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This is the fifth in a series of updates outlining key developments which have taken place across the EU institutions. 
Each week, the EU27 Bulletin will update you on institutional proposals, major policy speeches by EU leaders and 
decisions adopted by EU institutions. We also look ahead to what developments may emerge over the coming week. 

Developments in the European Parliament 

Parliament stands firm on conflict of interest 
On 30 September 2019, the European Parliament’s Legal Affairs Committee (JURI) reconvened at the request of President 
David Sassoli. The Committee upheld its finding of 26 September 2019 that the Commissioner-designates of Hungary 
and Romania are unable to exercise their functions on the grounds of conflicts of interest. The committee recommended 
that President-elect, Ursula von der Leyen, put forward new candidates. 

As this is the first time approval by the JURI Committee has been a necessary precondition to proceed to the confirmatory 
hearing, there was some controversy surrounding the decision both inside and outside the Parliament. Some MEPs were 
unhappy at having to reconvene to clarify the decision. Mr Trócsányi, Commissioner-designate for Hungary, pledged to 
challenge the decision in the Court of Justice of the European Union. 

Confirmation hearings get underway 
A total of 19 confirmatory hearings were held this week with Commissioners-designate. Political group coordinators 
have 24 hours to meet to assess the performance of each candidate following the hearing. 

Irish Commissioner-designate for Trade, Phil Hogan, faced a relatively smooth hearing on 30 September 2019 for the 
Trade portfolio, despite opposition from the Greens on his “lack of ambition” to incorporate climate measures into EU 
trade policy.  During his opening statement, Commissioner-designate Hogan emphasised the importance of reforming 
the World Trade Organisation, the leveraging of trade in order to further the EU’s Sustainable Development Goals, and 
the need to look towards deepening trade relations with immediate neighbours and Africa. The spectre of protectionism 
was discernible both during this opening statement, with reference to employing “trade defence mechanisms” as a 
result of Chinese trade policies and the United States’ current trade practises with the Union. The trickiest questions 
related to how Commissioner-designate Hogan intends to enforce the labour and environmental standards agreed upon 
in the EU’s Free Trade Agreements.

The following Commissioners-designate had relatively uncomplicated hearings and are likely to be ‘safe’: Mariya Gabriel 
(Bulgaria – Innovation and Youth); Maroš Šefčovič (Slovakia – Interinstitutional Relations and Foresight); Nicolas 
Schmit (Luxembourg – Jobs); Jutta Urpilainen (Finland – International Partnerships); Stella Kyriakides (Cyprus – Health); 
Janez Lenarčič (Slovenia – Crisis Management); Helena Dalli (Malta – Equality); Elisa Ferreira (Portugal – Cohesion and 
Reforms); Johannes Hahn (Austria – Budget and Administration); Kadri Simson (Estonia- Energy); Virginijus Sinkevičius 
(Lithuania – Environment and Oceans); Dubravka Suiča (Croatia- Democracy and Demography) and Didier Reynerds 
(Belgium – Justice). Even Margaritis Schinas from Greece, who was bestowed the controversial title of Vice-President 
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for the European Way of Life, appears to have acquired the necessary support to proceed, even if significant pressure 
remains from MEPs in the liberal and socialist groups to change the portfolio title.  

Rocky road continues for Von der Leyen team
It was not plain sailing for all candidates, however. The Polish candidate for Agriculture, Janusz Wojciechowski, failed to 
satisfy MEPs across the political spectrum during his hearing on 1 October 2019. The candidate was criticised for failing 
to give detailed answers, not helped by his hesitant English. Mr Wojciechowski has been asked to provide answers to 
further written questions and if these remain unsatisfactory, attend a second hearing or face being replaced by a new 
candidate.

France’s candidate for the Internal Market portfolio, Sylvie Goulard, also faced a difficult hearing. Ms Goulard came 
under attack for a number of personal issues from the EPP and S&D groups, as well as the far left and populist right and 
from French national opponents of Macron. Ms Goulard, a member of the Renew Europe group, will have to answer 
additional questions relating to outstanding legal and ethical concerns and she may have to attend a further oral hearing.  
Media sources suggest she could fall victim to opposition from the EPP and S&D groups, who have already lost candidates 
over reported conflicts of interest. 

There are also some question marks being raised over Ylva Johansson (Sweden – Home Affairs), who will have to deal 
with the thorny issues of migration and security if confirmed. Some MEPs remarked the candidate lacked any concrete 
proposals on how to overcome persistent political differences over migration. 

Additional hearings can be held on 14 and 15 October 2019 if required. Recommendations from each committee will be 
forwarded to the Conference of Presidents, who will decide on 17 October 2019 if the hearings can be considered closed 
to allow a vote to be taken on the entire College of Commissioners at the plenary of 23 October 2019. 

Parliament outlines position on annual budget
The European Parliament’s Budget Committee (DG BUDG) outlined its position on the Commission’s 2020 Draft Budget 
this week. The Committee proposed increasing the size of the budget to €171.3 billion, €3 billion more than proposed 
by the Commission. The Committee also called for increasing funding for certain sectors to reflect the Parliament’s 
priorities, namely an additional €2 billion for projects related to tackling climate change (climate-related research under 
Horizon 2020 and investment in transport and energy infrastructure). Further funding was also proposed for youth 
initiatives such as the Youth Employment Initiative and Erasmus+. The Parliament is expected to vote on its position 
on the 2020 draft budget in plenary on 23 October 2019 in order to reach an agreement with the Council by the end of 
November 2019. 

Parliament’s Brexit taskforce rejects latest UK proposal
A statement issued by the European Parliament’s Brexit Steering Group has criticised the latest proposals by the UK 
government to seek to unblock the Brexit negotiations. Specifically, the BSG considers that the current proposal 1) 
would create barriers to trade between north and south, thereby harming the all island economy, 2) fails to provide 
legal certainty as to its operability and 3) makes the proposal contingent on approval by the NI Assembly which is not 
currently in office. The European Parliament must consent to any Withdrawal Agreement, something it says it will not 
do on the basis of the most recent UK proposals. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/ga/press-room/20191003IPR63303/brexit-recent-uk-proposals-do-not-offer-the-safeguards-the-eu-and-ireland-need
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Developments in the European Commission 

End of the road for Romanian and Hungarian candidates
President-elect of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, has asked Hungary and Romania to put forward new 
candidate Commissioners after their first candidates were rejected by the Parliament’s Legal Affairs Committee. The 
speed with which Von der Leyen made this request has been interpreted as recognition that no remedy would have been 
sufficient to appease the JURI committee’s concerns about the candidates. 

Following this request, Hungary put forward Olivér Várhelyi, the country’s current Permanent Representative to the EU. 
Mr Várhelyi is a career diplomat/civil servant and is not aligned to any political group. Hungary reportedly requested 
maintaining the Neighbourhood and Enlargement portfolio. Meanwhile, Romania put forward MEP Dan Nica (S&D) as 
its alternative candidate. 

The new Commissioner candidates will have to undergo all the normal formalities before they can proceed to the 
confirmatory hearing. This includes approval by President-elect von der Leyen, the submission of financial interests and 
the adoption of a new list of candidates by the European Council. There has been some speculation as to whether the two 
rejections will delay the inaugural session of the new European Commission currently scheduled for 1 November 2019. 

Gender balance?
In the first round of nominations, President-elect von der Leyen achieved near perfect gender parity, but the rejection of 
Rovana Plumb has upset this balance. Romania has therefore indicated it has a female candidate in waiting if necessary, 
and on the condition that Hungary does the same. In this case the Romanian candidate would be Gabriela Ciot, the 
current Romanian Secretary State for European Affairs. 

Commission criticises “problematic” UK Brexit proposal
Although somewhat more measured in its language than the European Parliament, the Commission has made clear its 
dissatisfaction with the latest UK Brexit proposals. An official statement issued following a call between Irish Taoiseach, 
Leo Varadkar, and Commission President Juncker welcomes “some progress” but emphasises that current proposals do 
not respect all the objectives reflected in the backstop and further discussions are therefore required. 

Developments in the European Council 

Is the EU inching closer to a rule of law mechanism?
The EU is on the brink of linking receipt of EU funding to rule of law performance according to Finnish Prime Minister 
Antti Rinne. Following a meeting of EU leaders, Rinne remarked that discussions had focused on introducing the 
principle of conditionality as part of the next MFF and that “At the moment it seems all Member States are ready to 
accept it”. However, the Hungarian government has maintained that such a rule would give the European Commission 
too much power in evaluating rule of law performance and would create a more divided Europe. 

Finnish Presidency 

Funding for European defence
The Finnish Presidency has sought to advance discussions on the implementation of the European Defence Fund (EDF) 
as part of the EU’s next long-term budget. Finland convened a high-level seminar on 3 and 4 October 2019 to discuss best 
practice for the implementation of the EDF. It is intended that the EDF be used to finance joint European defence projects 
in areas of strategic interest as part of the next multiannual finance framework or MFF. 

https://www.ft.com/content/8285162a-de16-11e9-9743-db5a370481bc
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Linking gender equality and economic policy 
The Finnish Presidency has called for the new European Commission to introduce a high-level gender equality strategy. 
Finland argues that the EU’s economic and budgetary strategies should take into account the role played by gender 
equality and female employment in contributing to sustainable growth. This means “the mainstreaming of the gender 
perspective into different policy areas, strengthening cross-sectoral cooperation and developing investments and 
budgeting to support equality objectives”.

Other speeches/developments 

EU-US trade relationship reaches crunch point 
On 2 October 2019, the World Trade Organisation authorised the US to impose sanctions of up to €6.8 billion on EU 
goods in retaliation for what it considered illegal EU subsidies for European aerospace company Airbus. It is reported 
that this is the biggest ever penalty approved by the WTO. As a consequence, the US is set to impose a 10% tariff on 
Airbus aircraft and a 25% tariff on a range of other EU agricultural and industrial goods from 18 October 2019. 

EU representatives have been highly active across political and diplomatic channels in trying to prevent the ruling from 
being actioned. Commissioner for Trade, Cecilia Malmstrom, warned the US not to introduce what she described as 
“short-sighted and counterproductive measures”. She added that if the US does decide to go down this route, the EU 
“will have no option but to do the same”. At an awards ceremony at the American Chamber of Commerce, Commission 
President Jean Claude Juncker added: “Our continents have been through thick and thin together, through different 
political cycles. The American-European friendship is not about hopes and dreams. It’s a necessity.” Equally, a group of 
MEPs sent a letter to the US Congress urging them not to approve the tariffs and damage the transatlantic partnership 
or risk losing out to China. 

EU seeks to strengthen trade links with South East Africa
On the same day (2 October 2019), the European Commission announced the opening of negotiations to deepen trade links 
with five-nation Eastern and Southern African countries (Comoros, Madagascar, Mauritius, Seychelles and Zimbabwe). 
The current agreement that is in place only covers goods, and it is hoped that a more comprehensive agreement can 
be developed, which would encompass ‘trade-related areas, such as services, investment, technical barriers to trade, 
intellectual property rights as well as trade and sustainable development’. 

EU leaders pen letter on accession

The leaders of the EU’s main institutions have penned a joint letter urging Member States to open accession talks with 
North Macedonia and Albania. The letter describes the decision to open talks as “a test of the Union’s ability to deliver 
on its promises and look to the future” and recognises that both countries have made significant efforts to meet the 
necessary criteria. The letter comes as Heads of State and Government are expected to make a decision on beginning 
negotiations with the two countries at the European Council of 17 and 18 October 2019. 

https://g8fip1kplyr33r3krz5b97d1-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/EP-letter-to-Congress-1.pdf?utm_source=POLITICO.EU&utm_campaign=aa1fbe715a-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_10_03_05_04&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_10959edeb5-aa1fbe715a-190433869
https://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-19-5951_en.htm
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/40906/20191003-accession-talks-appeal-signed.pdf
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What to look out for next week 

7- 11 October 2019: Week of European regions and Cities. 

7-8 October 2019: The Justice and Home Affairs Council will convene in Brussels. Justice ministers are 
expected to discuss EU level action on corruption, the status of the implementation of the EU Charter of 
Fundamental Rights and negotiations on e-evidence. Hybrid threats, new technologies and right-wing 
extremism and terrorism will be the focus for Home Affairs Ministers. Ministers are also expected to discuss 
the state of play on migration, including the presentation of a recent proposal put forward by five Member 
States for the redistribution of migrants rescued in the Mediterranean. 

7-8 October 2019: A further five hearings of Commissioners-designate will be held in the relevant committees 
of the European Parliament. On Monday 7 September Vera Jourová (Czech Republic – Values and Transparency) 
and Josep Borrell (Spain – High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy) will attend oral 
hearings. Tuesday 8 October will be the turn of Executive Vice- Presidents Frans Timmermans (Netherlands 
– European Green Deal); Valdis Dombrovskis (Latvia – An Economy that works for people); and Margrethe 
Vestager (Denmark- Europe fit for the Digital Age). 

8 October 2019: Federica Mogherini delivers high-level EU Diplomacy Lecture on ‘Implementing the EU 
Global Strategy: Challenges and Opportunities’ at the College of Europe in Bruges, Belgium.

9 October 2019: The Eurogroup will meet to discuss the Banking Union, competitiveness developments in 
the Euro area and the Budgetary instrument for convergence and competitiveness among other themes. 

10 October 2019: The Economic and Financial Affairs Council will meet to discuss the implementation of the 
money-laundering action plan and the EU’s financial architecture for development. 

11 October 2019: Margrethe Vestager delivers a speech on “Democracy in a digital age“ in Athens. 


