
 
Portuguese Presidency outlines priorities to EP
committees
 
Ministers outlined the priorities of the Portuguese Presidency of the Council of the EU to
parliamentary committees, in a series of meetings.
 
Portugal holds the Presidency of the Council until the end of June 2021. The hearings took
place between 25 January and 4 February.
 
 
Foreign Affairs
 
 
On 26 January, Foreign Affairs Minister Augusto Santos Silva outlined a range of external
action priorities to the Foreign Affairs Committee. He spoke of the importance of reviving the
transatlantic dialogue between the EU and the new Biden administration, promoting stronger
ties between the EU and the Asia-Pacific region, notably India, as well  as intensifying EU
cooperation with Africa and the African Union, for example when it comes to finalising a new
Post-Cotonou Partnership Agreement.
 
 
MEPs quizzed the minister on several topics, such as the EU’s strategy vis-à-vis China, the
Presidency’s approach to Russia, and migration issues. They welcomed the initiative to hold the
EU-India  summit  in  Porto  this  year  as  well  as  Portugal’s  readiness  to  further  engage  in
enlargement efforts. MEPs also questioned Mr Santos Silva on how the EU will  guarantee
respect for social, environmental and human rights in its commercial policy with third countries.
 
 
Fisheries
 
 
On  26  January,  Maritime  Affairs  Minister  Ricardo  Serrão  Santos  told  the  Fisheries
Committee that the Presidency is committed to advancing negotiations on quotas with the UK
and reaching a deal on this with Norway. MEPs complained about the uncertainty around fishing
conditions following Brexit and how the Brexit Reserve Adjustment is to be distributed among
countries.
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They also highlighted the importance of concluding the regulation on the European Maritime
and  Fisheries  Fund,  obtaining  a  general  agreement  on  the  new  Fisheries  Control,  and
concluding fishing deals with third countries, like Mauritania, Guinea-Conakry and Madagascar.
Serrão Santos assured them that these are all priorities for the Portuguese Presidency.
 
 
Transport and Tourism
 
 
On 26 January, Infrastructure and Housing Minister Pedro Nuno Santos and Secretary of
State for Tourism Rita Marques stressed that tourism and transport are two of the sectors hit
hardest by the pandemic, which will also recover last from this crisis. Therefore, the Presidency
will strive to contribute to a swift recovery and transformation of the transport sector, to make it
more resilient, greener and smarter. The focus will then turn to the railway sector, implementing
a new EU mobility strategy and further work on Single European Sky and Eurovignette draft
rules.
 
 
Transport Committee MEPs welcomed the Presidency’s focus on sustainable mobility, rail and
their attempt to support, in particular, passengers as well as companies working in the transport
and tourism sectors. They urged the Presidency to advance further on the Connecting Europe
Facility, air passenger rights and alternative aviation fuels draft rules.
 
 
Culture and Education
 
 Culture Minister Graça Fonseca told the Culture and Education Committee on 26 January
that supporting the recovery of the cultural and creative sectors is a priority, as is strengthening
social security for artists, authors and other workers. MEPs called on the minister to earmark at
least 2% of the recovery funds for cultural and creative sectors, and to make it binding for all
member states to invest in the social protection of workers.
 
 Education Minister  Tiago Brandão Rodrigues  and Science,  Technology and Higher
Education Minister Manuel Heitor stressed their  commitment to reducing inequalities in
access to education, as well as on re-training and up-skilling of professionals of all ages. MEPs
noted that young people find it hard to enter the labour market, and asked for the European
Youth guarantee to be strengthened.
 
 
Agriculture and Rural Development
 
 
Concluding the talks on the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) reform is one of the Presidency’s
top priorities, Agriculture, Forestry and Rural Development Minister Maria do Céu Antunes
told the Agriculture Committee on 26 January. An agreement should be reached in April, the
Minister said. The Presidency will focus on promoting structural development within the food
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system, sustainability  in rural  areas,  digital  growth and supporting organic farming. Other
priorities include the Farm to Fork strategy and fostering more sustainable and biodiverse
agriculture.
 
 
Negotiations on the CAP reform should be finalised as quickly as possible, but not at any cost,
MEPs said. They called on member states to come closer to Parliament’s position, which is
more ambitious than the Council’s, and stressed that the future CAP must be greener, ensure a
level playing field and a fair income for EU farmers, and guarantee food security for EU citizens.
 
 
Women’s Rights and Gender Equality
 
 
On 26 January, Mariana Vieira Da Silva, Minister of State for the Presidency reminded the
Women’s Rights and Gender Equality Committee that women are particularly affected by the
COVID-19 crisis. They are on the front line in combatting the pandemic, are hit harder by the
economic crisis and are facing an increase in domestic violence during periods of confinement.
The Presidency will organise a conference on violence against women and aims to create an
EU-wide single hotline to report domestic violence, she announced.
 
 
The Minister also said that they will work on reaching a consensus on the Women on Boards
Directive, blocked for years in the Council. In addition to this legislation, MEPs called for the
Anti-discrimination Directive, which has been in a deadlock for 12 years, to be unblocked. Some
MEPs expressed concern that certain EU countries are moving away from democracy and not
upholding respect for gender equality. They called on the Presidency to highlight the strong link
between the rule of law mechanism and respect for gender equality.
 
 
Legal Affairs
 
 
On 27 January, the Legal Affairs Committee held a debate with Justice Minister Francisca
Van Dunem, in which digitalisation and access to legal recourse, the protection of vulnerable
adults, environmental crimes, the fight against illegal and online hate speech, and women and
children’s rights figured prominently. MEPs underlined the importance of tackling the negative
impact of COVID-19 on the justice sector. To increase citizens’ trust in EU justice systems,
member states should provide support, and systems and proceedings should be simplified and
made more inclusive and comprehensible, explained Van Dunem.
 
 
Members asked about the Presidency’s position on the Digital Services and Digital Markets
Acts, particularly in relation to removing illegal or harmful content while respecting fundamental
rights. In response to questions from MEPs regarding the state of play of the Non-Financial
Reporting and Women on Boards directives, as well as public country-by-country reporting files,
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the Minister expressed hope for progress in these areas.
 
 
Development
 
 
The Presidency’s main goals include stronger ties with Africa, a greater emphasis on human
development in development policies as well as resolving the ongoing issues linked to the
NDICI external financing tool and the Post-Cotonou agreement, emphasised Secretary of State
for Foreign Affairs and Development Cooperation Francisco André when he spoke the
Development Committee on 27 January. Defining the EU’s relationship with African, Pacific and
Caribbean countries is also a priority, he said.
 
 
MEPs welcomed the Portuguese focus on Africa, calling for special attention to be placed on
education and inequality, which is growing in the pandemic and damaging the social fabric.
Several MEPs called for the EU to ensure that vaccination happens in Africa. Others urged
Portugal to set up a long-awaited summit between the EU and the African Union before the
latter meets China in a similar format.
 
 
Constitutional Affairs
 
 
On 28 January, the Constitutional Affairs Committee met with Secretary of State for European
Affairs Ana Paula Zacarias and stressed the need to quickly finalise the joint declaration on
the Conference on the Future of Europe. They also asked the Presidency to commit to the
prospect of treaty changes. Ms Zacarias reiterated the Presidency’s intention to make progress
on the reform of the Ombudsman Statute, Parliament’s rights of inquiry and initiative, and the
accession of the EU to the European Convention on Human Rights.
 
 
MEPs welcomed the Presidency’s commitment to protecting EU values and asked Ms Zacarias
for more information on ongoing Article 7 procedures and the new mechanism to protect the EU
budget. They also raised the creation of an independent EU ethics body, the rules on financing
European  political  parties  and  foundations,  Parliament’s  role  in  the  governance  of  the
agreement  with  the  UK,  and  transparency  concerns  regarding  the  Council’s  activities.
 
 
Security and Defence
 
 
On 28 January, National Defence Minister João Gomes Cravinho told the Subcommittee on
Security and Defence that the Presidency will continue promoting EU strategic autonomy and
work on developing the common European Strategic Compass. It will pay particular attention to
EU relations with Africa, maritime security in key areas such as the Gulf of Guinea and the
Atlantic, transatlantic relations, military mobility and cyber defence. Other priorities include
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activating the European Defence Fund (EDF), he said.
 
 
MEPs questioned the Minister on several topics, such as the European Peace Facility (EPF),
Russia and China’s hostile activities, the situation in the Eastern Mediterranean and issues with
Turkey, as well as relations with the UK.
 
 
International Trade
 
 
Following Foreign Affairs Minister Augusto Santos Silva’s presentation in the International
Trade committee, most MEPs were concerned that ongoing talks with Mercosur countries must
include further reassurances on environmental, labour and social standards. MEPs reiterated
that the deal in its current form is unacceptable for Parliament, due to continued concerns about
deforestation, biodiversity loss and human rights.
 
 
MEPs  welcomed  the  Presidency’s  intention  to  revive  talks  on  an  EU-India  investment
agreement,  but  emphasised  that  including  clauses  on  environmental,  labour  and  social
obligations is vital. Likewise, most MEPs underlined that China must commit to ending forced
labour in light of the EU-China investment agreement. They also asked the Presidency about its
plans to unblock talks on the international procurement instrument, a helpful tool to ensure a
level playing field in EU-China relations.
 
 
Internal Market and Consumer Protection
 
 
In the Internal Market and Consumer Protection Committee on 28 January, Economy and
Digital Transition Minister Pedro Siza Vieira stressed that the Presidency will focus on the
EU making a resilient and fair recovery from the pandemic. They will do this by making as much
progress as possible on Next Generation EU, as well as approving and executing national
recovery plans. He emphasised the impact that recovery plans will have on both digital and
green transitions, including increased EU strategic autonomy and a diversification of production.
 
 
As the single market plays an important role in all these areas, the Presidency aims to reduce
regulatory barriers and fragmentation, especially to services. It will focus on improving the single
market  for  SMEs.  With  regard  to  digital  goods  and  services,  the  Minister  stressed  the
importance of improving digital skills and digitising public administration (including electronic ID),
as well as the Digital Services Act.
 
 
Industry, Research and Energy 
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On 28 January, Science, Technology and Higher Education Minister Manuel Heitor told the
Industry,  Research and Energy Committee that the link between Horizon Europe with the
recovery plan and the structural funds is of critical importance. He said that Europe should take
the lead in the field of green computing by bringing together the digital and green transitions.
Environment and Climate Action Minister João Pedro Matos Fernandes highlighted the
need to develop an effective energy market that is cohesive and competitive, with a high level of
consumer protection.
 
 Infrastructure and Housing Minister Pedro Nuno Santos said that it is time to deliver a fair,
green and digital recovery. The Presidency will work to formulate a general approach on the
ePrivacy Directive and make progress on issues such as roaming, the European Digital Identity,
5G, the revision of the NIS Directive and the EU Cybersecurity Strategy. Minister of State,
Economy and Digital Transition Pedro Siza Vieira  said the Presidency will  promote the
discussion of European strategic autonomy, diversifying production, and reducing dependence
on  third  country  production.  He  emphasised  Europe’s  need  to  ensure  that  it  has  the
manufacturing  capacity  to  produce  essential  products  within  Europe.
 
 
Regional Development
 
 
On 1 February, the Regional Development Committee urged the Minister for Planning Nelson
de Souza to conclude work on the Just Transition Fund, the Common Provisions Regulation
(CPR), and the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). Provisional agreements on
these files were reached in December, but they have not yet been ratified. MEPs highlighted
that it is vital for them to enter into force to help citizens cope with the social and economic
consequences of the COVID-19 crisis and support regions in the transition towards climate
neutrality.
 
 
Mr de Souza reaffirmed the Presidency’s commitment to finalise the files, but did not set out a
schedule to do so, as requested by members. The Minister stressed the importance of ensuring
that the new EU regional support instruments complement each other and added that this will
be discussed in an informal summit in May. Some speakers also questioned Mr de Souza about
support for the EU’s outermost regions, the use of cohesion funds in the fight against climate
change, and putting the Brexit Adjustment Reserve into force as quickly as possible.
 
 
Economic and Monetary Affairs
 
 
On 1  February,  Minister  of  State  for  Finance João Leão  presented  the  Economic  and
Monetary  Affairs  Committee  with  three  priorities:  relaunching  the  EU economy after  the
pandemic, completing the banking union and the capital markets union, and ensuring a green
transition. The recovery must be fair, green and digital he stressed, adding that fiscal policy
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must remain supportive of the EU economy for some time.
 
 
MEPs mostly agreed with the priorities presented by Mr Leão, while highlighting the clear link
between economic recovery and the need to quickly complete the banking union so as to avoid
the ‘doom loop’ that crippled the Eurozone economies for so long after the 2007 financial crisis.
Numerous MEPs also focussed on taxation, pressing Mr Leão on the need to do more to deal
with tax evasion, any undesirable consequences of Brexit, and reduce the VAT gap.
 
 
Environment, Public Health and Food Security
 
 
On 25 January, Environment and Climate Action Minister João Pedro Matos Fernandes told the
Environment, Public Health and Food Security Committee that Portugal will promote the EU as
a leader in Climate Action. The presidency is prioritising a green recovery and getting a deal on
the  EU  Climate  Law.  MEPs  raised  questions  on  issues  such  as  the  EU  Climate  Law,
biodiversity, the CAP reform, hydrogen, CO2 emissions from shipping and the need for a green
industrial strategy and green investments. They also stressed the importance of the upcoming
UN climate change conference in Glasgow.
 
 
On 26 January, Agriculture Minister Maria do Céu Antunes emphasised the need for a green
and sustainable recovery from the COVID-19 crisis, which includes a follow-up on the Farm to
Fork strategy. Council conclusions in spring 2021 will shape the EU’s position for the COP26 in
Glasgow.  MEPs  quizzed  the  Minister  on  a  number  of  topics  including  biodiversity,
desertification, food waste, animal welfare, the reduction of pesticides and biological control
agents.
 
 
On 4 February, Health Minister Marta Temido announced to the Environment, Public Health and
Food Security Committee that the Presidency will  promote increased cooperation between
member states, support measures to increase the capacity to respond to public health threats,
defend results-oriented international partnerships, and encourage new digital solutions for the
green transition. MEPs expressed sympathy for the difficult COVID-19 situation in Portugal and
asked if the EU and member states could do more to help.
 
 
Many questions to the Minister concerned the rollout of COVID-19 vaccines, but there were also
questions  on  issues  such  as  the  EU  Health  Union,  medicine  and  equipment  shortages,
antimicrobial  resistance  and  the  link  between  health  and  the  environment.
 
 
Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs
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“Solidarity is not a choice, but an obligation”, said Internal Affairs Minister Eduardo Cabrita to
the Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs Committee, regarding the proposed new Pact on
Asylum and Migration. Mr Cabrita stressed that the concerns of all member states must be
taken into account but insisted that any burden must be shared, albeit with a degree of flexibility.
Other priorities include the need to protect free movement within the Schengen area, improving
police cooperation and coordinating the fight against terrorism, and preparing the EU for future
crises.
 
 
MEPs questioned Mr Cabrita on the Presidency’s specific plans for the asylum and migration
files and asked for it  to join in denouncing the inhuman conditions asylum-seekers face in
reception centres at some external borders, namely in Croatia and the Greek islands. Some
also drew attention to the turmoil currently surrounding Frontex and underlined the need to
ensure respect for fundamental rights.
 
 
Protecting fundamental rights is a priority in the field of justice, explained Justice Minister
Francisca Van Dunem, who wants to focus on the rights of vulnerable adults. MEPs enquired
about the Article 7 proceedings against Hungary and Poland; Ms Van Dunem affirmed the
Presidency’s determination to push forward with these measures, while continuing to assess the
rule of law in all member states.
 
 
Protection of animals during transport
 
 
On 25 February, Agriculture Minister Maria do Céu Antunes said that animal welfare is an
important issue for the Portuguese Presidency, which is committed to asking the Commission to
revise and update current EU rules on protecting animals during transport. A questionnaire on
the long-distance maritime transport of live animals was recently shared with EU countries to
gather more information and move forward with the debate on this issue.
 
 
MEPs on the Committee of Inquiry on the Protection of Animals during Transport highlighted
that current EU rules are not being properly implemented and enforced, pointing to horrific
examples of animals stranded in trucks and vessels due to inadequate checks. They endorsed
updating the current rules on animal transport, but also supported a possible ban on live animal
exports  to  third  countries  with  poor  animal  welfare  standards.  A shift  in  due course from
transporting live  animals  to  transporting meat  should  be considered,  they said.
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Contacts 
 
 

Further information
Committee on Foreign Affairs
Committee on Fisheries
Committee on Transport and Tourism
Committee on Culture and Education
Committee on Agriculture and Rural Development
Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality
Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Food Safety
Committee on Legal Affairs
Committee on Development
Committee on Constitutional Affairs
Subcommittee on Security and Defence
Committee on International Trade
Committee on the Internal Market and Consumer Protection

Márcia BIZZOTTO
Press Officer

(+32) 2 28 32198 (BXL)
marcia.bizzotto@europarl.europa.eu

Federico DE GIROLAMO
Press Officer / Editorial Coordinator

(+32) 2 28 31389 (BXL)
(+33) 3 881 72850 (STR)
(+32) 498 98 35 91
federico.degirolamo@europarl.europa.eu
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http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/afet/home.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/pech/home.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/tran/home.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/cult/home.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/agri/home.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/femm/home.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/envi/home.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/juri/home
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/deve/home
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/afco/home.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/sede/home.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/inta/home.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/imco/home.html

