meeting, the European 
Council issued a Declaration on the situation in the war-torn Syrian region of Idlib. This was the only 

https://www.dw.com/en/eu-leaders-to-tackle-climate-coronavirus-set-brexit-aside/a-55890921
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/09/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-on-10-11-december-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/16/report-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-european-council-of-10-and-11-december-2020/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/relations-non-eu-countries/relations-united-kingdom/eu-uk-trade-and-cooperation-agreement_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/relations-non-eu-countries/relations-united-kingdom/eu-uk-trade-and-cooperation-agreement_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_2531
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/30/press-release-signature-of-the-eu-uk-agreement-30-december-2020/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/694203/EPRS_BRI(2021)694203_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/02/21/declaration-of-the-european-council-on-the-situation-in-idlib/
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issue besides the MFF that EU leaders addressed at the special summit. There was no mention of 
Idlib in President Michel’s invitation letter, in his remarks before or after summit, or in the provisional 
agenda. The Declaration called on the Syrian regime and its backers, as well as other actors, to cease 
hostilities immediately. The European Council was motivated by humanitarian concerns—the 
Declaration stressed the EU’s commitment “to strengthening its humanitarian assistance to the 
most vulnerable civilian population in the Idlib area”—and by concern that the deteriorating 
security situation in the region would trigger another large-scale influx of migrants into the EU.   

Underlying the Declaration on Idlib was Turkey’s role in the Syrian conflict and a seemingly related 
increase, beginning in mid-February, in the number of migrants crossing from Turkey into Greece. 
Although the Declaration did not mention Turkey, it clearly reflected EU leaders’ awareness of the 
continuous challenge of managing relations with the EU’s largest neighbour to the south-east. Even 
after Russia and Turkey apparently agreed, in early March, to a ceasefire in Idlib province, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan maintained pressure on the EU by allowing more migrants to cross 
through Turkey into Greece and the Western Balkans. Apart from possibly wanting to discomfit the 
EU, his aim appeared to be to force a revision of the 2016 EU-Turkey “statement” on stopping the 
flow of irregular migration via Turkey to Europe, with a view to secure more funding for Turkey and 
visa liberalization for Turks wanting to enter the EU. 

The deterioration in EU-Turkish relations resulted in two high-level meetings between EU leaders of 
both sides within a week of each other. On 4 March, in Ankara, President Michel held talks with 
President Erdoğan. According to the European Council press release, “The meeting was frank and 
necessary. The migration situation on the EU's sea and land borders and the crisis in Syria were at 
the heart of the talks.” President Michel reiterated his support to Greece and Bulgaria, two EU 
countries on the frontline of the incipient migration crisis, and for Cyprus, which was deeply 
concerned about marine exploration by Turkish vessels in the eastern Mediterranean. President 
Michel and President Erdoğan agreed that the “EU-Turkey Statement [the March 2016 deal] remains 
the basis of our migration partnership, [which was] was agreed in good faith and needs continued 
efforts from both sides.” That said, “Reducing the current migration tensions on the borders of 
Europe is essential,” just as “A sustainable cease-fire and a lasting political solution to the Syria crisis 
is urgently needed.” 

On 9 March, President Michel again met President Erdoğan, this time in Brussels, together with 
President von der Leyen. They discussed bilateral relations, the implementation of the EU-Turkey 
statement on migration, security and stability in the region, and the crisis in Syria. 

According to President Michel, he and President von der Leyen were able to show “how the 
European Union has implemented its financial commitments, including the promise to mobilise a 
total of €6 billion to support the refugees who are in Turkey.” The leaders nonetheless decided to 
task the High Representative-Vice President and the Turkish Foreign Minister “to work over the next 
few days on clarifying the implementation of the deal between Turkey and the European Union. This 
will ensure that both sides are interpreting the statement in the same way.”  

These high-level meetings helped to reduce tension between the EU and Turkey, although a 
number of EU leaders remained concerned about the situation. Cyprus and Greece, countries that 
historically were at odds with Turkey, wanted the EU to take a tough line in its dealings with 
President Erdoğan. Germany, the focal point of the 2015 migration crisis, felt that the EU needed to 
be more circumspect in its relations with Turkey in order to preserve the benefits of the March 2016 
EU-Turkey statement. Differences over how to deal with Turkey played out in early March in 
discussions among EU foreign ministers. However, EU leaders did not discuss Turkey—or any issue 
other than the Covid-19 crisis—during their video-conferences on 10 March and 17 March. It was 
only at their video-conference on 26 March that EU leaders briefly addressed the “situation at the 
EU’s external borders.” In particular, they “expressed their concerns over the situation at the Greek-

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/03/04/press-release-on-meeting-between-president-charles-michel-and-president-recep-tayyip-erdogan/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2020/03/09/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/43076/26-vc-euco-statement-en.pdf
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Turkish border and their full solidarity with Greece, as well as with Bulgaria and Cyprus and other 
affected member states, including in efforts to manage the EU’s external borders.”  

Whereas pressure on the EU’s south-eastern border eased in late March and April, the illegal drilling 
activities by Turkey in Cyprus’ exclusive economic zone remained a cause of acute concern for 
Cyprus and Greece. In their video-conference on 23 April, devoted mostly to the Covid-19 crisis, EU 
leaders addressed this issue briefly. According to the Conclusions of the President, EU leaders: 
“expressed our full solidarity with Cyprus and recalled and reaffirmed our previous conclusions on 
this matter” (a reference to earlier EU condemnation of Turkey’s actions, notably at the October 2019 
and December 2019 summits). 

In early June, Greece lodged a strong protest with Ankara over Turkish plans to expand oil and gas 
exploration in areas of the Mediterranean Sea that Greece considers its own. In light of that 
development, there was speculation that EU leaders would discuss the issue at their video-
conference on 19 June, and again at their July summit. In the event, EU leaders did not appear to do 
so. At the July summit, where EU leaders finally reached agreement on the MFF and the recovery 
fund, Greece and Cyprus reportedly raised the question of Turkey’s drilling activities in the eastern 
Mediterranean, stressing that the EU ‘should respond collectively and decisively in concrete terms’ 
and asking for ‘tough sanctions.’ Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis also reportedly raised the 
issue of the reconversion by Turkish authorities of the monumental Hagia Sophia, historically the 
seat of the Patriarchate of Constantinople and a principal setting for Byzantine imperial ceremonies, 
into a mosque. Neither Turkish drilling nor the repurposing of Hagia Sophia was mentioned in the 
summit conclusions or by President Michel in his closing remarks. 

Beginning with the 19 August video-conference, which they devoted exclusively to external 
relations, EU leaders spent a considerable amount of time at their remaining meetings in 2020 
addressing relations with Turkey (the exception was the 19 November video-conference, which was 
dominated by discussions about the second wave of Covid-19). In his letter of invitation to the 19 
August meeting, President Michel proposed that “we allow time for thorough preparation and come 
back to the topic … (of) the situation in the Eastern Mediterranean during a special European 
Council on 24-25 September 2020.” In light of increasingly aggressive Turkish activity in the region, 
however, Cyprus and Greece were not content to let the matter rest until then. According to the 
Conclusions by the President: “The situation in the Eastern Mediterranean and the relations with 
Turkey were raised by some Member States. We are increasingly concerned about the growing 
tensions and stressed the urgent need to de-escalate.” As a result, EU leaders “expressed our full 
solidarity with Greece and Cyprus and recalled and reaffirmed our previous conclusions on the 
illegal drilling activities. We agreed to revert to these issues during our meeting in September. All 
options will be on the table.” 

Apart from Belarus, Turkey was the most prominent third-country of concern to EU leaders in the 
second half of 2020. By that time worries about a big increase in migration from and through Turkey 
into the EU had abated, but the issue of illegal drilling was still unresolved. This issue was of 
immediate concern to fewer Member States than was the issue of migration. The fact that the 
European Council devoted so much time to Turkey in late 2020 was testimony, therefore, to the 
ability of only a few Member States, notably Cyprus and Greece, to prioritise an issue that was 
especially pressing for them. In addition to its persistence, Cyprus managed to exert outsized 
influence in the European Council by informally linking the question of Turkish illegal drilling to the 
imposition of EU sanctions against Belarus. From the perspective of Cyprus, a small Member State, 
this was an adroit move. 

In advance of European Council discussions on Turkey, President Michel engaged in “much 
preparation with the Member States.” In particular, he and a handful of EU leaders—notably 
President Macron, who took a strong stand against Turkey’s activities in the eastern Mediterranean, 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/04/23/conclusions-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-video-conference-with-members-of-the-european-council-on-23-april-2020/
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Chancellor Merkel, who was keenly interested in EU-Turkish relations and was President-in-Office of 
the Council in the second half of 2020, the Prime Minister of Greece, and the President of Cyprus—
used “smaller formats, smaller video conferences … to prepare our position … regarding Turkey in 
the Eastern Mediterranean. We think it’s an effective approach, in order to be certain that we have 
space for real interactivity, political interactivity among the leaders.”  

Relations with Turkey as well as the more immediate issue of Belarus dominated discussions among 
EU leaders at dinner on the first day of the 1-2 October summit. After taking a tough stand against 
Turkey, EU leaders were able to reach agreement at the summit on imposing sanctions against 
officials accused of orchestrating the suppression of protests in Belarus. Cyprus eased its position in 
part because the Turkish vessel Oruc Reis, which had been exploring for gas in territory claimed by 
Greece and Cyprus, had recently returned to port.   

The European Council devoted two pages of its Conclusions to developments in the Eastern 
Mediterranean. To being with, it “reiterated its full solidarity with Greece and Cyprus, whose 
sovereignty and sovereign rights must be respected … Pursuing dialogue in good faith and 
abstaining from unilateral actions which run counter to the EU interests and violate international 
law and the sovereign rights of EU member states is an absolute requirement … All differences must 
be resolved through peaceful dialogue and in accordance with international law.” Beyond that, the 
European Council adopted a carrot and stick approach to Turkey. First, the carrot: “Provided 
constructive efforts to stop illegal activities vis-à-vis Greece and Cyprus are sustained, the European 
Council has agreed to launch a positive political EU-Turkey agenda with a specific emphasis on the 
modernisation of the Customs Union and trade facilitation, people to people contacts, High level 
dialogues, continued cooperation on migration issues, in line with the 2016 EU-Turkey Statement.” 
Then, the stick: “in case of renewed unilateral actions or provocations in breach of international law, 
the EU will use all the instruments and the options at its disposal, including [sanctions], in order to 
defend its interests and those of its Member States.” In an effort to get beyond the current impasse, 
“The European Council invites its President, in cooperation with the President of the Commission 
and with the support of the High Representative, to develop a proposal for re-energising the EU-
Turkey agenda.” 

President Michel, in turn, devoted a considerable amount of time in his lengthy post-summit 
remarks to addressing the Turkish situation. Putting Turkey in a broader strategic perspective, 
President Michel explained that “We had the opportunity today, as planned, to hold an intense, 
serious, strategic debate on the fundamentals of several extremely important international issues 
… It was against this backdrop that we held the debate on the situation in the Eastern 
Mediterranean and our relationship with Turkey.” President Michel then made three specific points. 
The first concerned a dual strategy that the EU was adopting towards Turkey. “On the one hand, we 
confirm that we are willing to give political dialogue a chance to forge progress towards greater 
stability and predictability in the mutual interest of all concerned. On the other hand, we state our 
firm commitment to our principles and values.” In other words, “we are ready to engage in a more 
positive agenda with Turkey, provided that Turkey also engages in a more positive approach and 
puts an end to unilateral actions that are contrary to international law.” The second point was about 
the possible reunification of Cyprus, a long-standing EU goal: “we support the speedy resumption 
of the UN-led Cyprus settlement negotiations and we remain fully committed to a comprehensive 
settlement of the Cyprus problem within the UN framework, taking into consideration the different 
resolutions.” The third point referred to a possible “Multilateral Conference to develop a more 
positive channel of dialogue and communications [with Turkey] … [and] to tackle some very 
important challenges, like maritime delimitations, security questions, migration, economic 
development or energy.” Finally, “to show how seriously we intend to take the process we have 
embarked upon with this dual approach,” President Michel explained that “we have decided to 
bring this matter before the European Council at the latest in December, before the end of the year, 
when we will take stock of developments, which we hope will be positive between now and then.”  
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Far from being positive, developments in EU-Turkey relations immediately after the early October 
summit were decidedly negative. In particular, Turkey redeployed the Oruç Reis to operate in the 
contested waters of the eastern Mediterranean. This prompted Cyprus and Greece to raise the issue 
at the next meeting of the European Council, on 15-16 October. The other EU leaders obliged, and 
a brief discussion of relations with Turkey duly took place. “Concerning the situation in the Eastern 
Mediterranean,” President Michel remarked after the summit, “we deplore Turkey’s unilateral 
actions and provocations. We reaffirmed the conclusions we approved two weeks ago at the last 
European Council.”  

The EU’s growing frustration with Turkey was again apparent at the EU leaders’ next meeting, the 
video-conference on 29 October. Taking time from their discussion of the resurgent Covid-19 crisis, 
EU leaders once again condemned Turkey’s provocative actions in the eastern Mediterranean. 

A clearly exasperated President Michel confirmed in his post-summit remarks that the European 
Council had “mentioned Turkey today.” Despite having “offered a clear way to work towards a 
positive agenda with Turkey,” so far “Turkey has not chosen this path.” On the contrary, Turkey had 
taken “unilateral action in the Eastern Mediterranean, provocations and rhetoric, which are 
completely unacceptable. We will have the opportunity to revert to this topic in December.”  

By the time of the December summit, EU leaders were ready to discuss imposing serious sanctions 
against Turkey over its unremitting provocations in the eastern Mediterranean. The fact that Turkey 
had once again recalled the exploration vessel Oruç Reis, shortly before the summit, failed to mollify 
the European Council. President Sassoli did not beat about the bush in his opening speech at the 
summit: “As regards Turkey and the situation in the Eastern Mediterranean, unfortunately not much 
has changed since we last met. During the last round of talks in November, Parliament condemned 
Turkey’s illegal activities in Varosha [an abandoned part of the Cypriot city of Famagusta, under 
Turkish control since the 1974 invasion] as undermining mutual trust and the prospects for a 
comprehensive resolution of the Cyprus problem. We must therefore give serious thought to using 
all the tools at our disposal, including economic sanctions, in order to send a credible signal that we 
stand by the territorial integrity of Cyprus. Turkey must realise that because of its actions the 
prospects of achieving a positive outcome are diminishing rapidly.” 

EU leaders were nonetheless divided not in their condemnation of Turkish behaviour, but over how 
far to go in response to it. As President Michel admitted after the December summit, this had been 
“a difficult discussion.” The summit Conclusions noted despondently that Turkey had once again 
“engaged in unilateral actions and provocations and escalated its rhetoric against the EU, EU 
Member States and European leaders. Turkish unilateral and provocative activities in the Eastern 
Mediterranean are still taking place, including in Cyprus’ exclusive economic zone.” In light of those 
developments, and notwithstanding the EU’s offer “of a cooperative and mutually beneficial 
relationship with Turkey,” the European Council “invited the Council to adopt additional listings 
based on its Decision of 11 November 2019 concerning restrictive measures in view of Turkey’s 
unauthorised drilling activities in the Eastern Mediterranean. It also invited the High Representative 
and the Commission to submit a report on the state of play concerning the EU-Turkey political, 
economic and trade relations and on instruments and options on how to proceed, including on the 
extension of the scope of the above-mentioned decision,” for consideration at the latest at the 
March 2021 summit.   

In his report to the EP on 16 December, President Michel stated categorically that “The decision was 
taken to apply sanctions to Turkey.” Those sanctions were nonetheless mild. Several EU leaders, 
including Chancellor Merkel, were reluctant to take stronger measures against a country that, 
despite its adversarial approach towards the EU in 2020, remained strategically important for the 
pursuit of several key EU interests. It seemed at the end of 2020 as if Turkey and the EU were destined 
to continue their strained relationship well into the new year. 
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10.5. Belarus 
The EU has had a troubled relationship with Belarus since the Alexander Lukashenko became 
President of the newly independent country, in 1994. The hallmarks of President Lukashenko’s rule 
have been human rights abuses, fraudulent elections, and political repression. As a result, the EU 
imposed sanctions as long ago as 1997, which it lifted in 2016 following the release of political 
prisoners. Belarus is part of the EU’s Eastern Partnership (EaP) initiative, along with Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine. At the same time, Belarus is closely allied to Russia, with 
which in 1999 it signed a treaty for a ‘Union State’ between the two countries, which nonetheless 
never came into existence. President Lukashenko’s authoritarianism and close ties to Russia, as well 
as endemic poverty in Belarus, were always of concern to the EU, even if relations with Belarus were 
far from being an EU priority. 

That changed suddenly in August 2020, after yet another fraudulent presidential election in Belarus. 
Different, this time, was the refusal of large number of Belarusians to accept the outcome. The 
subsequent attacks by Belarusian police against peaceful protesters was shocking. The EU could not 
ignore what was happening. As a result, President Michel called on EU leaders to discuss 
developments in Belarus in a video-conference, on 19 August. As he wrote in his letter of invitation, 
“The people of Belarus have the right to determine their own future. To allow for this, violence has 
to stop … Those responsible must be held to account … a peaceful and inclusive dialogue has to 
be launched. The leadership of Belarus must reflect the will of the people. There should be no 
outside interference.” President Michel called on EU leaders to discuss how best to respond to the 
evolving situation in Belarus, and stated that “The EU has started work on sanctions.” 

The leaders of countries adjacent to Belarus had a particular interest in what was happening there. 
Shortly before the video-conference began, the Visegrad Group (Czechia, Hungary, Poland, and 
Slovakia) issued a joint statement of support for “the right of the people of Belarus to free, fair and 
democratic presidential elections.” and called “on any foreign actors to refrain from actions that 
would undermine Belarus’s independence and sovereignty.” Clearly, this was a reference to Russia. 
Indeed, in a sign of the high geopolitical stakes involved in the crisis, Chancellor Merkel, President 
Macron, and President Michel soon discussed the situation with President Putin.   

At their 19 August video-conference, EU leaders declared that “As the elections in Belarus 
were neither free nor fair, and did not meet international standards, the EU does not recognise the 
results presented by the Belarus authorities … (and) stands in solidarity with the people of Belarus.” 
In an expression of hope rather than probability, the Conclusions by the President claimed that “The 
EU expects a complete and transparent investigation into all alleged abuses.” Of more immediate 
relevance, “The EU will shortly impose sanctions against a substantial number of individuals 
responsible for violence, repression and the falsification of election results.”  

The situation in Belarus continued to deteriorate, and to worry EU leaders. The imposition of 
sanctions became bound up in the contentious question of EU-Turkey relations, with Cyprus 
apparently holding out against approving sanctions against Belarus unless the EU would also agree 
to sanction Turkey. This drew attention to procedural aspects of EU foreign-policy, notably the need 
for unanimity in decision-making. It also demonstrated why sensitive foreign policy issues required 
the attention of EU leaders, who had the authority to take political decisions above the level of 
foreign ministers. 

Indeed, it took a discussion among EU leaders at their summit on 1-2 October to reassure Cyprus 
and reach a political agreement on sanctions against the regime in Belarus, in the form of travel bans 
and the freezing of asset of officials accused of involvement in the fraudulent August election and 
subsequent repression. The European Council duly called on the Council to adopt the decision 
without delay. In his post-summit remarks, a jubilant President Michel called the sanctions decision 
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“… a clear signal. We are credible. It’s very important to do what we had decided a few weeks ago.” 
Apart from that, EU leaders called on the Belarusian authorities to end violence and repression, 
release all detainees and political prisoners, respect media freedom and civil society, and start an 
inclusive national dialogue. It also encouraged the European Commission to prepare a plan of 
economic support for democratic Belarus. 

The European Council held only a brief discussion of Belarus at the October 15-16 summit, when EU 
leaders expressed solidarity with Lithuania and Poland in light of the retaliatory measures taken by 
Belarus against EU sanctions, and condemned the continuing violence against peaceful protesters. 
They did not discuss Belarus again until the December summit. On that occasion, they referred 
briefly not to the August election and the subsequent repression of peaceful demonstrators, but to 
“the importance of ensuring nuclear safety of the Belarusian nuclear power plant Ostrovets and 
invited the Commission to investigate possible measures preventing commercial electricity imports 
from third countries’ nuclear facilities that do not fulfil EU recognised safety levels.”  

This was a curious end to the Belarus saga in 2020, given the prominence of the issue between 
August and October. The outcome of the election remained contested; the Belarusian regime 
remained entrenched, and EU sanctions were still in place. Yet the Belarus had lost its urgency for 
the European Council, which juggled a host of other pressing issued at the end of an exceptional—
and exceptionally busy—year. 

10.6. Russia 
In 2020, the European Council did not specifically address relations with Russia, but the subject 
cropped up with respect to developments in Belarus, Libya, Nagorno-Karabakh, Ukraine, and Syria, 
as well as concerns about cybersecurity and the poisoning of Alexei Navalny. Russia was involved in 
each of these issues, to some extent or other. Indeed, the extent of Russian involvement, and the 
importance of EU-Russia relations, warrants the inclusion of most of them under the heading 
“Russia” in this section. The fact that the European Council did not discuss policy towards Russia, in 
a holistic way, was a source of some irritation to President Macron, who felt that the EU needed to 
develop a comprehensive, strategic approach to relations with its immediate neighbours. At the 
summit on 1 October, President Macron (who departed before the second day) reportedly stressed 
that the EU needed a regional policy capable of addressing the challenges posed by both Turkey 
and Russia, and that EU leaders should continue to discuss and shape the EU’s strategic vision.  

The on-going, low-intensity conflict in Ukraine was a major irritant in EU-Russia relations.  

At the end of the 19 June video-conference, Chancellor Merkel and President Macron informed EU 
leaders about the state of play regarding implementation of the Minsk agreements. Concluded by 
France, Germany, Ukraine, and Russia (the “Normandy Four”) in 2015, the Minsk agreements sought 
to end the conflict in eastern Ukraine, where Russian-backed separatists have been fighting Ukraine 
government forces. The Agreements have been largely ineffective. After the briefing, the European 
Council gave a green light to the roll-over of the economic sanctions against Russia, which the 
Council proceeded to implement. 

The destruction of Malaysian Airlines flight MH17 by a Russian ground-to-air missile launched from 
rebel-controlled eastern Ukraine, in July 2014, remained a bitter bone of contention in EU-Russia 
relations. The event was instrumental in galvanizing EU/Dutch public opinion against Russia. At its 
15-16 October summit, the European Council called on the Russian Federation to continue the 
trilateral negotiations between Australia (where a large majority of the passengers came from), the 
Netherlands (where the flight originated and also where 193 out of 298 passengers also came from), 
and the Russian Federation with a view to investigating fully the circumstances surrounding 
the downing of flight of the aircraft. According to the summit Conclusions, “After more than six years 
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since this tragic event the 298 victims and their next of kin deserve justice. The European Council 
supports all efforts to establish truth, justice and accountability, in line with UN Security Council 
Resolution 2166.”  

August was a busy and a bad month for EU-Russia relations. Although the EU did not suspect that 
Russia had a hand in the fraudulent presidential election in Belarus on 9 August, Russia’s long-
standing support for President Lukashenko introduced a “Russia dimension” into EU discussions 
about how to respond to the fallout from the election. Then, on 20 August, Russian opposition figure 
and anti-corruption activist Alexei Navalny was poisoned with a Novichok nerve agent and was 
hospitalised in serious condition. There was little doubt about Russia’s complicity in the incident. 
Chancellor Merkel took a keen interest in the case, as she had successfully pressed Russia for Alexei 
Navalny to be transferred to a hospital in Germany for life-saving treatment.  

Leaders discussed the Navalny case at their first opportunity, on 1-2 October summit. As President 
Michel explained after the summit, “We were debriefed by the German Chancellor, since it was 
Germany which admitted Navalny for treatment in one of its hospitals. We condemn the use of a 
military chemical weapon, which is incompatible with the principles of dignity and the principles of 
international law. We call for transparency to be made possible in the investigations, and we will 
come back to this matter at the next European Council in order to assess the situation.” The 
Conclusions recorded that: “The European Council condemns the assassination attempt on Alexei 
Navalny with a military chemical nerve agent from the ʻNovichokʼ group. The use of chemical 
weapons constitutes a serious breach of international law. The European Council calls upon the 
Russian Federation’s authorities to fully cooperate with the Organisation for the Prohibition of 
Chemical Weapons (OPCW) to ensure an impartial international investigation and to bring those 
responsible to justice. The European Council will return to the matter on 15-16 October 2020.”  

In fact, EU leaders did not return to the subject at their 15-16 October meeting. Following 
confirmation from the OPCW that Alexei Navalny was indeed the victim of a poisoning attempt 
using a nerve agent, the Council had already adopted sanctions against Russia before the summit 
took place. Given their crowded agenda, EU leaders therefore decided not to discuss the case 
formally during the mid-October meeting. Nor did the European Council address the Navalny case, 
or other Russia-related issues, in the remainder of 2020. Nevertheless, given the situation in Belarus, 
the conflict in Ukraine, and the poisoning of Alexei Navalny, relations with Russia were clearly 
uppermost in the minds of many EU leaders, especially those from the Baltic states and from Central 
and Eastern Europe. Discussing a strategic approach towards relations with Russia was long overdue 
in the European Council, but would have to await another year. 

10.7. Nagorno-Karabakh 
The sudden outbreak of hostilities between Armenia and Azerbaijan over the contested territory of 
Nagorno-Karabakh, in September 2020, was the kind of unexpected incident that required at least 
a ritualistic response from the European Council. In this case, the wider international dimension—
Russia supported Armenia, at least rhetorically; Turkey supported Azerbaijan, rhetorically and 
militarily—gave the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict additional importance.  

The European Council duly addressed the issue at its meeting on 1-2 October. President Michel 
made quite extensive remarks about Nagorno-Karabakh after the first day of the summit: “Finally, 
the last item I would like to mention is Nagorno-Karabakh. We were debriefed by the High 
Representative. Several Member States have sent us their analyses, including the French President. 
I have personally had the opportunity to speak to President Aliyev (of Azerbaijan) and to the Prime 
Minister of Armenia, Nikol Pashinyan, this week. Of course, we call for an immediate cessation of 
hostilities. We stand ready, alongside all stakeholders, to endeavour to encourage a resumption of 
political dialogue in the framework of the Minsk Group [France, Russia, and the United States, which 
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had already called on Armenia and Azerbaijan to end the fighting and resume negotiations] within 
the OSCE, as we believe this is the only option to stem the escalation of violence in the hostilities. 
We consider it essential to ensure stability and security. We shall continue to be highly active in this 
matter, and we naturally intend to do our best to guarantee the protection of people in the region 
as far as we can.”  

The conclusions included one paragraph—out of 30 paragraphs—on the conflict: “The European 
Council calls for an immediate cessation of hostilities and urges parties to recommit to a lasting 
ceasefire and the peaceful settlement of the conflict. The loss of life and the toll on the civilian 
population are unacceptable. There can be no military solution to the conflict, nor any external 
interference. Azerbaijan and Armenia should engage in substantive negotiations without 
preconditions. The European Council expresses its support for the OSCE Minsk Group Co-Chairs and 
asks the High Representative to examine further EU support for the settlement process.”  

Although fighting in Nagorno-Karabakh continued until early November, the European Council 
appears not to have reverted to the subject, at least in any meaningful way. Speaking after the 15-
16 October summit, President Michel remarked, almost in passing, that “We also took stock of other 
subjects, such as … the situation in Nagorno-Karabakh, for instance.” However, the subject was not 
mentioned in President Michel’s invitation to the summit, or in the conclusions. Doubtless, the 
European Council was relieved to hear of the sudden end to hostilities in the region, and equally 
relieved that Russia and Turkey had not exploited the conflict in a way that would further complicate 
the EU’s relations with either of them. 

10.8. The Southern Neighbourhood 
The festering civil war in Libya, in which a number of regional powers, notably Russia and Turkey, 
had become embroiled, was worrisome for the EU. The German government had taken the initiative 
in 2020 to organise two international conferences, in Berlin, to bring an end to the fighting and 
facilitate a UN-sponsored peace process. The so-called Berlin process had mixed results. EU leaders 
worried not only about the security and humanitarian situation in Libya, but also about a possible 
increase in migration through Libya across the central Mediterranean. This was a particular concern 
for Malta.  

Nonetheless, EU leaders discussed Libya only once at a meeting of the European Council in 2020, at 
the final summit of the year, in the context of a broader discussion about the Southern 
Neighbourhood. That said, the leaders of France, Germany, and Italy used the opportunity of being 
able to get together during the lengthy July summit to craft a joint statement expressing concern 
at the deteriorating military situation in Libya, calling for a cease-fire, and warning the different 
actors involved of possible sanctions. After a brief discussion of the situation in Libya, at the 
December summit, the European Council “called on all actors to act in accordance with the 
principles of the Berlin process. The EU recalls the offer to support the Libyan Coast Guard through 
training and monitoring as well as the provision of equipment and vessels, in accordance with 
international law, including international humanitarian law.”  

Libya was a small, albeit highly unstable, part of the EU’s Southern Neighbourhood, which stretched 
from Morocco to the Middle East. In the Conclusions of the 15-16 October summit, the following 
sentence appeared: “In this year of the 25th anniversary of the Barcelona process, the European 
Council will hold a strategic discussion on the Southern Neighbourhood in December.” (The 
Barcelona process was an ambitious EU initiative, launched in 1995, to develop close relations with 
the countries North Africa and the Middle East). There was no mention of the Southern 
Neighbourhood in other documents relating to the summit, or in most media reports about it. 
However, the new Leaders’ Agenda, which President Michel had proposed and the European 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45910/021020-euco-final-conclusions.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/16/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-european-council-meeting-on-15-and-16-october-2020/
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/aussenpolitik/laenderinformationen/libyen-node/second-conference-libya/2467486
https://www.elysee.fr/emmanuel-macron/2020/07/18/tensions-militaires-en-libye-la-france-lallemagne-et-litalie-demandent-le-cessez-le-feu-et-la-fin-de-lescalade-militaire
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/47296/1011-12-20-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/46341/1516-10-20-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45951/leaders-agenda-2020-2021-en.p
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Council had adopted on 1 October, called for a discussion of “External relations (Southern 
Neighbourhood)” at the December summit  

In his invitation letter to the December summit, President Michel made a brief reference to the 
Southern Neighbourhood: “On Friday morning (11 December), we will address the Southern 
Neighbourhood. It is a key region for our strategic interests and we should examine how to revive it 
and lend it a new dimension.” To the extent that they had a meaningful discussion about the region, 
EU leaders appear to have focused on Libya and Syria. Indeed, referring to another topic discussed 
briefly at the December summit, President Michel remarked afterwards: “The discussion itself on this 
topic (terrorism) was not very long because much energy had already been devoted to other 
subjects. As you will have gathered, the same is true for the Southern Neighbourhood.”  

Nonetheless, the summit Conclusions on the subject of the Southern Neighbourhood were 
surprisingly long. They had been well prepared for EU leaders to sign off on:   

“A democratic, more stable, greener and more prosperous Southern Neighbourhood is a strategic 
priority for the EU. Twenty-five years after the launching of the Barcelona Process, we are 
determined to relaunch, reinforce and further develop this strategic partnership built on a shared 
geography and history. We want to jointly fight the Covid-19 pandemic, strengthen the resilience 
of our economies and societies, preserve our collective security, address the challenge of mobility 
and migration and offer prospects to young people on both shores of the Mediterranean. Work will 
be guided by the Strategic Agenda 2019-2024 and the key principles of our Neighbourhood policy, 
and supported by effective use of all our instruments. We will develop a new Agenda for the 
Mediterranean based on shared priorities and a focus on specific Mediterranean responses and close 
cooperation in areas such as environment, connectivity, education and culture, and natural 
resources. In this respect, it is essential to strengthen the role of civil society. The European Council 
looks forward to the upcoming Joint Communication of the Commission and the High 
Representative on a renewed partnership with the Southern Neighbourhood.” Despite the 
emphasis in the Conclusions on the strategic dimension of EU policy towards the Southern 
Neighbourhood, EU leaders had not had time at the December summit to have a meaningful 
discussion of such a complex issue, as called for in the Strategic Agenda. 

10.9. Africa 
The importance of Africa for the European Union—based on historical, cultural, economic, 
diplomatic, and demographic ties—is obvious. Yet a cursory look at the activities of the European 
Council in 2020 would suggest that Africa is far from being a priority. Indeed, the European Council 
addressed the EU’s relations with the entire continent of Africa only once during the year, at its 15-
16 October summit. Apart from that, the European Council mentioned only two African country 
during the whole of 2020. Those countries were Libya and Mali, where a military coup too place on 
18 August (EU leaders discussed the situation during their video-conference the following day). 

The European Council’s apparent neglect of Africa was not due to lack of interest on the part of 
President Michel. As a former Prime Minister of Belgium, a country with a long and troubled history 
of involvement in the African continent, Charles Michel had a particular interest in the region, not 
least with a view to building a harmonious and mutually beneficial post-colonial relationship. 
Charles Michel carried his enthusiasm for the Africa into his Presidency of the European Council. As 
he said in his speech at the official dinner of the African Union Summit in Addis Ababa, on 9 February 
2020: “It is with deep pleasure that I return to this continent, for which I have so much affection … 
And this I say with solemnity: Europe will meet the challenge [of closer relations with Africa]. This is 
a priority for my new term as President of the European Council.” Referring to “a metamorphosis of 
this continent but also that of Europe,” President Michel called for a new relationship between 
neighbours with a view to meeting common challenges, such as climate change and the digital 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/09/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-on-10-11-december-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/11/intervention-du-president-charles-michel-a-l-issue-des-reunions-du-conseil-europeen-et-du-sommet-de-la-zone-euro-des-10-et-11-decembre-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/47296/1011-12-20-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/02/09/speech-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-official-dinner-of-the-african-union-summit-in-addis-ababa/
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revolution: “Europe is your partner for trade, investment, cooperation and development. But this 
partnership is no longer enough; it needs to be reinvented. We must build a new house to 
accommodate our many common interests, and we must write a new chapter together.”  

The fact that President Michel undertook the trip to Addis Ababa at a time when he was deeply 
immersed in preparations for the February summit on the MFF indicated his commitment to the 
continent and his desire to open a new chapter in EU-Africa relations. Unfortunately, the onset of 
the Covid-19 crisis preoccupied President Michel and the other EU leaders—indeed, leaders 
everywhere in the world—to the detriment of non-COVID-related affairs. Relations with Africa were 
put on the back burner. Nevertheless, President Michel was in touch with other EU leaders about 
development in Africa and participated in virtual meetings with African leaders, such the summit of 
G5 Sahel countries (Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, and Niger), where he delivered a lengthy 
speech on 30 June. 

The military coup in Mali was a reminder that non-COVID-related events continued to occur and to 
require the European Council’s attention. The European Council was concerned not only about the 
destabilising impact of the coup on the region, but also about its implications for the fight against 
terrorism. Accordingly, at their 19 August video-conference, which happened to be devoted 
exclusively to external relations, EU leaders reacted to the breaking news of developments in Mali. 
The Conclusions by the President proclaimed that: “The events in Mali are of deep concern and can 
have a destabilising impact on the entire region and on the fight against terrorism.  The EU calls for 
an immediate release of prisoners and restoration of the rule of law. The EU works in full 
coordination with African and international partners and supports ECOWAS [the Economic 
Community of West African States] efforts to find a solution in line with the aspirations of the Malian 
people.” 

It was only in mid-October, when EU leaders devoted their regular, in-person summit to a range of 
issues—the resurgent Covid-19 crisis, relations with the UK, climate change and external relations—
that Africa appeared on the agenda. In his letter of invitation, President Michel informed EU leaders 
that “On Friday, we will reconvene for a strategic discussion on our relations with Africa, with a view 
to our upcoming meeting with African Union Leaders (scheduled to take place on 9 December). Our 
objective is to renew and deepen our political relations, taking them to a higher level, based on 
mutual respect and the willingness to accommodate each other's interests.”  

Regardless of how much time EU leaders spent discussing Africa during an extremely busy summit, 
the Conclusions, admittedly drafted well in advance, contained a lengthy explanation of the current 
state of EU-Africa relations and of the European Council’s hopes for the future: “The EU attaches high 
priority to strengthening its strategic relations with Africa and its partnership with the African Union 
… In the current context, solidarity and close cooperation in the fight against the Covid-19 
pandemic, including the development of vaccines and their distribution, are crucial … the European 
Council is committed to furthering international debt relief efforts for African countries in a 
coordinated manner within the relevant multilateral frameworks … The EU is Africa’s biggest 
trading, investment and development partner … we can do more to harness the enormous 
potential of our relationship. In parallel with its own green and digital transformation, the EU wishes 
to [assist Africa] with its economic transformation … by working together on a comprehensive 
multi-sector, multi-level and multi-stakeholder investment programme.” The European Council 
identified five sectors as “key for further cooperation and investment: the digital and knowledge 
economy; renewable energy; transport; health; agri-food systems.”  Finally, “The European Council 
calls for enhanced cooperation with Africa to advance multilateral solutions in general in the global 
arena. Consultations with African partners in order to jointly define common priorities are of the 
essence. By joining forces, we will be able to better defend our common interests in an increasingly 
complex and uncertain world. This requires us to be more united in the stances we take on the global 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/11/30/press-release-by-president-charles-michel-on-the-high-level-video-conference-with-the-g5-sahel/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/11/30/press-release-by-president-charles-michel-on-the-high-level-video-conference-with-the-g5-sahel/
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scene, and more determined and effective in exerting our combined influence, including in 
multilateral fora.”  

The comprehensive Conclusions on Africa, which President Michel summarised in his post-summit 
remarks, represented the high point of the European Council’s attention to the continent in 2020. 
The Leaders’ Agenda included, in its plan for the December 2020 summit, a “Physical (tbc) meeting 
with representatives of the African Union.” Given the second wave of the pandemic, an in-person 
meeting was not feasible, and leaders planned a video-conference instead, to take place on 9 
December. In the event, South African President Cyril Ramaphosa, the current chair of the African 
Union, called off the summit at short notice, reportedly because of disagreements over the content 
and format of the meeting. In particular, African officials expressed dissatisfaction with the EU for 
driving the agenda without adequate consultation. This was a disappointment for President Michel 
and for Chancellor Merkel, whose priorities for Germany’s Council presidency included a focus on 
Africa. It was also a disappointing end to a year that had begun with high hopes for EU-Africa 
cooperation. The distractions of the Covid-19 pandemic were doubtless partly to blame, but core 
elements of the relationship clearly needed rethinking.  

10.10. China 
Relations with China have become increasingly difficult for the EU to manage. China’s growing 
assertiveness—economically, diplomatically, and even militarily—has discomfited the EU, which 
has been struggling to come up with an appropriate response. The EU and China have for a long 
time been committed to a comprehensive strategic partnership, as expressed in the EU-China 2020 
Strategic Agenda for Cooperation, adopted in 2013. By 2020, however, the EU had become 
progressively frustrated with China for failing to provide easier access for European companies into 
the Chinese market, for continuing to subsidise Chinese companies at the expense of foreign 
competitors, and for violating intellectual property rights, among other things. Two new issues, in 
2020, further complicated the relationship: alleged Chinese disinformation and propaganda efforts 
connected with the coronavirus outbreak; and China’s tightening grip on Hong Kong. 

First and foremost, the EU sought in 2020 to implement the commitments made at the 2019 EU-
China Summit, including advancing negotiations for an EU-China Comprehensive Investment 
Agreement to ensure a level playing field and address asymmetries in market access, especially with 
respect to regulating the behaviour of state-owned-enterprises, preventing forced technology 
transfers, and curbing subsidies. The EU put the onus on China to make progress on concluding the 
investment agreement, which the EU hoped would happen before a special summit meeting with 
President Xi Jinping, scheduled to take place in Leipzig, in September. This was expected to be a 
highlight of Germany’s Council presidency. As the leader of the Member State most heavily involved 
in trade and investment with China, Chancellor Merkel put particular emphasis on the Leipzig 
summit. 

Before the planned Leipzig summit, the regular EU-China summit was scheduled for March 2020, 
but was postponed until June because of the pandemic. Even then, it took place virtually. President 
Michel and President von der Leyen represented the EU; Prime Minister Li represented China. 
Following the formal summit, President Michel and President von der Leyen had an exchange of 
views with President Xi Jinping. The EU leaders took a tougher line than usual in the EU’s dealings 
with China. The heading of President Michel’s and President von der Leyen’s press release after the 
summit summed up the EU’s position: “Defending EU interests and values in a complex and vital 
partnership.” As President Michel remarked, “EU-China relations have evolved in recent years. Our 
economic interdependency is high, and we must work together on global challenges like climate 
action, meeting the Sustainable Development Goals or dealing with Covid-19. Engaging and 
cooperating with China is both an opportunity and necessity. But, at the same time, we have to 
recognise that we do not share the same values, political systems, or approach to multilateralism. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/16/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-european-council-meeting-on-15-and-16-october-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45951/leaders-agenda-2020-2021-en.pdf
https://www.euractiv.com/section/africa/news/african-leaders-nix-eu-au-summit-as-tensions-simmer
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/06/22/eu-china-summit-defending-eu-interests-and-values-in-a-complex-and-vital-partnership/
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We will engage in a clear-eyed and confident way, robustly defending EU interests and standing 
firm on our values.”  

The European Council had not yet, in 2020, addressed EU-China relations. Nonetheless, President 
Michel was in touch with EU leaders on that subject. This was the case particularly in the run-up to, 
and during, Germany’s Council presidency, when President Michel and Chancellor Merkel consulted 
regularly on a host of issues, including EU-China relations. As President Michel explained when he 
presented the Leaders’ Agenda on 1 October, “We have experienced the last two months, smaller 
formats, smaller video conferences in preparation for some difficult topics. We used these tools … 
for example, to prepare our position regarding China.”  

President Michel and Chancellor Merkel were disappointed, but not surprised, by the cancellation 
of the in-person special summit with President Xi Jinping. Instead of meeting in Leipzig, President 
Michel, President von der Leyen, Chancellor Merkel, and President Xi Jinping held a video-
conference on 14 September. There had been little progress in EU-China relations since the June 
summit, and there was only one concrete outcome from the September “leaders’ meeting.” This was 
the EU-China Agreement on Geographical Indications, which President Michel called “a big step in 
the right direction.” In reality, it was a small advance. There was no real movement on what the EU 
wanted most of all: the Comprehensive Agreement on Investment. In a long post-summit 
statement, President Michel referred to this almost in passing: “We are working on [it].”  

Yet President Michel’s post-summit remarks were generally quite assertive and hard-hitting. 
“Europe needs to be a player, not a playing field … We strive for a relationship that delivers on our 
mutual commitments … In some areas, we are on the right track. In others, more work needs to be 
done. We made it clear where we stand. Where we agree, and where we disagree. Real differences 
exist and we won’t paper over them … we conveyed a clear and united European message: we want 
a relationship with China that is based on reciprocity, responsibility, and basic fairness.” 
Substantively, the meeting addressed four key topics: climate change; economic and trade issues; 
international affairs and human rights; and Covid-19 and economic recovery. After expanding on 
each of these issues, President Michel made concluding remarks: “… our discussions today were of 
great importance. We are well aware that talks and dialogue are important, but they are not enough. 
We must turn our messages into actions. We are determined to continue to engage with China to 
promote our values and defend our interests. We want a balanced relationship, based on respect for 
mutual interests … [on] reciprocity and transparency.” 

It was only at their 1-2 October summit that EU leaders finally put relations with China on the 
agenda. Given the press of other business, however, they devoted little or no time to the subject. It 
was the assessment of the EPRS Outcome that “The debate on Turkey overshadowed the debate on 
China completely, reducing it to a stock-taking exercise.” President Michel put it this way, in his post-
summit remarks: “With regard to China we simply, without discussion and without debate, endorsed 
the conclusions prepared by our experts and teams; we will have the opportunity to return to the 
issue of China at a later stage. We have already spoken to you at length about how we were 
intending to develop a common European position – such a position has been approved today, with 
conclusions that set a clear direction for how we see the future relationship between the European 
Union and China.”  

The conclusions emphasised a key point: “the goal of finalising negotiations for an ambitious EU-
China Comprehensive Investment Agreement (CAI) by the end of 2020.” In addition, the conclusions 
drew attention to the need for China “to assume greater responsibility in dealing with global 
challenges, in particular regarding climate.” Much to China’s annoyance, “The European Council also 
stressed its serious concerns about the human rights situation in China, including developments in 
Hong Kong and the treatment of people belonging to minorities.” Reporting on the summit to the 
European Parliament on 6 October, President Michel reviewed the state of EU-China relations and 
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added: “We expect our negotiations on an Investment Agreement to conclude successfully by the 
end of this year.” 

The negotiations on the Comprehensive Agreement on Investment indeed concluded by the end 
of the year: on 30 December, to be precise. It took a call between President Michel, President von 
der Leyen, Chancellor Merkel, and President Xi Jinping, as well as President Macron, to wrap 
everything up. In the agreement, which the EU hailed as a breakthrough, China committed to a 
greater level of market access for EU investors; fair treatment for EU companies operating in China, 
including curbs on state owned enterprises, transparency of subsidies, and rules against the forced 
transfer of technologies. Of particular note, China also agreed to provisions on sustainable 
development, including commitments on forced labour and the ratification of the relevant ILO 
fundamental Conventions.  

Concluding the Comprehensive Agreement on Investment was a concrete achievement for the EU 
in its dealings with China. Nevertheless, 2020 was generally a disappointing year for EU-China 
relations. As in other policy fields and aspects of external relations, Covid-19 cast a long shadow. 
Beyond that, there were deeper stresses in the relationship. The situation required sustained 
attention on the part of the European Council. The Leaders’ Agenda had called for an “Informal 
European Council (Berlin),” on 16 November, but this did not take place. By the end of the year, those 
EU leaders who were eager for the EU to develop a more strategic approach to external affairs, rather 
than reacting to events and bi-lateral relations seemingly on a case-by-case basis, had every right to 
feel frustrated. President Macron was foremost among them. His inclusion in the end-of-year call 
with President Xi Jinping was a gesture on the part of the other EU leaders to make the point that a 
broader strategic approach not only towards China, but towards EU external relations, was long 
overdue. 

10.11. The United States 
The European Council had studiously avoided discussing EU-US relations during the era of the 
Trump Administration, knowing that nothing good was likely to come of it. President Trump’s 
antipathy towards the EU gave EU leaders little option but to wait out his term in office. Their general 
relief—there were a few notable exceptions—upon hearing the news of President Trump’s election 
defeat was almost palpable.  

President Michel and President-elect Biden spoke on the phone on 23 November. During the call, 
President Michel proposed rebuilding the transatlantic alliance based on common interests and 
shared values, and welcomed “the strong commitment of the President-elect Biden to America’s 
allies and his support for European cooperation.” President Michel invited the President-elect to a 
special meeting with the members of the European Council, in Brussels in 2021, to discuss common 
interests.  

In his letter of invitation to the December summit, President Michel suggested that, over dinner, EU 
leaders discuss EU-US relations as part of “our important international agenda.” After the election, 
President Michel wrote, “our relations with the US will enter into a new phase and we should set the 
basis for a strong and equal partnership.” Leaders were indeed happy to take a little time during 
their busy end-of-semester summit to revel in the news from the United States and talk about a new 
transatlantic relationship. Speaking after the summit, President Michel reported on “our wish to 
identify themes with a view to re-establishing an ambitious alliance with a country which is an ally, 
a country which is a friend with whom we share extremely strong, extremely robust values, and with 
whom we wish to develop, even further, partnerships in various sectors in the future, and together 
with whom we also want to put multilateral engagement back right at the top of the international 
agenda: multilateral cooperation, international cooperation, which is certainly one of the elements 
of the EU’s DNA.” 
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For the first time in a long time, European Council Conclusions included a paragraph on EU-US 
relations, noting that the discussion among EU leaders “highlighted the importance of a strong 
strategic transatlantic partnership based on common interests and shared values. This is especially 
important in light of the need to tackle pressing global challenges. The EU looks forward to working 
together with the United States, in particular to reinforce the global response to fight the Covid-19 
pandemic, tackle climate change, enhance the economic recovery, cooperate on digital and 
technological matters, strengthen mutual trade, address trade disputes, reform the WTO, and 
promote multilateralism as well as peace and security. We stand ready to discuss shared priorities 
with the new President of the United States.”  

On the subject to EU-US relations, at least, the European Council was able to end an otherwise 
difficult and often disappointing year on a happy note. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/47296/1011-12-20-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
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11. Climate policy 
In December 2019, the European Council agreed that the EU should achieve climate neutrality by 
2050. The agreement was not unanimous, however, with Poland demurring. EU leaders had 
intended to resume their discussion of climate policy at the regular June 2020 summit, but the 
pandemic caused the cancellation of that meeting. Instead, EU leaders held a video-conference on 
19 June, where they discussed mostly the MFF and the recovery fund and did not address climate 
change. It was only at their regular October summit that EU leaders finally found the time once again 
to address EU efforts to tackle climate change. Usually, EU leaders would in any case hold a stock-
taking discussion of climate policy at the October European Council, ahead of the annual UN 
Conference of Parties (COP) global climate summit.  

Acutely aware of its self-proclaimed role as an international leader in climate action, the EU has 
always sought to adopt ambitious positions before global gatherings on the subject. In April 2020, 
organisers decided to postpone the COP26 UN climate change conference set to take place in 
Glasgow, in November, due to Covid-19 (it took place instead in November 2021). The 
postponement of COP26 robbed the EU of an incentive to adopt an ambitious position on climate 
change, although the fifth anniversary of the adoption of the Paris Agreement on climate change, 
on 12 December 2020, which would coincide with the second day of the December European 
Council, provided a significant inducement for EU to take bold steps.  

Regardless, the EU was primed to act on climate change because of the urgency of the issue. Indeed, 
the new Commission, which came into office in December 2019, had put climate policy at the centre 
of its agenda. The Commission championed the European Green Deal, a set of policy initiatives with 
the overarching aim of making the EU climate neutral in 2050. As well as achieving a laudable 
climate policy goal, the European Green Deal would, according to the Commission, transform the 
EU into a modern, resource-efficient, and competitive economy. Far from reducing its climate 
ambition because of the Covid-19 crisis, the Commission incorporated the European Green Deal and 
other climate-related financial incentives into its revised MFF proposal and plans for a recovery fund. 
Fully one-third of the €1.8 trillion from the MFF and the NextGenerationEU recovery fund would go 
towards the European Green Deal. As Jean-Pisani Ferry wrote in Project Syndicate, the EU could ill 
afford to let the Green Deal fail: “The EU has already invested so much of its political capital into the 
green transition that a failure to fulfil its promise to achieve climate neutrality by 2050 would 
severely damage its legitimacy. The Green Deal is not just one of many EU projects. It is the Union’s 
new defining mission.” 

Like President von der Leyen, President Michel was adamant that the European Council would not 
to lose sight of an ambitious EU climate change in light of having to focus so much attention on the 
Covid-19 crisis. Speaking to the media on 18 March, President Michel acknowledged that the EU’s 
agenda was being adapted to confront the coronavirus, but added that: “We also need in the next 
weeks, next months, to continue all our efforts in order to face the fundamental issues like climate 
change and the digital agenda.” These remarks contrasted with those of Czech Prime Minister 
Andrej Babis, who stated on 16 March that the EU should “forget” about its green deal for now and 
focus on the virus.  

Prime Minister Babis’ scepticism and Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki’s reticence would need to 
be overcome in order to advance the EU’s climate action agenda. Within the MFF, the Just Transition 
Fund was a new financial instrument to provide support to countries facing serious socio-economic 
challenges caused by the transition towards climate neutrality. Funding from the Just Transition 
Fund would help Poland, in particular, because of its heavy reliance on carbon-intensive industries, 
to make such a transition, and therefore to commit itself to the goal of EU climate neutrality by 2050. 

https://unfccc.int/news/cop26-postponed
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/european-union-climate-neutrality-questions-by-jean-pisani-ferry-2019-12
https://www.ft.com/content/be7e37b0-697b-11ea-a3c9-1fe6fedcca75
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During the course of 2020, before the European Council’s first discussion of climate change, in 
October, the Polish government showed signs of moving in that direction.  

As part of its overall goal of making the EU climate neutral by 2050, the Commission proposed 
setting a target for the EU of cutting greenhouse gas emission by at least 55 % by 2030, compared 
to 1990. This became the main subject of discussion during what President Michel called “an 
orientation debate on climate change” at the October 15-16 summit. As President Michel explained 
in remarks before the summit, “We need to take a decision by the end of the year on our goals by 
2030. And it will be the occasion to identify what are the important building blocks to make an 
agreement possible in December.”  

On 14 October, only a day before the summit began, the leaders of eleven Member States (Denmark, 
Estonia, Finland, France, Ireland, Latvia, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, and Sweden) 
had issued a “Joint Statement on the increase of the EU’s 2030 Climate Target” in which they called 
for the EU to “deliver a strong and credible response to the climate crisis and increase our 2030 
climate target to at least 55 percent, leading to climate neutrality by 2050.” The statement did not 
mention the misgivings of Poland or other Member States, but it emphasised the benefits for all of 
the signatories’ preferred outcome: “Our new long-term budget and recovery package with the 
climate mainstreaming target of at least 30 percent … ensures the EU financial contribution to 
achieving our increased 2030 climate target in a socially inclusive manner, enabling a just transition. 
An ambitious and cost-effective climate policy will underpin economic growth and sustainable 
prosperity.”  

In his letter of invitation to the summit, President Michel called for “a constructive debate on the 
issue, so as to pave the way for an agreement by the end of the year.” The debate was indeed 
constructive. Without taking a decision on the interim 2030 target, as part of a commitment to 
reaching the 2050 goal of climate neutrality, EU leaders made an important concession. As recorded 
in the Conclusions, “leaders consider that the updated target should be delivered collectively by the 
EU in the most cost-effective manner possible. All member states will participate in this effort, taking 
into account national circumstances and considerations of fairness and solidarity.” In other words, 
all Member States would participate in the effort to reach an agreed-upon target, but individual 
Member States could have lower levels of ambition as expressed in the “nationally determined 
contributions” that they were required to submit annually to the UNFCCC.  

President Michel was upbeat after the summit: “We feel more and more support in order to increase 
our goal for 2030. This is an important step towards 2050. You remember that we have agreed, about 
one year ago, to make Europe the first continent with climate neutrality, it is our common goal. Of 
course, the important question is and will be how we can get the target together. And that is why 
we need to continue to prepare the debate in December. And it’s why with the Commission and 
with the Member States, we will work very closely and very hard in order to see how it’s possible to 
take into consideration, for example, the different starting points in the different MS, but also 
different national circumstances. This is a question of ambition. It's also a question of solidarity 
between the Member States.”  

The dispute over rule of law conditionality, which put Hungary and Poland against the other 
Member States, threatened to derail conclusion of the MFF and the recovery fund negotiations, and 
thereby derail as well the European Council’s efforts to adopt an ambitious climate policy at the 
December summit. Without the new MFF and the recovery fund, sufficient financing would not be 
available to help Poland to make the necessary commitments. Apart from possibly losing the Just 
Transition Fund, Poland would miss out more than almost any other member state from failure to 
reach agreement on the MFF and the recovery fund. The stakes at the December summit were 
therefore extremely high with regard to the MFF, the recovery fund, and climate policy.  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/15/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-before-the-european-council-meeting-on-15-octobre-2020/
https://mobile.twitter.com/nlateu/status/1316402493363032064
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/13/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-on-15-16-october-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/16/european-council-conclusions-15-16-october-2020/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/654195/EPRS_BRI(2020)654195_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/16/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-european-council-meeting-on-15-and-16-october-2020/
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Apart from the highly-charged issue of budget conditionality, both Poland and Hungary were 
requesting more money to cover climate policy-related economic disruption than offered so far in 
the MFF and recovery fund. Another potential stumbling block was that a number of Central and 
Eastern European Member States wanted to be allowed to continue using controversial low-carbon 
technologies such as natural gas and nuclear power. Addressing climate policy in his letter of 
invitation, President Michel wrote that: “An agreement on an enhanced emissions reduction target 
of at least 55% by 2030 is within our grasp. Work on the best way to get to this ambitious target is 
well under way. This would be a major achievement and would underpin our claim to play a leading 
role in fighting climate change.” 

The agreement among EU leaders on rule of law conditionality cleared the decks at the summit for 
the discussion of climate change. It took all-night negotiations to reach an agreement on meeting 
the proposed 2030 and 2050 targets. Under intense domestic political pressure not to sell out 
Poland’s coal industry, Prime Minister Morawiecki fought for additional financial commitments and 
for guarantees that Poland would not lose money from future reforms to the EU’s profitable carbon 
trading system (ETS).  

Poland’s obduracy was reminiscent of its position at the December 2019 summit. Some EU leaders 
reportedly expressed frustration at having to deal, once again, with Polish demands for more 
money. Chancellor Merkel may have shared that frustration, but as Council President-in-Office she 
was keener than most to see a successful European Council—and German presidency—outcome. 
Meanwhile, Prime Minister Babis secured an explicit mention of gas as a transitional technology 
towards emissions reductions in the conclusions, which some member states, wanting gas to be 
gradually phased out in favour of renewables, strongly opposed.  

The summit Conclusions spelled out the extent of the agreement. First and foremost, “To meet the 
objective of a climate-neutral EU by 2050 in line with the Paris Agreement … the European Council 
endorsed a binding EU target of a net domestic reduction of at least 55% in greenhouse gas 
emissions by 2030 compared to 1990.” To that end, EU leaders “recalled the overall target of at least 
30% of the total amount of expenditure from the MFF and NGEU being directed to climate action.” 
The conclusions then listed calls by the European Council for the Commission to take various steps. 
These included submitting a legislative proposal for an EU green bond standard to help scale up 
and raise the environmental ambitions of the international green bond market; assessing how all 
economic sectors could best contribute to the 2030 target, including an in-depth examination of 
environmental, economic and social impacts at member state level; and considering ways to 
strengthen the EU emissions trading system (ETS). Finally, on the important point of global 
leadership: “the European Council reiterated that international engagement is crucial to success in 
addressing climate change and called on all other parties, in particular major economies, to come 
forward with their own ambitious targets and policies. It underlined the importance of strong 
coordinated action through active European climate diplomacy.”  

“To tell the truth,” President Michel remarked after the summit,” building unity among the 27 
Member States on … the European Commission’s extremely ambitious proposal … took up much 
of the night. Was it easy? No, it was not.” But the outcome was essential not only for the future of 
the EU, but also for “the credibility [of] Europe’s leadership on climate.” After all, the EU has been 
“fighting an intense, positive battle in the field of climate diplomacy to encourage other countries 
and other regions in the world to get on board, to support this shared ambition … to develop 
common standards together.”  

President Michel had every right to be pleased with the outcome of the summit. Exactly one year 
previously, a single Member State had refused to join the others in committing the EU to becoming 
climate neutral by 2050. In December 2020, by contrast, the European Council had unanimously 
agreed to an ambitious goal for the reduction of carbon emissions by 2030, as a crucial stepping 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/09/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-on-10-11-december-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/09/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-on-10-11-december-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/47296/1011-12-20-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/11/intervention-du-president-charles-michel-a-l-issue-des-reunions-du-conseil-europeen-et-du-sommet-de-la-zone-euro-des-10-et-11-decembre-2020/
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stone to achieving carbon neutrality by 2050. Having reached agreement on the MFF and the 
recovery fund, as well as on climate policy, the European Council could be congratulated for closing 
out an extremely challenging year on a surprisingly high note. 
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12. Economic policy and monetary union 

12.1. The single market, industrial policy, and digital transition 
The single market is at the heart of EU economic policy. The progressive elimination of barriers to 
the free movement of goods, services, capital, and people over many years has been a major 
achievement of the European project. The single market is dynamic. Ensuring its success involves 
close monitoring and occasional legislative and policy intervention on the part of EU authorities. 
Changes over time, due to developments such as technological innovation and societal 
transformation require new initiatives to manage the single market. An obvious example is the 
recent focus on the Digital Single Market and e-commerce, as online and data-driven solutions have 
taken an increasingly prominent role in the economy.  

The European Council keeps a close eye on the single market, traditionally devoting a large part of 
its regular March meeting to the subject, and to related economic policy issues. In 2020, the 
European Council cancelled its March meeting, due to the pandemic. Had the meeting gone ahead, 
the European Council was expected to hold an overall discussion on strengthening the economic 
base of the EU. According to a contribution to the cancelled meeting, submitted on 3 March by 15 
national leaders: “The EU needs to focus on improving its competitiveness, productivity and 
enabling value creation in all economic activities and strategic value chains that are crucial for 
sustainable growth and wellbeing. This requires strong political will and consistent cooperation 
from all institutions and the Member States (The letter was signed by the leaders of Austria, Czech 
Republic, Estonia, Finland, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, 
Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, and Sweden).  

Instead of holding its regular March meeting, EU leaders held three video-conferences during the 
month to address the immediate impact of the Covid-19 crisis. In response to the onset of the crisis, 
several Member States took restrictive measures, including closing national borders, that severely 
restricted the free movement of persons, goods, and services in the EU and threatened the integrity 
of the single market. In response, EU leaders stressed, after their first emergency video-conference, 
on 10 March, that “the internal market must function properly and any unjustified obstacles are [to 
be] avoided.” 

EU leaders nonetheless understood that the rules underpinning the single market would have to be 
adapted in response to the crisis. Accordingly, at their second emergency video-conference, on 17 
March, EU leaders “supported the various initiatives taken by the Commission in the areas of the 
Single Market, such as the adaptation of the State Aid rules and the use of the flexibilities provided 
for in the Stability and Growth Pact and the recourse to the EU budget.” At the same time, as 
Commission President von der Leyen remarked in her joint, post-summit press conference with 
President Michel, internal border controls must not be allowed to impede the flow of goods within 
the EU, and that it was “of utmost importance” to protect the single market.  

In their Joint Statement after the third video-conference, on 26 March, EU leaders declared that: 
“Where temporary internal border controls have been introduced, we will ensure smooth border 
management for persons and goods and preserve the functioning of the Single Market, based on 
the Commission guidelines of 16 March 2020, in accordance with the Schengen Borders Code, and 
the Commission's guidance on the implementation of ‘green lanes’.” In his opening speech at the 
video-conference—his first contribution at such an event—President Sassoli had praised “the 
significant steps the Commission has taken to coordinate the management of internal borders in 
order to guarantee transit for persons, health supplies and goods, to safeguard the internal market.” 

Also at the 26 March video-conference, EU leaders invited President Michel and President von der 
Leyen to work on a roadmap towards a coordinated exit strategy from the containment measures 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/658189/IPOL_STU(2020)658189_EN.pdf
https://finlandabroad.fi/web/eu/current-affairs/-/asset_publisher/cGFGQPXL1aKg/content/joint-statement/384951
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/03/10/statement-by-the-president-of-the-european-council-following-the-video-conference-on-covid-19/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/03/17/conclusions-by-the-president-of-the-european-council-following-the-video-conference-with-members-of-the-european-council-on-covid-19/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/03/17/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/43076/26-vc-euco-statement-en.pdf
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/sassoli-to-european-council-in-face-of-this-emergency-parliament-is-doing-its-part-council-must-do-the-same
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and a comprehensive recovery plan including unprecedented investment. The first part of the 
roadmap was particularly relevant to the single market. Indeed, at the press conference after the 
two Presidents unveiled the roadmap, President Michel stressed the need “to tackle four chapters, 
four strong points that could be corner stones for a strong recovery strategy.” The first point was 
none other than the single market, which President Michel described as “a common good for the 
European Union. The internal market is the beating heart of economic development and therefore 
of the European Union’s capacity for social cohesion.” Acknowledging that “The internal market has 
been damaged … [due to] the decisions that have been taken for legitimate reasons, for health 
reasons,” President Michel identified the first priority as being “to repair the internal market and 
make sure that it can function properly.” 

Going beyond palliative measures and addressing the kinds of initiatives that the European Council 
ordinarily would have taken in its regular March meeting, President Michel stated that “The second 
priority is to put ourselves in a position to improve the internal market, remove certain elements, 
make corrections, ensure that we are able to strengthen the internal market with a particular focus 
… on issues relating to industrial strategy. The Commission has made some very useful proposals 
on this subject … [nor have I] forgotten the issue of the digital agenda, the issue of the European 
Green Deal or the climate issue, which will be more essential than ever as levers to achieve this 
economic transformation, to be able to meet this challenge that our generation is facing.” EU leaders 
welcomed the Joint Roadmap for Recovery, including one of its “key areas for action: a fully 
functioning Single Market,” at their meeting video-conference on 23 April. 

At their lengthy July summit, where the European Council reached a political agreement on the MFF 
and the recovery fund, EU leaders frequently addressed aspects of the single market and the EU’s 
overall economic situation. However, in his post-summit remarks, President Michel did not refer to 
the single market or to particular economic policies. The summit Conclusions noted that the MFF 
for the period 2021-2027 would be structured around seven headings, the first of which was: “Single 
Market, Innovation and Digital.” The opening paragraph under that heading explained that: “Single 
Market, Innovation and Digital corresponds to an area where EU action has significant value added. 
The programmes under this Heading have a high potential to contribute to the Bratislava and Rome 
priorities, in particular as regards the promotion of research, innovation and the digital 
transformation, European Strategic Investments, action in favour of the Single Market and 
competitiveness of enterprises and SMEs. In allocating funding within this Heading, particular 
priority shall be given to delivering a substantial and progressive enhancement of the EU’s research 
and innovation effort. At the same time, complementarity between programmes under this 
Heading, such as in the area of digital, should be ensured.” Later, the Conclusions stated that “The 
Digital Europe programme will invest in key strategic digital capacities such as the EU’s high-
performance computing, artificial intelligence and cybersecurity. It will complement other 
instruments … in supporting the digital transformation of Europe.  

The July agreement did not satisfy everyone. This was especially true in the EP, where the 
negotiating team on the MFF and Own Resources proclaimed that “Parliament cannot accept the 
proposed record low ceilings as they mean renouncing the EU’s long-term objectives and strategic 
autonomy,” including in the area of research and digitalization. The EPRS briefing on the outcome 
of the summit criticised the agreement for not devoting “the attention and funding to match the 
degree of priority attached” to the European Council’s goals for the EU, as stated in the 2019-24 
Strategic Agenda, including “developing a strong and vibrant economic base.” With respect to the 
Digital Europe programme, the EPRS briefing observed that President Michel had “explicitly 
rejected” an effort by the Commission to reinstate the level of funding included in the Commission’s 
MFF proposal of May 2020.  

It was only at their 1-2 October summit that EU leaders, meeting in person, in Brussels, had an 
opportunity to hold a detailed discussion of the single market, industrial policy and digital 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/04/15/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-press-conference-on-the-eu-response-to-the-coronavirus-crisis/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/04/15/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-press-conference-on-the-eu-response-to-the-coronavirus-crisis/
file:///%5C%5Cusers%5Cconordinan%5CLibrary%5CContainers%5Ccom.apple.mail%5CData%5CLibrary%5CMail%20Downloads%5CC0891AAD-8F1C-4B5B-93CF-456BA5621824%5C(https:%5Cwww.consilium.europa.eu%5Cen%5Cpress%5Cpress-releases%5C2020%5C04%5C23%5Cconclusions-by-president-charles-michel-following-the-video-conference-with-members-of-the-european-council-on-23-april-2020
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45109/210720-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20200721IPR83702/eu-summit-compromise-positive-step-for-recovery-inadequate-in-the-long-term
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/654169/EPRS_BRI(2020)654169_EN.pdf
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transition. By that time, concerns about the integrity of the single market were far from being 
allayed. In a video-conference held on 18 September, shortly before the summit, internal market 
and industry ministers “exchanged views … on the priority actions needed to restore and improve 
the functioning of the single market with a view to ensuring the swift recovery of the EU economy 
after the Covid-19 crisis.” They acknowledged the need to restore quickly “the integrity of the single 
market by removing all temporary derogations put in place by individual member states during the 
Covid-19 crisis,” and called on the Commission to present “an annual strategic report as a tool for 
identifying and removing unjustified barriers, assessing the resilience of the single market and 
[taking] stock of the state of implementation of the 2020 enforcement action plan.”  

The meeting of internal market and industry ministers, which included a discussion about the 
untapped potential of the single market, especially in the field of services, as well as the advisability 
of structural reforms for the transition towards a competitive, sustainable and inclusive green and 
digital economy, provided input, via the General Affairs Council of 22 September, to the 1-2 October 
summit. So did the joint contribution of fifteen national leaders to the cancelled March summit. 
Although published almost seven months before the deferred EU leaders’ discussion of economic 
policy, the letter remained highly relevant to the summit agenda. For that reason, it is worth 
recalling its “key messages” in some detail: 

 To lead the transition to a competitive, fair, climate-neutral and digital economy 
European businesses and industries as well as consumers must be able to maximise the 
opportunities offered by the Single Market. Strengthening and deepening the Single 
Market in all its dimensions is a precondition for industrial competitiveness and the 
success of the EU’s new Growth Strategy, launched by the Green Deal. 

 A fair, open and competitive home market needs to remain a starting point for 
promoting the level playing field globally as well as within the EU. This goes hand in 
hand with maintaining a strict and independent competition policy fit for the digital 
and climate transitions … Moreover, the EU should maintain and develop the rule-
based multilateral trading system that promotes open, fair and sustainable international 
trade. 

 The EU’s role as a global leader will require continuous upgrading of its competences 
and performance. This calls for consistent and fit-for-the-future regulatory framework 
and policies that foster innovation and R&D, investment, competitive sustainability, 
skills and quality of jobs. 

 As data is a key asset in future technologies and in the digital economy and society as a 
whole, the EU needs to apply an ambitious, European values-based policy that fosters 
sharing, use and reuse of data while ensuring interoperability and high level of data 
protection and other fundamental rights. EU data policy should focus on sectoral 
approaches, especially in high-value added areas, and advance the development of key 
technologies such as artificial intelligence.  

 To foster economic prosperity and to remove fragmentation, it is necessary to take 
concrete steps in building a well-functioning and truly borderless Single Market for 
services … The future Digital Services Act and other forthcoming proposals should 
create new opportunities for European enterprises to grow and provide for an enabling 
framework for a well-functioning European digital services market.  

 Better implementation and enforcement should be considered more systematically 
during the entire legislative circle … It is also important that remaining unjustified 
barriers are removed and we avoid creating new ones.  

Drawing on the preparatory work of the Competitiveness Council and the General Affairs Council, 
and input notably from some of the leaders who had signed the 3 March letter, the European Council 
adopted lengthy Conclusions on the single market, industrial policy, and digital transition. On the 
single market, the European Council called for: 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/compet/2020/09/18/
https://finlandabroad.fi/web/eu/current-affairs/-/asset_publisher/cGFGQPXL1aKg/content/joint-statement/384951
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45910/021020-euco-final-conclusions.pdf
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 strict implementation and enforcement of the Single Market rules 
 the removal of unjustified barriers, particularly in the area of services 
 the European competition framework to be updated 
 the new system of global economic governance to be shaped 
 investment in education, training and the effective use of skills 

On industrial policy, the European Council called for: 

 the Commission to identify strategic dependencies, in particular in sensitive areas such 
as the health sector, and to propose measures to reduce these dependencies 

 a level playing field and a regulatory environment and state aid framework that are 
conducive to innovation 

 the development of new industrial alliances 
 an increase in the assistance given to pre-existing projects of importance and common 

European interest, and for help to be provided to Member States to develop new ones 
 the development of EU autonomy in the space sector and a more integrated defence 

industrial base 

On digital transition, the European Council called for: 

 fostering European development of the next generation of digital technologies, 
including supercomputers, quantum computing, blockchain etc. 

 developing capacities in strategic digital value chains, especially microprocessors 
 speeding up the deployment of high capacity and secure network infrastructure, 

including fibre and 5G 
 enhancing the EUʼs ability to protect itself against cyber threats 
 making use of digital technologies to achieve the EU's ambitious environmental goals 
 upgrading digital capacities in education systems 

EU leaders looked forward to the Commission’s proposal for a Digital Services Act by the end of 2020 
and invited the Commission to present, by March 2021, a comprehensive Digital Compass setting 
out the EUʼs concrete digital ambitions for 2030.  

In his post-summit remarks, President Michel celebrated the European Council’s agreement “on 
proposals that are concrete, ambitious and set a very clear strategic direction for the European 
Union in the coming years.” He made a point of thanking the Commission “for the outstanding work 
it has done in cooperation with the Member States.” He also made a point of emphasizing the “large-
scale transition” which the EU was undertaking with regard to climate policy and digitalization: “As 
you know, these two transitions are very closely linked.” Nor did he neglect the single market: 
“Everyone understands that we do not just want to repair the internal market; we also want to work 
towards improving its functioning, ensuring that this great asset that brings Europeans together can 
continue to be developed for the benefit of our project and our values.” A key message from the 
meeting, which President Michel ably conveyed, was that EU leaders “believe in the benefits of free 
trade and at the same time we believe that the EU must be more resilient, better able to achieve its 
priorities, and better able to assert its ability to be less dependent in strategic sectors than we 
sometimes have been. This is something we have sometimes had a painful reminder of during the 
Covid-19 crisis.”  

The European Council did not discuss economic affairs during its remaining meetings in 2020, 
although EU leaders held a Euro Summit, in inclusive format, on 11 December. Nevertheless, the 
general economic situation was uppermost in EU leaders’ minds, as it had been throughout the year 
(and as it usually is). The impact of the Covid-19 crisis had reminded EU leaders of the importance 
but also the vulnerability of the single market, one of the EU’s signature achievements. Their 
commitment to keeping and strengthening the single market, clearly expressed at the early-

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/03/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-special-european-council-meeting-on-2-october-2020/
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October summit, was undoubtedly genuine. So was their willingness to make the most of the green 
and digital transitions. Turning those transitions into meaningful economic achievements, however, 
would be difficult and time-consuming. 

12.2. Economic and monetary union 
Like the single market, economic and monetary union (EMU) is a work in progress. Ever since the 
euro crisis, the need for EMU reform has been obvious, but not necessarily urgent. Two pieces of 
unfinished business stand out: completion of the banking union and the capital markets union. 
Given their politically-sensitive nature, both would likely require agreement at the level of the 
European Council. With the onset of the Covid-19 crisis, EU leaders had far more pressing issues to 
deal with in 2020. Nonetheless, another piece of unfinished EUMU business was finally completed 
by the end of the year, in part because of the impetus provided by the pandemic: reform of the 
European Stability Mechanism (ESM), the euro area bailout fund. 

Apart from the long-standing question of ESM reform, possibly using the ESM was discussed early 
in the crisis with respect to countering the economic impact of the pandemic. Other EMU-related 
issues were linked to the crisis as well. The European Central Bank deployed considerable firepower 
to deal with the immediate, negative economic consequences. Discussions about EU borrowing to 
float a recovery fund raised politically-sensitive questions about the Maastricht Treaty’s provisions 
for EMU. Early in the crisis, on 20 March, the Commission activated the general escape clause under 
the Stability and Growth Pact (SGP) with respect to deficit spending, thereby obviating the need for 
a difficult discussion about SGP reform, which the Commission had intended to initiate.  

As part of its routine business in a year that was far from routine, the European Council endorsed 
the country-specific recommendations and the recommendations for the euro area at its 17-18 July 
meeting. This was the penultimate stage of the 2020 European Semester process. The Council then 
adopted its 2020 recommendations and opinions on the Member States’ economic, employment 
and fiscal policies, as well as the recommendation for the euro-area, on 20 July. Inevitably, the 2020 
country-specific recommendations took into account the specific context of the Covid-19 pandemic 
and the activation of the general escape clause under the SGP.  

Another piece of routine business took place on 10 December, at the regular, end-of-year summit, 
when the European Council appointed Frank Elderson as a member of the European Central Bank’s 
executive board, to fill a vacancy on the six-member body. The European Council acted under Article 
283(2) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, and took the decision after 
consulting the European Parliament and the Governing Council of the ECB.  

The following day, EU leaders held a Euro Summit in an inclusive format—the only Euro Summit in 
2020—“to discuss the economic situation and to give further guidance on the Banking Union and 
the Capital Markets Union,” as President Michel put it in his invitation letter. Taking satisfaction from 
their efforts earlier in the year, EU leaders allowed that the “strong, swift and coordinated economic 
policy response to the Covid-19 pandemic has been unprecedented but integral in mitigating its 
socio-economic impact,” and stated that “the crisis will require ongoing support to ensure a robust 
and well-balanced economic recovery, while safeguarding sound public finances.”  

The President of the Eurogroup, Paschal Donohoe, reported some progress on the Banking 
Union, based on the outcome of a Eurogroup meeting on 30 November. Using a well-worn formula, 
the Euro Summit invited the Eurogroup to prepare “a stepwise and time-bound work plan on all 
outstanding elements needed to complete the banking union.” EU leaders were less satisfied with 
news of the Capital Markets Union and called for “rapid progress” on the new Commission action 
plan, adopted on 24 September 2020. The action plan, which included 16 legislative and non-
legislative measures, would nonetheless take considerable time to put into practice. 

https://www.ecb.europa.eu/home/search/coronavirus/html/index.en.html
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/economy-finance/2_en_act_part1_v3-adopted_text.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/07/20/european-semester-2020-country-specific-recommendations-adopted/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/10/european-central-bank-frank-elderson-appointed-member-of-the-executive-board/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/09/invitation-letter-by-president-charles-michel-to-the-members-of-the-european-council-ahead-of-their-meeting-on-10-11-december-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/euro-summit/2020/12/11/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/growth-and-investment/capital-markets-union/capital-markets-union-2020-action-plan_en
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Finally, Paschal Donohoe reported on the agreement reached by the Eurogroup, also on 30 
November, on reform of the ESM, a long-standing goal. Among other things, the reform established 
a common backstop to the Single Resolution Fund (SRF)—an instrument intended to cover the costs 
of winding down failing banks and other lenders with money provided by a levy on the banking 
system—in the form of a credit line from the ESM, to be introduced by the beginning of 2022, two 
years ahead of the original schedule. Reaching agreement on the early introduction of the backstop 
required reassurances to the usual suspects from northern Europe, notably Germany, Finland, and 
the Netherlands, that southern Member States had made sufficient efforts to reduce risks and 
resolve bad loans in their banking systems. 

Not least because it came at the end of a busy meeting of the European Council, which included 
lengthy and exhausting negotiations on climate policy, the Euro Summit was, in fact, relatively short 
and perfunctory. President Michel spoke only briefly about it in his post-summit remarks. Speaking 
to the EP almost a week later, President Michel put EMU reform in the broader context of economic 
transformation “in the euro area, based on two pillars—the climate pillar and the digital pillar.” He 
also stressed one of his favourite topics, “strengthening the international role of the euro.” 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/11/30/statement-of-the-eurogroup-in-inclusive-format-on-the-esm-reform-and-the-early-introduction-of-the-backstop-to-the-single-resolution-fund/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/11/intervention-du-president-charles-michel-a-l-issue-des-reunions-du-conseil-europeen-et-du-sommet-de-la-zone-euro-des-10-et-11-decembre-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/16/report-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-european-council-of-10-and-11-december-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/16/report-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-european-council-of-10-and-11-december-2020/
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13. Internal security 
The large number of terrorist incidents in Europe in 2020 prompted EU leaders to address the topic 
on three occasions: at the 29 October video-conference; the 19 November video-conference; and—
more comprehensively—the 10-11 December summit. The European Council did not take formal 
decisions with respect to terrorism—it lacks the authority to do so—but the meetings gave EU 
leaders an opportunity to express sympathy and solidarity with each other; to emphasise the EU’s 
concern, at the highest level, about the scourge of terrorism; and to help move counter-terrorism-
related legislative proposals and other measures along. In addition to discussing terrorism at these 
three summits, Chancellor Merkel, as Council President-in-Office, convened a “video-conference on 
terrorism in Europe,” in November, with a select group of EU leader. The discussion at the video-
conference fed into the discussion among all EU leaders at the December summit. 

In a harbinger of a year of assorted attacks in Europe, ten people were killed in shootings in Hanau, 
Germany, on 19 February. Speaking before the special summit to discuss the MFF that began the 
following day, President Michel said: “First of all, I would like to offer my condolences in the wake of 
the horrific attack in Germany, and to express our support for the victims, their loved ones and all 
the German people.” Although EU leaders undoubtedly expressed their condolences to Chancellor 
Merkel at the summit, they did not discuss terrorism during the event. 

It was only much later in the year, after a series of terrorist attacks in France, that EU leaders formally 
addressed terrorism, at the 29 October video-conference. At the start of the video-conference, they 
issued a joint statement: “We, European Leaders, are shocked and saddened by the terrorist attacks 
in France. We condemn in the strongest possible terms these attacks which represent attacks on our 
shared values. We stand united and firm in our solidarity with France, with the French people and 
the Government of France, in our common and continued fight against terrorism and violent 
extremism. We call on Leaders around the world to work towards dialogue and understanding 
among communities and religions rather than division.”  

On 10 November, Council President Merkel hosted a video-conference with a small number of EU 
leaders to discuss a European response to recent terrorist attacks, including a shooting in Vienna on 
2 November that killed four people. In addition to the German Chancellor, the participants were 
French President Macron, Austrian Chancellor Kurz, Dutch Prime Minister Rutte, President Michel, 
and President von der Leyen. After the event, Chancellor Merkel declared that they would counter 
terrorism with “an uncompromising stance to uphold the free and democratic order.” She was keen 
to stress that the attacks did not represent a conflict between Islam and Christianity but “a reflection 
of the fact that democratic societies need to confront terrorism and anti-democratic behaviour, and 
that they have to do this with great candour and an uncompromising stance.” Turning to specific 
steps that the EU could take, Chancellor Merkel referenced the planned entry-exit system to monitor 
travel at the external borders of the Schengen Area, and the planned European Travel Information 
and Authorisation System (ETIAS), intended to provide for visa-free travel within the Schengen Area, 
and “urged that ways be found to accelerate progress.” Mentioning specifically her country’s Council 
Presidency, the Chancellor called for the proposed “Regulation on preventing the dissemination of 
terrorist content online” to be finalised before the end of the year (it was not).  

At their 19 November video-conference, EU leaders expressed solidarity with France and Austria, 
where attacks had recently taken place. According to President Michel’s post-summit remarks: “We 
will never shy away from defending our values and promoting our freedoms. And we will continue 
to fight the ideology of hatred, including online. It’s crucial for us to look at the role of online 
platforms and set a stricter framework.” EU leaders agreed to revert to the issue in December. 

On that occasion, at the 10-11 December summit, EU leaders approved a lengthy section on 
“Security” in the unusually lengthy Conclusions. After condemning the recent terrorist attacks and 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20210628STO07262/terrorism-in-the-eu-terror-attacks-deaths-and-arrests-in-2020
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/02/20/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-before-the-special-european-council/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/29/joint-statement-by-the-members-of-european-council/
https://www.eu2020.de/eu2020-en/news/article/terror-in-europa-mit-entschiedener-staerke-gegen-terrorismus/2415524
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/11/19/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-on-19-november-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/47296/1011-12-20-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
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offering condolences to the families of the victims, EU leaders affirmed that: “We are united in the 
fight against radicalisation, terrorism and violent extremism. In the face of these attacks on 
fundamental rights and freedoms, the EU will uphold the common values that underpin our pluralist 
societies and continue to pursue with determination its joint efforts to defend them.” Concretely, “it 
is important to fully implement existing decisions” and take additional measures. Accordingly, the 
European Council welcomed the Commissionʼs new EU agenda on counter-terrorism; reaffirmed the 
role of the EU Counter Terrorism Coordinator; and welcomed the adoption of the Council 
Declaration on mainstreaming the fight against antisemitism across policy areas. In particular, EU 
leaders stressed the importance of stepping up the fight against illegal content online, while 
singling out a possible Commission proposal to reinforce the responsibilities of online platforms 
under the Digital Services Act and the proposed Regulation on preventing the dissemination of 
terrorist content online. 

As for law enforcement, the European Council stressed the need to advance work on the retention 
of data necessary to combat serious crime, in the light of a recent ruling of the European Court of 
Justice. To ensure the proper functioning of the Schengen area, the European Council called on 
Member States to step up their efforts to make full use of European databases and information 
systems, in particular as regards entering in the databases relevant data on persons who are 
assessed by individual Member States as posing a serious terrorist or violent extremist threat. The 
European Council also called on the co-legislators expedite the adoption of the proposal on the 
strengthening of Europol’s mandate. Finally, and generally, the European Council underlined “the 
overall importance of police and judicial cooperation in all its aspects.”  

The European Council’s attention to internal security in 2020 was brief but nonetheless noteworthy. 
It was an example of a particular European Council role within the EU system: elevating an issue to 
the highest level of political importance; providing a forum for EU leaders to sympathise and show 
solidarity with each other; offering an opportunity for EU leaders to demonstrate their awareness of 
citizens’ concerns; and allowing them to chivvy other institutions to take appropriate action. The 
impact of the European Council’s attention to this issue in 2020 may have been relatively slight, but 
EU leaders would have ignored it at their political peril. 

https://curia.europa.eu/jcms/upload/docs/application/pdf/2020-10/cp200123en.pdf
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14. Relations with the European Parliament 

14.1. The disruption of Covid-19 
The onset of the Covid-19 crisis caused huge disruption to the work of the European Parliament. 
Beginning in March, the EP cancelled its plenary sessions in Strasbourg, introduced online voting, 
closed access to visitors, and required most of its staff to work from home. Whenever possible, the 
EP continued to hold in-person plenaries in Brussels, although MEPs had the choice of attending 
debates remotely or in person. The EP hoped to be able to return to Strasbourg in September, but 
this proved impossible after the city and its surrounding area were designated as a coronavirus red 
zone by French authorities. The EP nevertheless continued to conduct essential business. As 
President Sassoli reminded EU leaders in his opening speech at the July summit, the EP displayed 
during the crisis “a great sense of responsibility and, in using innovative methods to carry out its 
work, enabled the EU to continue operating as usual.”  

The EP’s essential business includes interacting with the European Council. Most visibly, this involves 
the EP President making an opening speech at regular meetings of the European Council and, if 
invited, at special meetings as well, and the European Council President reporting to the EP on the 
outcome of regular meetings of the European Council and, occasionally, on special meetings as well. 
The EP and the European Council tried to maintain this practice in 2020. Accordingly, President 
Sassoli addressed the European Council at is special meetings in February, July, and early October, 
and at its regular meetings in mid-October and December. Much to his and the EP’s annoyance, 
President Sassoli was not invited to address the other EU leaders before their 10 March and 17 March 
video-conferences, but, finally, was invited to address them before their 26 March video-conference. 
Maintaining that trend, President Sassoli addressed the other EU leaders before the 19 June and 19 
August video-conferences, but was not invited to do so before the 29 October and 19 November 
video-conferences, perhaps because those meetings dealt almost exclusively with the resurgence 
of Covid-19. 

President Sassoli’s speeches at the beginning of European Council meetings were surprisingly long. 
The content of the speeches, which always reflected majority positions within the EP and not, 
necessarily, the President’s personal positions, dealt mostly with agenda items that were about to 
be discussed in the summit, and possibly also some other issues that of particular interest to the EP. 
A constant refrain of President Sassoli was the centrality of the EP in the EU system because of the 
EP’s uncontestable democratic legitimacy, a point that he liked to make whenever he thought that 
the EP was being sidelined by the European Council. Another favourite theme was the EP’s strong 
moral position, based no doubt on its strong legitimacy. As President Sassoli told EU leaders at the 
beginning of the February summit: “Beyond showing economic leadership, we must show moral 
leadership. The amount that the European Parliament is asking for [in the MFF] is not an 
extravagance.” He then added an historical flourish: “On the contrary, the [size of the budget] 
calculated by Parliament is very pragmatic, as Jean Monnet taught us.” 

Because of the exceptional Covid-19 circumstances, President Michel’s visits to the EP were less 
frequent than they might otherwise have been in 2020. When reporting on recent meetings of the 
European Council, President Michel usually gave detailed accounts of what had transpired. Aware 
that he was addressing a potentially critical audience, President Michel naturally tailored his 
comments to the concerns of the MEPs. He also made a general point of emphasizing the need for 
close cooperation between the European Council and the EP.  

Indeed, since the beginning of his term in office, President Michel had put a premium on cultivating 
the best possible inter-institutional relations. He and President Sassoli conferred frequently, 
sometimes daily, especially during the hectic three months from April to July, when the idea of a 

https://www.politico.eu/article/european-parliament-cancel-strasbourg-session/
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/time-to-decide-the-conditions-of-the-european-parliament
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/sassoli-on-mff-we-will-not-just-accept-any-agreement
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/642821/EPRS_BRI(2020)642821_EN.pdf
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large recovery fund was gaining traction, the Commission issued its proposal for the MFF and 
recovery fund, and national leaders were hashing out the details. Apart from informal consultations, 
President Michel and President Sassoli participated frequently in ceremonial and other events, such 
as their visit, along with Commission President von der Leyen, to the historic home of Jean Monnet, 
on 30 January, and the release of a joint statement the following day by the three Presidents on the 
future of the EU, at the EP in Brussels. An example of a more formal occasion was when President 
Michel, President Sassoli, President von der Leyen, and Chancellor Merkel (then in the Council 
Presidency) held a meeting, on 8 July, to discuss progress on the MFF and the recovery fund on 8 
July. 

Regardless of the Covid-19 crisis, 2020 would have been a year of close and potentially contentious 
relations between the European Council and the EP because of the need to conclude the MFF. The 
Council and the EP were the two arms of the EU’s budgetary authority. The EP resented the way in 
which the European Council assumed responsibility, on the inter-governmental side, for negotiating 
a common position on the MFF and then presenting it, in effect, as a fait accompli to the EP. Previous 
experience of the MFF suggested that this would be the case again in 2020. Adding to the EP’s keen 
interest in 2020 in the European Council’s conduct of the budgetary process was the addition to the 
MFF of a huge recovery fund. 

14.2. The Multiannual Financial Framework and recovery fund 
By 2020, concluding an MFF had become a familiar play in three acts. Act 1 sees the EP demanding 
a much bigger budget than the national leaders, negotiating among themselves in the European 
Council, eventually agree upon. Act 2 sees the Council, based on the agreement reached in the 
European Council, negotiating with the EP, which has veto power, to secure the final deal. It 
becomes apparent during this act, however, that because of the considerable disruption that a veto 
would cause, the EP is unlikely ever to exercise it and therefore has relatively little leverage in its 
negotiations with the Council. Act 3 sees the EP, having gained some concessions, accept the 
Council’s position and give its approval to a new MFF. In the same act, the European Council 
endorses the final agreement. In 2020, this script required some re-writing because of the inclusion 
of the recovery fund in the MFF negotiations and the inclusion also of a Regulation on rule of law 
conditionality.  

For the new MFF, Act 1 had already begun in 2018-2019. The first scene in 2020 involved President 
Sassoli’s speech at the beginning of the February summit. The title of the speech, according to the 
President’s Web site, was simple and to the point: “We will not just accept any agreement.” In it, 
President Sassoli called for a bigger budget than the Commission had proposed and that the 
European Council seemed likely to accept. He went into some detail on the EP’s insistence on more 
expenditure on specific programmes and particular policy fields, new EU-wide revenue streams 
(“own resources”); an end to rebates; and “a new conditionality mechanism capable of protecting 
the budget of the Union when the rule of law is not respected and a systematic violation of European 
values occurs.” In conclusion, President Sassoli felt obliged to say “that the European Parliament will 
not just accept any agreement. There is a very large majority ready to reject any proposal that does 
not take due account of Parliament’s positions.”  

Like President Michel and others, President Sassoli was disappointed with the outcome of the 
February summit, where EU leaders remained wide apart on crucial aspects of the proposed MFF. In 
a statement following the meeting, President Sassoli expressed regret at “the failure of the European 
Council to find an agreement on the next MFF and on Own Resources,” and hoped that “the 
forthcoming negotiations will go in a better direction than those we have been witnessing over the 
last hours. Our Union and our citizens deserve it.”  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/01/31/statement-by-president-charles-michel-on-the-future-of-europe/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/07/08/read-out-of-the-meeting-between-presidents-von-der-leyen-sassoli-michel-and-german-chancellor-merkel-in-her-capacity-as-rotating-presidency-of-the-council-8-july-2020/
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/sassoli-on-mff-we-will-not-just-accept-any-agreement
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/sassoli-parliament-disappointed-by-councils-failure-to-find-an-agreement
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The onset of Covid-19 completely changed the content and context of the MFF negotiations. 
Meanwhile, President Sassoli issued a statement after the 17 March EU leaders’ video-conference, 
which he was not been invited to attend. Reacting to the Member States’ initial, haphazard 
responses to the pandemic, President Sassoli noted approvingly that “Europe is correcting the 
selfishness and lack of coordination between national governments in the face of the Covid-19 crisis 
… Finally, we are showing a real sense of solidarity … A united Europe, willing and ready to act, is 
finally on the field to tackle this dramatic challenge. We are a European family; nobody will be left 
alone and nobody will have to act alone. The EP is ready to do its part to protect the lives and 
livelihoods of all our people. We will not give up living as Europeans.” 

A week later, by the time that he delivered the opening speech at the 26 March video-conference, 
President Sassoli had become a leading champion of the idea of a large-scale recovery fund.  

In addition to calling for various other measures to overcome the crisis, President Sassoli urged EU 
leaders to “concentrate on devising new instruments, in the knowledge that an extraordinary 
situation calls for equally extraordinary responses.” In particular, “The urgency and the external and 
symmetric nature of this crisis make it necessary to think about a medium- and long-term 
instrument to relaunch the European economy, protect employment and our social model.” The EP 
believed, “together with many of you, that we need to work on a common debt mechanism, issued 
by a European institution, which will enable us to raise funds on the market on the basis of the same 
terms for all and to finance the policies needed to relaunch the Union after this pandemic.”  

Initially, President Sassoli’s hopes were dashed. Without naming the Frugals, President Sassoli 
excoriated the “short-sightedness and selfishness of some governments.” In order to overcome a 
crisis of this magnitude, President Sassoli explained, “we need a common tool to guarantee debt … 
This is still not appreciated enough. EU institutions have understood this and national governments 
must come to understand it too.”  

Under the circumstances, President Michel received a less-than-enthusiastic reception when he 
addressed the EP on 16 April. Although President Michel himself was fully behind the idea of a 
recovery fund along the lines of what a majority of MEPs wanted, he represented an institution that 
had failed so far to embrace it. In a resolution adopted the following day, the EP noted 
disapprovingly that the “European Council has been unable to reach consensus on the economic 
measures needed to tackle the crisis.”  

The next EU leaders’ video-conference, on 23 April, set in motion what became the recovery plan for 
Europe. Having reiterated many points about the enormity of the crisis and the need for a 
commensurate EU response, President Sassoli remarked that “The huge investment required” to 
overcome its socio-economic effects “will have to be financed by a significantly strengthened MFF, 
which will draw on existing EU funds, but also innovative financial instruments, such as recovery 
bonds backed by the EU budget … What we need … is a modern-day Marshall Plan to finance the 
recovery, geared to the main priorities we have already pinpointed together … We therefore expect 
the size of the fund to be commensurate with the true scale of the crisis.”  

As the Meeting Page of the 23 April video-conference modestly noted, E|U-leaders agreed “to work 
towards establishing a recovery fund. EU leaders tasked the Commission to analyse the exact needs 
and to urgently come up with a proposal.” When President Michel returned to the EP, on 13 May, to 
report on the outcome of the video-conference, the mood in the House was decidedly different. 
MEPs were pleased to hear President Michel say “that this last European Council was the occasion 
to shift from crisis management in the short term to the mid-term and long-term vision about what 
we need to do, especially to have a strong debate about the orientations for the recovery strategy. 
And I would add for the transformation strategy of our economic and social model.” 

https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/positive-from-euco-europe-shows-it-is-united-and-ready-to-act
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/sassoli-to-european-council-in-face-of-this-emergency-parliament-is-doing-its-part-council-must-do-the-same
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/sassoli-on-euco-i-expected-greater-assumption-of-responsibility-europe-is-more-than-just-a-sum-of-national-governments
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0054_EN.html
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/sassoli-reconstruction-is-in-our-common-interest-europe-must-save-everyone
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/04/23/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/05/13/intervention-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-video-conference-of-the-members-of-the-european-council-of-23-april-2020/
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President Sassoli and most MEPs warmly welcomed the Commission proposal for the EU recovery 
package, which President von der Leyen unveiled in the EP on 27 May.  

In response, President Sassoli commented: “This is a 21st Century European D-Day. Europe has 
recognised that solidarity and a common approach is the only way to support the rebirth of our 
economies, protect citizens and workers, provide for the coming years, and leave a legacy for future 
generations … In the last months, Parliament has remained open and has made its position clear to 
the European Commission. I thank President von der Leyen and the Commissioners for listening to 
our calls.” Now it was up to the European Council to deliver. President Sassoli was optimistic that 
“the European Council meeting will live up to this ambition,” The EP would “fight to ensure it does. 
Governments need to understand the seriousness of the situation we face.”  

The proposal for the recovery fund, and its incorporation on the MFF, meant that Act 1 of the current 
budget production was reaching its dénouement. Intensive negotiations among EU leaders were 
taking place in the run-up the July summit. President Michel and other member of the European 
Council kept in close touch with President Sassoli and other EP leaders. For instance, President 
Michel attended the meeting of the EP’s Conference of Presidents on 11 June to sound out the 
political group leaders on their reactions to the Commission’s proposal.  

Speaking at the opening of the 19 June video-conference, where EU leaders discussed the MFF and 
the recovery fund, President Sassoli ramped up the pressure: “I thank the Commission for putting 
forward an ambitious proposal … We will accept no retreat from this initial position, which we 
should take as our starting point and improve upon, to ensure that the critical decisions we take 
now benefit everyone … We have an opportunity now to refashion Europe and make it fairer, 
greener, and forward looking … The overwhelming majority of Parliament believes that any 
overarching agreement on the MFF must meet these conditions.”  

On 8 July, President Michel explained the outcome of the 19 June video-conference during the 
plenary session of the EP and discussed preparations for the July summit. This gave MEPs and their 
leaders another opportunity to press the case for an ambitious MFF, including new own resources, 
without which the EP would not give its consent. President Sassoli reiterated that “for the European 
Parliament, the proposal of the European Commission is not a point of arrival, but the minimum 
basis from which to start. We cannot and must not go backwards. We will fight for the success of this 
proposal with all the means at our disposal.”  

MEPs reminded President Michel that “a deal in the Council is not the final deal,” as the Parliament 
will have a final vote before the 2021-27 MFF can enter into force.  

When he made his opening speech at the July summit, President Sassoli was well aware of the 
contending positions of the national leaders. He adamantly opposed the preferences of the Frugal 
Member States but knew that, even if they relented, the EP was never going to get all that it wished 
out of the summit. “Let’s not beat about the bush,” President Sassoli told the European Council, 
“Parliament is disappointed with the MFF proposal presented here.” President Sassoli reiterated 
well-known EP positions on the importance of new own resources, the iniquity of rebates, and the 
need for a governance mechanism that clearly establishes the principle of democratic scrutiny over 
the allocation of funds. Appreciating the historic nature of the summit, President Sassoli pitched the 
rest of his speech accordingly: “The recovery plan must be commensurate with our ambitions … 
The package of measures the Commission unveiled on 27 May marked a watershed in the long 
history of European integration … If we are to bring about a recovery, we need steady, long-term 
funding. This is a prerequisite for Parliament’s consent.”  

While appreciating the historic importance of the overall package that came out of the July summit, 
inevitably the EP was dissatisfied with aspects of the MFF agreement. The EP’s negotiating team on 
the MFF and Own Resources proclaimed soon afterwards that “Parliament cannot accept the 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_20_941
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/sassoli-this-is-a-21st-century-european-d-day-solidarity-has-arrived-in-europe
https://newsroom.consilium.europa.eu/events/20200611-president-michel-at-the-european-parliament-june-2020/127850-president-michel-at-the-conference-of-presidents-of-the-european-parliament-20200611
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/sassoli-to-euco-next-generation-eu-is-the-essential-basis-for-negotiations
https://newsroom.consilium.europa.eu/events/20200708-president-michel-at-the-european-parliament-8-july-2020
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/sassoli-ahead-of-meeting-with-chancellor-merkel-we-must-not-go-backwards-from-commission-proposals
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20200706IPR82713/debate-on-eu-budget-and-recovery-a-deal-in-the-council-is-not-the-final-deal
https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/time-to-decide-the-conditions-of-the-european-parliament
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proposed record low ceilings [on EU expenditure] as they mean renouncing the EU’s long-term 
objectives and strategic autonomy.”  

President Michel did his best to win over sceptical MEPs when he reported to them on the outcome 
of the summit, on 23 July: “Four days and four nights. These were complex negotiations on very 
complex issues. We agreed on the Recovery Package and the European budget. This moment … is 
pivotal in European history. We acted fast and with urgency. In less than two months, we hammered 
out a deal of more than 1.8 trillion euros.” Addressing specific EP concerns, President Michel 
conceded that “on the MFF, some people [here] are pointing to the cuts compared with the 
Commission proposal … [But] I would invite you to look at the starting point … Looking at the MFF 
and the Recovery Fund together and comparing them with the current situation, we can see that in 
each case additional funding will be mobilised in.” He went on to address “one issue which has 
received a lot of attention here, as it did during the summit: the question of rebates or corrections,” 
and explained that they had to be retained in order to bring the Frugals on board, but without 
putting it exactly like that. As for own resources, a subject about which the EP was extremely 
sensitive, President Michel claimed that the European Council had “delivered perhaps even more 
than what could have been imagined just a few weeks ago, by clearly setting out some political 
roadmaps.” Finally, President Michel spoke of “conditionality between financial matters and the 
issue of governance and the rule of law,” which, he claimed, was a hallmark of the July agreement.  

President Michel ended his effort to sell the EP on the July agreement on a high point: “The deal I 
put before you today … is much more than a deal which covers financial matters … because it has 
started a discussion that puts the meaning and the direction that we want to give the European 
project in the years ahead firmly on the agenda … I truly think this is a historic moment, and … I 
believe that by taking this extraordinary decision, the decision to put a strong plan for own resources 
into action, the decision to borrow together for the sake of investment and reform, what we have 
done is to renew our European marriage vows for the next 30 years. European unity has won 
through, and more than ever I think that the message we are sending to European citizens is one of 
confidence, of solidity, of strength. The message we are sending to the rest of the world is: Europe 
is here. Europe is strong. Europe is standing tall.”   

Despite President Michel’s lengthy intervention, the EP passed a resolution that was highly critical 
of the outcome of the summit. While welcoming the leaders’ acceptance of a recovery fund, “which 
represents a historic move for the EU,” the EP deplored many aspects of the agreement on the MFF. 
As this was “no more than a political agreement between the Heads of State and Government,” the 
EP stressed that it would “not rubber-stamp a fait accompli and is prepared to withhold its consent 
for the MFF until a satisfactory agreement is reached in the upcoming negotiations between 
Parliament and the Council; [and] recalls that all 40 EU programmes financed under the MFF will 
have to be agreed by Parliament as co-legislator.”  

Thus ended Act 1 of the 2020 MFF drama. In Act 2, the action switched to the negotiations between 
the Council and the EP, with the German Presidency ably representing the Member States. For that 
reason, during the remainder of the year, the MFF and the recovery fund hardly intruded onto the 
agenda of the European Council. Important thought the MFF and the recovery fund were for the EU, 
they were no longer a major issue in European Council-European relations. 

On the second day of the 1-2 October summit, the European Council touched briefly on the 
negotiations between the Council and the EP on the MFF, the EU’s own resources, and the recovery 
fund. By that time, the negotiations were well underway, but many differences remained. In his 
opening speech at the summit, appropriately entitled “Parliament is not obstructing anything,” 
President Sassoli expressed frustration with the pace of the negotiations. EU leaders refused to rise 
to the bait. As President Michel explained in his post-summit remarks, “We had a short update about 
the negotiations … We know that there are some difficult topics between the Member States and 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/07/23/this-is-historic-we-renewed-our-marriage-vows-for-30-years-europe-is-there-strong-standing-tall-report-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-special-european-council-of-17-21-july-2020/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-07-23_EN.html
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with the EP that we need to solve. We know that our agreement in July was a political package and 
it’s very essential to be able, as soon as possible to deliver, to implement what we have decided. It’s 
a question of credibility and I feel a strong political will to make progress and to be able to 
implement the MFF and the Recovery Fund … we will continue to work very hard in order to reach 
this goal.” Nor would President Michel be drawn on the issue on 6 October, when he reported to the 
EP on the outcome of the 1-2 October summit.  

President Sassoli returned to the charge in his opening speech at the 15-16 October summit. 

Clearly frustrated with the slow pace of the negotiations, he called on the European Council to prod 
the Council along and to change the “mandate issued to the German Presidency.” This appeared to 
have annoyed Chancellor Merkel, who reported afterwards on an exchange of views with President 
Sassoli, in which she stressed her willingness to negotiate and indicated that some leeway existed 
for reaching an agreement, but refused to reopen the package agreed to by the European Council 
in July 2020. (Other than that, the European Council did not discuss the matter. 

Within the next few weeks, the Council and the EP successfully concluded their negotiations, as 
Chancellor Merkel reported to the European Council on 19 November. One outstanding issue 
divided the Member States, but did not divide the European Council and the EP: Hungarian and 
Polish opposition to the provisional agreement on rule of law conditionality to protect the budget. 
So strong was the opposition of the two Member States that they were willing to bloc adoption of 
the MFF and recovery fund in order to leverage changes to the rule of law Regulation agreed to by 
the Council and the EP. Chancellor Merkel eventually brokered a solution in the form of a lengthy 
interpretative declaration of the Rule of Law Regulation, which did not change the substance of the 
regulation itself. The agreed-upon text was then incorporated into the December summit 
Conclusions.  

In his remarks at the beginning of the summit, President Sassoli expressed satisfaction with the 
agreement negotiated between the Council and the EP “on the package comprising the MFF, the 
Recovery Fund and new own resources, delivering more money for key EU programmes and a 
robust rule-of-law mechanism. As for the Rule of Law Regulation, President Sassoli promised that 
the EP would “examine in detail the conclusions of the European Council, and we hope that they 
will be consistent with the spirit and letter of the compromise reached” between the Council and 
the EP. The Conclusions were indeed acceptable to the EP, which then took the necessary steps for 
the adoption of the whole package of relevant instruments in order to implement the MFF and the 
recovery fund.  

Given the resolution of the MFF and the recovery fund, President Michel was extremely upbeat 
when he reported to the EP on 16 December, on the outcome of the summit. After outlining the 
main achievements of the December meeting, President Michel was gracious in his closing remarks: 
“I would like now to thank you, Mr President, and also the members of your parliament, for the 
difficult, intense work carried out especially in the context of the trilogues under the responsibility 
and leadership of the German rotating presidency. I firmly believe that the successes of the last few 
days are important for Europe’s 450 million citizens. There is still considerable work to be done. 
There are many challenges ahead of us … Thank you for your cooperation throughout 2020. And 
you can count on me personally, and on the European Council, throughout the coming year, to 
continue working with the European Parliament at the service of the European project.” This was a 
fitting end to a year of European Council-European Parliament sparring over the MFF. 

https://newsroom.consilium.europa.eu/events/20201006-president-michel-at-the-european-parliament-6-october-2020
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https://the-president.europarl.europa.eu/en/newsroom/sassoli-today-it-is-time-to-conclude-for-the-good-of-the-citizens
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/16/report-by-president-charles-michel-at-the-european-parliament-on-the-european-council-of-10-and-11-december-2020/


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 

  

 

126 

15. Conclusions 
The December 2020 meeting of the European Council seemed reassuringly routine. As happens at 
the end of every year, EU leaders were assembled in the Europa Building in Brussels for two days, to 
discuss of a range of issues that required attention at their level. One – in this case relating to climate 
policy – was pressing and contentious, and kept them busy late into the night before an agreement 
was reached. EU leaders approved the final version of a set of draft Conclusions that their Sherpas, 
Permanent Representatives and relevant government ministers had been working on for several 
weeks. There followed the usual round of press conferences.  

The summit was indeed routine, but the situation in December 2020 was far from usual. 
Photographs show many of the participants wearing facemasks. They avoided shaking hands and 
tried to maintain a reasonable distance from each other. On the ground floor of the Europa Building 
and in the adjoining Justus Lipsius building, the usual throng of reporters was considerably reduced 
in size. Outside, Brussels was apparently deserted. Offices were empty; everything, apart from 
essential shops were closed. The Covid-19 virus, which had turned life upside-down since its onset 
early in the year, was as virulent and disruptive as ever. 

The European Council had adapted quickly and effectively to the unprecedented crisis. Within the 
space of six weeks, in March and April, EU leaders held four video-conferences. Having held a special 
meeting in Brussels in February, they would not meet again, in person, until July. Although the EU 
had been criticised for its supposedly sluggish response to the crisis, by 10 March, at their first video-
conference, EU leaders had been engaged in damage control, coordinating an EU-wide effort to 
limit the devastating effects of the pandemic. Soon, they were turning their attention from 
immediate crisis response to longer-term crisis management.  

As early as their 23 April video-conference, EU leaders agreed to work on establishing a recovery 
fund. This was the genesis of the most enduring contribution of the European Council, not only to 
fighting the socio-economic effects of Covid-19, but also to the intensification of European 
integration, possibly for years to come. Following intensive negotiations among EU leaders over the 
next three months, the European Council agreed at an epic four-day meeting in July on a recovery 
package combining the Multiannual Financial Framework and NextGenerationEU, a custom-built 
crisis-response instrument that would allow the Commission to borrow up to €750 billion on the 
markets, most of which would be allocated to a Recovery and Resilience Facility, which in turn would 
provide grants to the worst-affected areas in the Union, linked to plans for economic transition. 

Getting from 23 April to 21 July – from agreement in principle on a recovery fund to agreement in 
detail on the form that the fund would take – was far from easy. As part of the same process, EU 
leaders concluded negotiations on the MFF, an inherently divisive issue, which they had begun to 
address two years previously. Deep fault-lines among Member States, notably between the so-
called Frugals and the Friends of Cohesion, persisted. The Frugals rejected many aspects of the 
proposed recovery fund as well as key parts of the proposed MFF, but relented in the face of 
concerted opposition and in view of the unprecedented situation in which the EU found itself in 
mid-2020. In classic European Council fashion, the July summit resulted in a package deal with which 
every Member State could associate. 

On one question, however, deep division persisted after the July summit. It concerned rule of law 
conditionality as part of the recovery package. Two Member States – Hungary and Poland – thought 
that this could unfairly affect them, and objected to the Rule of Law Regulation subsequently 
negotiated by the Council and the Parliament. A threatened veto by Hungary and Poland on the 
final package risked damaging the EU’s recovery effort and ending the year on a sour note in the 
European Council. Shortly before the December summit, the German Council Presidency brokered 
a compromise. Nevertheless, a key feature of the European Council in 2020 was the growing salience 
of rule of law concerns, a topic which had never reached the level of the European Council since its 
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institutionalisation. Despite the long reluctance among EU leaders to discuss the issue, it seemed 
likely to intensify in the years ahead. 

In providing a forum for negotiation of the MFF and the recovery fund, the European Council in 2020 
had demonstrated its indispensability for the EU. The high political stakes of the negotiations 
required the sustained involvement of the national leaders. The European Council, including the 
office of its President, had functioned exactly as intended, despite the constraints of sometimes 
having to meet via video-conference. In addition to its work on the MFF and the recovery fund, the 
European Council devoted considerable attention to a range of other issues in 2020, especially in 
the field of external relations, notably the Western Balkans, Turkey and Belarus, as well as EU-UK 
relations. For the European Council, the year 2020 was both typical and highly atypical.  

Perhaps President Michel deserves the closing words in this overview of dynamics, decisions and 
discussions in the European Council in 2020. Speaking after the historic July summit, he remarked 
on “the magic of the European project”, which the European Council had once again “demonstrated 
over and above our differences, our sensitivities, and our opinions … whenever we think something 
is impossible, there is this resilience, by dint of respect and cooperation; there is a willingness to 
work together, to overcome difficulties together”. Five months later, at the end of the December 
summit, President Michel summed up the contribution of the European Council to the success of 
the EU at a time unlike any other: “these hours of meetings have been an important time for us, 
coming at the end of 2020, a year that has been extraordinary, in the original sense of the word; a 
year that has knocked us about and shaken us up, challenging certainties. I think this European 
Council meeting has been an opportunity to show the quiet strength of the European Union, to 
show that unity, coherence and trust are the things with which we want to put the European Union 
in the right direction, as we stand joined together around difficult, sensitive issues, which have 
required a lot of effort.” 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/07/21/remarks-by-president-charles-michel-after-the-special-european-council-17-21-july-2020/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/12/11/intervention-du-president-charles-michel-a-l-issue-des-reunions-du-conseil-europeen-et-du-sommet-de-la-zone-euro-des-10-et-11-decembre-2020/


The onset of the coronavirus pandemic in early 2020 affected 
the work of the European Council in many ways. One was 
operational. The European Council switched in March from in-
person meetings to video-conferencing. During the year, the 
European Council held eight video-conferences and met five 
times in person. Meeting via video-conference, notably in 
March-April, during the first wave of the pandemic, and in 
October-November, during the second wave, allowed the 
European Council to apply itself immediately to damage 
control and crisis management.  

Going beyond immediate concerns, the European Council 
addressed the immense challenge of socio-economic recovery. 
In what was by far the most consequential development for the 
EU in 2020, the Union's Heads of State or Government 
negotiated a momentous agreement for an ambitious recovery 
fund linked to the new Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) 
for 2021-2027. The complex and contentious negotiations on 
the MFF and the recovery fund, culminating in an epic special 
summit in July, will forever be remembered in the history of the 
European Council. So will the lingering dispute over rule of law 
conditionality, which, although in principle resolved by the end 
of the year with respect to the financial package, remained a 
deeply divisive issue among EU leaders.  

Despite the pressure of Covid-19 related business, EU leaders 
had to address other issues in 2020, such as climate change 
and external affairs. Relations with China, Russia and Turkey, in 
particular, required the European Council’s attention. So did 
relations with the United Kingdom, which became a third 
country after it left the Union at the end of January. 
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