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What is the Presidency of the Council of the 
European Union?

The Presidency of the Council of the European 
Union is a position that rotates among the national 
governments of the EU Member States every six 
months. The Council of the EU, made up of 
government ministers from each EU country, is the 
main decision-making body of the EU, together 
with the European Parliament. As the holder of 
the Presidency for the first half of 2018, Bulgaria 
will be responsible for defining the positions of 
the Council, organising and chairing meetings, 
and representing the Council to the European 
Commission and the Parliament. In doing so, the 
Bulgarian Government has a duty to remain neutral 
and to take the interests of all Member States into 
account. Due to the relatively short time-frame of 
the term, each Presidency belongs to a Presidency 
Trio - a grouping of three countries that coordinate 

their priorities over an 18-month period.  Bulgaria 
is the second country of the current Trio, which 
also includes Estonia, the outgoing holder of the 
Presidency, and Austria, which will assume the role 
on 1 July 2018. 

Priorities of the Bulgarian Presidency

The Bulgarian Government is intent on maintaining 
stability and cohesion of the EU27 during its tenure. 
This is evident from the Presidency slogan, “United 
We Stand Strong.” Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Ekaterina Zaharieva has highlighted the significance 
of this phrase in Bulgaria, as it is also the motto of 
the National Assembly and the Coat of Arms of the 
Republic of Bulgaria. Speaking to the Trans European 
Policy Studies Association (TEPSA), Monika 
Panayotova, Deputy Minister for the Bulgarian 
Presidency of the EU, has pledged that Bulgaria will 
work for a more “Secure Europe, Stable Europe and 

On 1 January 2018, Bulgaria will assume the Presidency of the Council of the European Union, 
for the first time since its accession to the EU in 2007. This Presidency comes during a significant 
period for the European Union. Alongside the complicated negotiations on the future relationship 
between the EU and the UK, the EU is embarking upon a process of serious reflection and 
debate on the future of the integration process. Either of these tasks alone would demand strong 
and even-handed mediation from the holder of the Presidency. That they are both happening 
simultaneously presents a clear challenge to the Bulgarian Presidency, but also the opportunity 
to define its place in the EU and demonstrate what progress it has made in the decade since its 
accession. 
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Solidary Europe”, and will aim to achieve this by 
performing the functions of an “honest mediator, a 
political leader, a representative and a coordinator”. 

The four Priorities of the Bulgarian Presidency are: 

• The Future of Europe and Young People

• European Perspective and Connectivity 
of the Western Balkans

• Security and Stability in a Strong and 
United Europe

• Digital Economy and Skills for the Future

The Future of Europe and Young People

This priority is based on the concepts of cohesion 
and convergence, which are particularly germane 
to Bulgaria as the EU’s least wealthy Member State. 
The Bulgarian Government hopes to bring EU 
Member States together to overcome the challenges 
of high debt levels and slow wage growth, which 
are impeding the economic convergence of poorer 
Member States. 

The Presidency will work for an “active and 
constructive debate” on the Multiannual Financial 
Framework – the programme that sets the guidelines 
for the next seven years of annual budgets. The 
Bulgarian Government believe that new financial 
resources are necessary to overcome the evolving 
challenges facing the European Union, as well as the 
shortfall that will be left after the UK’s withdrawal. 
Furthermore, Bulgaria believes that deeper monetary 
integration is necessary for economic growth and 
stability, and that all EU Member States should take 
part in this debate, whether or not they are currently 

members of the Economic and Monetary Union. 

Bulgaria, which is an aspiring member of the 
Eurozone, can play an important role in bridging 
the ever-yawning gap between Eurozone and 
non-Eurozone Member States. Bulgaria can act 
as a role model for other non-Eurozone States by 
moderating a constructive debate on the European 
Commission’s EMU Package, and reaffirming its 
objective to eventually join the Eurozone. In his 
State of the Union address in September 2017, 
President Juncker put forward his idea of an 
instrument to help aspiring Eurozone members 
meet the necessary convergence criteria; Bulgaria 
can prove its dedication to Eurozone reform and 
membership by encouraging the creation of this 
instrument during its Presidency, and even being 
among the first countries to benefit from it. 

European Perspective and Connectivity of the 
Western Balkans

The second priority of the Bulgarian Presidency is 
to provide transport, air, energy, educational and 
digital connectivity to the countries of the Western 
Balkans. Bulgaria hopes to formulate clear action 
plans, with concrete steps, with each Western 
Balkan country in this policy area, which it believes 
will provide “lasting peace, security and prosperity 
in the region.” Examples of policies to improve 
connectivity to the Western Balkans that have been 
suggested include the reduction of roaming charges 
and increased provision of broadband internet in the 
region. 

This is another area in which Bulgaria, with its 
regional expertise, is well-placed to play a leadership 
role. As a Balkan country that has undergone the 
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long and complex process of EU accession, Bulgaria 
can use its comparative advantage to build a shared 
EU perspective on the Western Balkans and perhaps 
energise the accession process of those countries. 

Security and Stability in a Strong and United 
Europe

Echoing the calls of many EU leaders, including 
French President Macron and European Commission 
President Juncker, the Bulgarian Presidency will 
work for “long-lasting and fair solutions in the area 
of asylum policy, for efficient policies for return 
and readmission, for a balanced approach between 
short and long-term measures aiming at the source 
of migration.” This is a continuation of Estonia’s 
Presidency priority, which aimed to achieve a “safe 
and secure” Europe by reforming the Common 
European Asylum System, strengthening the external 
and internal security of the EU and supporting 
relations with Eastern partnership countries.   

Bulgaria believes that consensus and unity are 
imperative for any success to be found in the area of 
security and migration policies. This belief is shared 
by most Member States, including Bulgaria’s trio 
partners, and the leaders of the EU institutions. For 
this reason, productive and thoughtful moderation 
of discussions during Bulgaria’s Presidency are 
important so that effective policies can be designed 
in the coming year.

Digital Economy and Skills for the Future

Another area in which Bulgaria aims to carry on 
the work done during Estonia’s EU Presidency 
is the prioritisation of the digital economy and 
innovation. Completing the Digital Single Market 
and improving the environment for innovation 
across Europe are considered by Bulgaria to be 

necessary steps in meeting the future requirements 
of the labour market and cultivating technological 
development. According to the Bulgarian 
Government, the next steps on the agenda for this 
process include: Information and communication 
technology (ICT), providing transboundary services 
particularly to the SMEs, copyright protection, 
e-privacy and cyber security. 

This priority is tightly linked to ‘The Future of 
Europe and Young People’, as the introduction of ICT 
education at all levels of the educational system is a 
policy goal of the Bulgarian Presidency, according 
to the Deputy Minister of Education and Science, 
Denitsa Sacheva. The Bulgarian Government 
maintains that: “linking the education of the young 
people with learning “the skills for the future” is the 
way to achieve a competitive, flexible and successful 
Europe.” 

Conclusion

The agenda of the Bulgarian EU Presidency is 
comprehensive and ambitious. At a time of great flux 
for the European Union, it will be a challenge for 
the Bulgarian Government to manage and mediate 
the various debates that are taking place across the 
EU, and at the same time pursue its own progressive 
agenda of outreach to the Western Balkans, 
completion of the Digital Single Market, reform 
of the EMU and increased internal and external 
security for the EU. The Minister for the Bulgarian 
Presidency, Lilyana Pavlova, has said that Bulgarian 
economic and political stability, its regional expertise 
and the high level of euro-optimism throughout the 
country have prepared the ground for a successful 
Presidency. The next six months will give Bulgaria 
the chance to prove its position at the heart of the 
EU and provide a guiding light to other countries in 
the region.
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