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This is the twelfth 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 the EU institutions. We also look ahead to what developments may 
emerge over the coming week.

Developments in the European Parliament 

European Parliament declares hearing process closed      
The President of the European Parliament, David Sassoli, announced the completion of the hearings process for 
the new European Commission at a press conference on 21 November 2019. This follows the approval of the last 
remaining EU27 candidate, the Hungarian nominee for the Neighbourhood and Enlargement portfolio, Mr Oliver 
Várhelyi. Mr Várhelyi was requested to submit further written answers to MEPs after he failed to convince them of 
his independence from the Hungarian government during a hearing on 14 November 2019. These proved sufficient 
to secure the support of all political groups except the GUE/NGL group and the Greens. Kati Piri, Vice President for 
Foreign Affairs in the Socialist group, which had previously been the biggest opponents of the Hungarian candidate, 
said that approval by the group is not a “blank cheque”, and that they will be vigilant of  Mr Várhelyi’s respect for 
rule of law. The three Executive Vice Presidents, Frans Timmermans, Margrethe Vestager and Valdis Dombrovskis 
also attended an “exchange of views” with the Parliament’s Conference of Presidents prior to the announcement. 

In view of these developments, President Sassoli confirmed that the final confirmatory vote on the European 
Commission will take place in plenary on 27 November 2019, preparing the way for the new Commission to take office 
by 1 December 2019. The Council must approve the updated list of Commissioners before it can be put before the plenary. 
President Sassoli made clear that this process will take place despite continuing uncertainty about the appointment 
(or lack of appointment) of a Commissioner by the UK government. The UK government has until midnight on Friday 
22nd November to respond to infringement proceedings launched by the Commission for its failure to respect its legal 
obligations as an EU Member in view of the extension granted. The EU is exploring legal avenues to allow the Commission 
to take office as planned without a UK Commissioner. 

European Parliament challenges location of a new Labour Authority   
The European Parliament has filed a legal complaint against the Council, alleging it unlawfully chose Bratislava, 
Slovakia, as the location of the new European Labour Authority in June 2019. At the centre of the debate is a dispute 
as to whether the decision to locate the agency is the sole competence of national governments, or whether it is a joint 
competence between Council and Parliament. The court challenge is said not to be a direct affront to the selection of 
Bratislava as the host city for the ELA, but rather evidence of the ongoing tension between Parliament and Council in 
the EU’s institutional arena. 
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Developments in the European Commission

Majority of Europeans support EU’s role in international trade 
According to a new Eurobarometer report on EU trade policy, the perceptions of the benefits of international trade have 
improved significantly among EU citizens since the previous survey was conducted in 2010. The study shows that 60% 
of Europeans feel they have benefitted from international trade, a 16% increase since 2010. This figure masks substantial 
differences between Member States, from 86% in Sweden, to 35% in Italy. Irish respondents were the 8th most positive 
about the benefits of EU trade at 75%. 

Equally, 70% of Europeans think the EU is better placed to defend trade interests than individual Member States. There 
was also evident support for international trade rules, with a 20% increase in support for elevating environmental and 
health standards to an EU priority in trade negotiations. Nevertheless, opinions were less positive about the benefits of 
globalisation and EU free trade agreements. A third of Europeans consider that globalisation is changing the world too 
quickly. Similarly, a quarter of Europeans believe free trade agreements benefit businesses more than consumers. The 
results will be used to inform EU trade policy making.  

Commission assesses Draft Budgetary Plans 
The Commission published its opinions on Member States’ 2020 Draft Budgetary Plans this week. The overall assessment 
presented is that the Eurozone’s structural balance for 2020 will be broadly neutral, with nine Member States expected 
to perform in line with their medium-term budgetary objectives and no Member State under the excessive deficit 
procedure for the first time since 2002. Ireland was one of nine Member States to be found fully compliant with its 
budgetary obligations under the Stability and Growth Pact. This positive picture does not however, hold for all Member 
States. The Commission warned that Belgium, Spain, France, Italy, Portugal, Slovenia, Slovakia and Finland are at risk 
of non-compliance. Four of these countries: Belgium, Spain, France and Italy, were singled out as having very high debt-
to-GDP ratios. Conversely, the Commission welcomed the pursuit of more ambitious expansionary fiscal policies in 
Germany and the Netherlands. 

President-elect advocates a balanced approach to policy challenges
The incoming President of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, has called for the new Commission to 
pursue a balanced approach to challenges such as climate action, economic competitiveness, demographic change and 
digitalisation. Speaking at the EPP conference in Zagreb, President-elect von der Leyen argued that ambitious climate 
action should be balanced with a new industrial strategy and an environment that is favourable for entrepreneurship. 

Developments in the Council

Donald Tusk elected EPP President, Helen McEntee becomes Vice-President
Outgoing President of the European Council, Donald Tusk, has been elected as President of the European People’s Party, 
the largest political grouping in the EU. President Tusk was elected by 491 votes to 37 at the party conference in Zagreb, 
Croatia. Some commentators have argued that Mr Tusk’s appointment is an attempt to bridge the gap between east and 
west in the EPP and the EU more broadly.  In his acceptance speech, President Tusk spoke about the need for politicians 
to reconcile security with freedom and liberal democracy, to avoid the concept of security being monopolised by the 
populists. He also spoke about the importance of distinguishing between populism and popularity, and called for the 
development of a political narrative that is truthful but that also captures people’s attention. He finished his address 
with a pledge to be the “party of responsible popularity”. President Tusk also told reporters that the EPP will decide on 
the potential expulsion of Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban’s Fidesz party from the EPP at the end of January. 

Futhermore, Ireland’s Minister of State for European Affairs, Helen McEntee, was elected as one of 10 Vice-Presidents of 
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the EPP. Minister McEntee received the third highest number of votes among the candidates for the position.

Co-legislators reach provisional deal on annual budget
Although negotiations for the EU’s long-term budget, the MFF, are ongoing, the EU’s co-legislators – the Parliament and 
the Council, reached a provisional agreement on the EU’s annual budget for 2020 on 18 November 2019. Conciliation 
negotiations went to the wire, with agreement reached hours before the midnight deadline. At €168.7 billion, the final 
size of budgetary commitments is a middle ground between the preferred figures of both institutions: €2.3 billion 
less than the figure proposed by the Parliament, and €1.9 billion more than the preferred budget of the Council. This 
represents an increase of 1.5% compared to the 2019 budget and stands at 0.99% of EU28 GNI. Total payments have been 
set at €153.6 billion, a 3.4% rise from 2019. 

The thematic focus of the 2020 budget is on growth and competitiveness, climate action, security and migration, in 
what Budgetary Commissioner Günther Oettinger described as a budget of continuity. The Parliament were quick to 
call victory after securing additional funding for climate action and research - €500 million more than proposed by the 
European Commission and 21% of the overall budget. Nearly half of the proposed budget will be dedicated to making the 
economy more competitive, including boosting job creation and fostering convergence. Other spending increases were 
observed in funding for youth programmes such as Erasmus+ and the Galileo satellite system. 

The provisional agreement must still be formally approved by both institutions. The Council is expected to endorse the 
agreement on 25 November 2019, followed by approval in the plenary on 27 November 2019. 

Council discusses strengthening rule of law in the EU
Ministers in the General Affairs Council discussed reforming the process of evaluating the Council’s annual rule of law 
dialogue. Following opposition from Hungary and Poland, no consensus could be reached on a reform agenda. However, 
the Finnish Presidency issued a set of presidency conclusions, supported by the remaining 26 Member States. These 
conclusions propose developing the current rule of law dialogue into an annual stock take of positive and negative trends 
across all Member States. The conclusions note that this form of annual dialogue could make use of the Commission’s 
new annual law reports and could take place in tandem with discussions on a periodic peer review mechanism on rule 
of law. 

In other news, the Council will hold a second hearing with Hungary on the Article 7 procedure at the General Affairs 
Council on 10 December 2019. The Finnish Presidency said the hearing would be thematic in nature, with discussions 
focused on key topics identified at COREPER level. The announcement was met with anger by some in the European 
Parliament, after MEPs were not invited to attend the hearing. 

Council calls for increased policy action on oceans and seas
On 19 November 2019, the Council adopted conclusions calling for greater policy action to protect delicate coastal 
ecosystems threatened by climate change. The conclusions identify a number of areas where greater policy action is 
needed at local, national, European and global levels, including: improving international ocean governance, promoting 
the sustainable blue economy, promoting sustainable fisheries policies, reducing plastic waste and microplastics, and 
ensuring maritime security. The Council called on the Commission to propose policy responses to these challenges and 
for the EU in general to promote oceans as a global priority. The annual European Maritime Day Conference will take 
place in Cork, Ireland in May 2020.

French proposals for accession reform garner some support 
France this week published a non-paper outlining reforms it considers necessary to the accession procedure. This 
includes a new tiered structure for the accession process, which would involve the candidate country reaching the 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/41394/st14173-en19.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/41384/st14249-en19.pdf
https://www.politico.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Enlargement-nonpaper.pdf


EU27 BULLETIN | 18NOV–22NOV

IIEA 4

necessary standards in seven successive policy blocks, rather than the simultaneous opening of 35 policy chapters as is 
currently the case. On completion of each stage, the candidate country would be able to benefit from certain policies, EU 
programmes and targeted finance. As France recognised, such a policy would be “more gradual”, but equally, it argues, 
“more incentivising”. The proposal comes after France opposed the opening of accession negotiations with North 
Macedonia and Albania at the October European Council. The French non-paper insists that its support for enlargement 
is unequivocal, provided the necessary reforms are carried out to ensure full compliance with rule of law and the 
European acquis. 

The French proposal was soon followed by a letter by six EU member countries – Austria, Czech Republic, Poland, Slovakia, 
Italy and Slovenia. The six countries acknowledge that some degree of reform is necessary, provided that this takes place 
swiftly in order to reach a consensus on opening accession talks with Albania and North Macedonia in March 2020. The 
countries also invited the Commission to come up with proposals by January 2020 to “enhance the effectiveness of the 
accession process as an instrument to support reform and integration efforts in the region”. French proposals did not, 
however, find favour with all Member States. Finnish EU Affairs Minister, Tytti Tuppaainen, noted that some Member 
States were more cautious about the reforms proposed by France. 

Trade top of the agenda at Foreign Affairs Council 
EU Foreign Ministers focused on the state of play of EU trade relations at a meeting on 21 November 2019. They discussed 
the Commission’s latest initiatives to find a common EU position on reform of the WTO in terms of rulemaking, monitoring 
and dispute settlement. This includes proposals put forward by the EU and other countries to unblock appointments to 
the Appellate Body, to improve compliance with notification obligations and to introduce new rules to create a more 
level playing field in the multilateral trade system. In addition, Ministers examined the latest developments in EU-US 
trade developments and reinforced support for a unified and “positive trade agenda” with the US. Finally, the Council 
highlighted the importance of ensuring the effective implementation of trade agreements to maximise benefits for 
citizens and companies.  

 What to look out for next week 

25 November 2019 The Foreign Affairs council will discuss the future financial architecture for sustainable 
development and neighbourhood policy. 

25-28 November 2019 The plenary of the European Parliament takes place in Strasbourg. Highlights include 
the confirmatory vote on the new European Commission and a final vote on the annual 2020 budget. 

28-29 November 2019 The Competitiveness Council will discuss issues such as: the external dimension of 
the European competitiveness and ways of fostering a sustainable space economy. It is also expected to adopt 
conclusions on space solutions for a sustainable Arctic, on the circular economy in the construction sector and 
on the updated EU bioeconomy strategy.


