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This is the fifteenth 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        
 

MEPS react to President von der Leyen’s Green Deal        
An extraordinary plenary of the European Parliament was convened in Brussels on 11 December 2019. The Commis-
sion President, Ursula von der Leyen, and Executive Vice-President for a European Green Deal, Frans Timmermans, 
presented MEPs with the Commission’s flagship proposal for the introduction of the European Green Deal (see further 
details below). There appears to have been broad support for the deal. The three largest political groups, the EPP, S&D 
and Renew Europe, welcomed the proposal. Nevertheless, the Greens called for even greater ambition on the part of the 
Commission, with a commitment to a 65% reduction of greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 and a complete overhaul of 
farming and financial policies. The reaction from the ECR group was more cautious. They warned against the Commis-
sion trying to seize power from the Member States on this fundamental issue. The Parliament will formally adopt its 
position on the Commission’s plans during the plenary of 13-16 January 2020.

EU citizens identify priorities for new Parliamentary term      
Eurobarometer has published a survey identifying which issues citizens would like the Parliament to prioritise during 
the next legislative term. Climate change topped the poll as the biggest political concern for 33% of EU citizens, closely 
followed by tackling social inclusion and poverty (31%). The next two most common priorities were combatting youth 
employment and striving for full employment (24%) and combatting terrorism and organised crime (24%). It could 
come as a surprise that migration and the protection of external borders featured further down the list of priorities, with 
17% and 15% respectively. 

There were also some interesting findings surrounding citizen engagement with the EU. 77% of citizens would like to 
receive more information on the EU institutions, focusing on the consequences of EU legislation at local, regional and 
national levels. In the case of Ireland, the highest levels of trust in democracy in the EU were observed in Ireland at 77%, 
compared to an EU average of 52%. Ireland also experienced the highest rise in interest in EU affairs over the past 12 
months at 45%. 

Parliament’s negotiators respond to Finnish MFF proposal        
The European Parliament’s budgetary negotiation team have issued a critical statement in reaction to the Finnish 
Presidency’s proposal for the next EU long term budget, the MFF. The Finnish Presidency presented its negotiating box 
for the 2021-27 MFF on 2 December 2019. It proposed a budget of €1,087 billion (1.07% of the EU’s GNI). The Parliament 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/pdf/eurobarometre/2019/parlemeter-2019-heeding-the-call-beyond-the-vote/report/en-report.pdf
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considers that the budget would render the implementation of the Commission’s ambitious work programme 
“impossible”, as it provides no additional funding for new initiatives such as the European Green Deal, the Just Transition 
Fund, or the tripling of the Erasmus budget. Equally, the Parliament’s team considered that the proposed budget would 
result in significant cuts to traditional policy areas such as cohesion policy. The proposal was also criticised for failing 
to provide details on the resources that will be used to finance the budget. According to Jose Manuel Fernandes MEP, 
a member of the negotiating team, “The proposal put forward by the Presidency of the Council would condemn the 
European Union to failure”. 

Weber proposes appointment of EU Climate Ambassador      
Manfred Weber MEP, President of the European People’s Party (EPP) and former spitzenkandidat, issued an op-ed this 
week in various European newspapers, calling for the EU to appoint a climate ambassador, to advance the EU’s climate 
agenda worldwide. He argued that the position could mirror the model of Michel Barnier, who received an official 
negotiation mandate on Brexit from the European Council. This person would be responsible for engaging with third 
countries to mobilise them in the fight against climate change and to encourage them to achieve zero emissions by 2050 
among other objectives.  

President Sassoli discussed parliamentary preparations for future conference 
On 12 December 2019, the President of the European Parliament, David Sassoli, briefed EU leaders at the European 
Council on the Parliament’s preparations for the proposed Conference on the Future of Europe. Thus far, the Parliament 
has set up an internal working group, which will present its proposals to the Parliment’s Conference of Presidents 
on 19 December 2019. This will form the basis of a parliamentary resolution in January 2020. According to the latest 
reports, three parliamentarians have thrown their hat into the ring to lead the conference; Guy Verhofstadt MEP, former 
President Antonio Tajani; and current President David Sassoli. 

Developments in the European Commission

Commission presents vision for the European Green Deal               
On 11 December 2019, the new European Commission presented the first instalment of its plan for the European Green 
Deal, one of the cornerstones of President von der Leyen’s new political programme. President von der Leyen presented 
the Green Deal as the EU’s new growth strategy, one that attempts to reconcile the economy with the planet. The President 
described it as a roadmap of actions necessary to achieve climate neutrality by 2050 and ensure the sustainability of 
the EU’s economic model, or “50 actions for 2050”. The Green Deal also contains a pledge to step up the EU’s 2030 
emissions target from 40% to at least 50%. The deal touches on a vast array of EU policy areas, including trade, tax 
policy, budgetary rules, transport, plastics, industrial production, among others, and includes both initial measures and 
longer-term initiatives. It is also intended to be dynamic and will be updated in response to evolving needs. President 
von der Leyen described the ambitious deal as Europe’s moonshot. 

A number of measures are expected to come into effect in early 2020, this includes: 1) The creation of a Just Transition 
Mechanism, supported by a Just Transition Fund of €100 billion as part of the next MFF; 2) The introduction of a climate 
law to achieve climate neutrality by 2050; 3) A Communication on protecting biodiversity ahead of the UN Convention on 
Biodiversity in China in November 2020; 4) A circular economy action plan to accompany the EU’s emerging industrial 
strategy. 

Further important initiatives include: proposals to increase the EU’s greenhouse gas emissions reduction targets for 
2030 ahead of the UN COP26 in November 2020; a revision of the Emissions Trading System for the power sector and its 
possible extension to road transport, shipping and building emissions; a strategy for clean mobility in the second half of 
2020; the revision of the Energy Taxation Directive using QMV rather than unanimity; a strategy to tackle chemical pollution; 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/european-green-deal-communication_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/european-green-deal-communication_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/european-green-deal-communication-annex-roadmap_en.pdf
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a farm to fork strategy to improve the sustainability of the food system; and measures to green the financial system. 

The Commission’s plan also places significant emphasis on fostering new technologies, research and innovation to 
achieve the objectives of the European Green Deal, in addition to the promotion of international environmental goals 
and standards, bilateral relationships and a climate friendly trade policy. This ambitious strategy will require further 
funding – the Commission estimates that achieving current 2030 targets will require an additional €260 billion of 
funding annually. This figure will be met through a combination of commitments to climate change in the next MFF 
(estimated to represent approximately 25% of the budget), alongside a new Sustainable Europe Investment Plan which 
the Commission will present in early 2020. 

President von der Leyen has emphasised the need to put citizens at the heart of the Green Deal. The Commission will 
launch a European Climate Pact by March 2020 to give EU citizens a say in the design of policies linked to the Green Deal. 
To encourage information sharing and debate about climate change, a number of channels will be leveraged, including 
the holding of citizens’ dialogues and other initiatives in Member States and the facilitation of grassroots initiatives on 
climate change and environmental protection.  

The Commission’s European Green Deal has now been submitted to the European Parliament and the European Council 
for their formal endorsement. 

Von der Leyen pledges new partnership with Africa on first mission abroad    
President von der Leyen embarked on her first trip abroad as head of the EU executive this week. Her destination was 
Addis Ababa, capital of Ethiopia and seat of the African Union. The trip was symbolic of President von der Leyen’s desire 
to develop a comprehensive strategy on Africa over the next legislative term and for Africa to have real input into the 
design of this strategy. The President remarked “Today, I am not here to present some grand plan for Africa. I am here 
first and foremost to listen”. The visit was well received by leaders in Ethiopia and the African Union more broadly. 

During the visit, President von der Leyen gave some indications as to what this partnership might look like. She called 
for a relationship between equals that cooperates on issues such as fighting climate change and adapting to digitisation. 
The President also advocated a shared commitment to multilateralism and international organisations such as the 
UN. The EU and African Union will meet again in February 2020. The hope is that these discussions will enable the 
Commission to propose a new strategy on Africa by March 2020. An EU-Africa summit is also expected in October 2020. 
The visit coincided with the granting of a further €170 million in new aid for Ethiopia and €31 million for Kenya. 

Dombrovskis hopes EU will set global standards for sustainable finance     
Executive Vice-President of the European Commission, Valdis Dombrovskis, delivered an address at the UN COP25, 
outlining his ambitions for the EU to become a global standard setter in sustainable finance. He cited the EU green 
taxonomy currently in the final stages of agreement, as “the single most important piece of EU legislation for sustainable 
finance so far” (please see later reference for further information). The Vice-President hopes that this taxonomy will form 
the basis of an EU green bond standard and EU ecolabels for retail financial products. Most importantly, Mr Dombrovskis 
hopes that this legislation, when introduced, will be replicated worldwide, resulting in the creation of a new global 
standard and the greening of investment flows. The Vice-President also pointed to a number of further measures in the 
pipeline, including regulatory change on sustainable reporting and standards for other financial products such as green 
loans and mortgages for energy-efficient housing. 
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European Commission proposes new tool to enforce trade rules        
On 11 December 2019, the main dispute settlement body of the World Trade Organisation, the Appellate body, ceased to 
function following a dispute over appointments to the body. Commissioner for Trade, Phil Hogan, described the paralysis 
of the WTO’s dispute settlement mechanism as “a very serious blow to the international rules-based trade system”. The 
long-term reform of the WTO is one of the priorities of President von der Leyen’s Commission. In the short term, the 
Commission presented a legislative proposal on 12 December 2019, to allow the EU to enforce international trade rules 
in the absence of such a mechanism at WTO level. The proposal seeks to amend the Enforcement Regulation of 2014, 
to allow the Commission to trigger countermeasures if it were to win a dispute settlement proceeding in the WTO or 
under a bilateral EU trade agreement. The Commission hopes that the proposal, which is operating under the ordinary 
legislative procedure, will be approved by co-legislators by mid-2020. 

HRVP sets parameters for Foreign Affairs Council          
The new HRVP, Josep Borrell, chaired his first Foreign Affairs Council (FAC) this week. Ahead of the meeting, Mr Borell 
issued a letter to ministers, outlining his ambitions for the FAC and EU external action more generally. Echoing President 
von der Leyen’s calls for a more geopolitical Commission, Mr Borell described recent international developments as “the 
rebirth of geostrategic competition” and warned that the EU has “the option of becoming a player, a true geostrategic 
actor, or being mostly the playground”. 

Mr Borrell made the case for a dual classification of EU foreign priorities: local and neighbourhood issues and broader 
geopolitical issues. At the top of Mr Borrell’s agenda is the Western Balkans, “First and foremost, we must anchor solidly 
the Western Balkans within the EU.” He added that he will work to reach an agreement on enlargement by the summit 
in Zagreb, Croatia in May 2020.  Other neighbourhood priorities include relations with Turkey and Libya, achieving a 
global agreement between Kosovo and Serbia, and continuing non-proliferation efforts in the Middle East. Mr Borrell 
also noted that trade and technology must be considered as issues of foreign policy. At the procedural level, Mr Borrell 
said he will seek to maximise the value of FAC meetings, by circulating letters in advance of all meetings to set the scope 
of discussions and identify possible outcomes. 

EU battery alliance decision welcomed as model for future EU industrial policy           
The Commission’s competition authorities this week approved the use of €3.2 billion of public money to fund a EU 
battery alliance. The battery project, which has the support of seven Member States (Belgium, Finland, France, 
Germany, Italy, Poland and Sweden), aims to support research and innovation in the production of highly innovative 
and sustainable batteries. The project has been designated as an Important Project of Common European Interest and 
will bring together 17 direct participants, mostly industrial actors and SMEs, and over 70 external partners. The project is 
expected to reach completion in 2031. Commission Vice-President for Interinstitutional Relations and Foresight, Maros 
Sefcovic, welcomed the decision as “the right recipe” for the EU’s emerging industrial strategy, which he argues should 
combine cooperation between industrial actors, private and public sector investment, and a forward-looking regulatory 
framework. 

Developments in the European Council 

European Council held on 12-13 December 2019
The final European Council of 2019 was held on 12-13 December 2019 in Brussels. This was the first European Council 
presided over by President of the European Council, Charles Michel, and the first summit attended by the full spectrum of 
new institutional leaders. Speaking in advance of the summit, President Michel said he would endeavour to improve the 
working methods of the European Council during his term of office. This includes ensuring greater political preparation 
in advance of European Council meetings, conducting more discussions about longer term, strategic issues, and avoiding 
lengthy drafting sessions. Finally, the President indicated his intention to ensure greater follow up at European Council
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level about the implementation of its decisions. 

President Michel and EU heads of state and government had to navigate a complex set of issues during the two-day 
summit, including the European Green Deal proposal, the MFF, the future of the Eurozone, and Brexit. 

First on the agenda on 12 December 2019 was the Conference on the Future of Europe, including a debate with President 
of the European Parliament, David Sassoli. The summit conclusions point to tacit support for this initiative, and an 
apparent lack of urgency if the conference is to get started in early 2020. Dutch Prime Minster, Mark Rutte, told reporters 
that “endless navel-gazing won’t deliver anything”. Nevertheless, EU leaders instructed the Croatian Presidency to 
define the Council’s formal position in such a manner that the conference delivers concrete policy results. The format 
envisaged by the EUCO is the citizens’ dialogues model, with shared responsibility between the Council, the Parliament 
and the Commission. 

Discussions followed on the European Green Deal – arguably the biggest summit agenda item. In the days preceding 
the summit, President Charles Michel made it clear that his ambition was to secure unanimous endorsement for the 
achievement of climate neutrality by 2050. The European Council did endorse the 2050 climate neutrality objective in 
its conclusions. However, unanimity was not reached at this stage, after Poland was granted a special dispensation from 
signing up to the objective owing to its coal based economic model. President Michel was quick to welcome “a deal” on 
climate neutrality, pointing to the Sibiu summit in May 2019, when only eight Member States committed to the 2050 
objective. Nevertheless, some commentators have criticised the decision as evidence of the revival of the multi-speed 
model rejected by former President of the European Council, Donald Tusk.

No formal decision was taken on the European Green Deal at this stage, but the EUCO did instruct Council negotiators to 
advance preparatory work based on the European Commission’s European Green Deal proposal, calling for the creation 
of “an enabling framework” including “instruments, incentives, support and investments” to ensure a socially just 
transition “that benefits all Member States”. There has been some speculation as to whether the lack of explicit support 
for the deal at European Council level could delay the implementation of some of the Commission’s initial proposals, such 
as the Climate Law expected in March 2020, but President von der Leyen insisted the proposed timeline would remain 
unchanged. EU leaders also took note of the proposed carbon border tax, expected to be one of the most controversial 
aspects of the Green Deal, noting only that this should not undermine the EU’s competitiveness and should be replicated 
at WTO level. 

Progress was not forthcoming on discussions on the MFF. President Michel had hoped that leaders would begin 
to identify potential areas for compromise, rather than restating national red lines. Following a presentation of the 
Finnish Presidency’s much contested negotiating box, the most leaders could agree on was a vague commitment to “take 
negotiations forward with the aim of reaching a final agreement”. 

On 13 December 2019, leaders met in Article 50 format in the aftermath of the UK general election. With a significant 
majority now secured for UK PM Boris Johnson, the clear expectation among leaders is that the UK will leave the EU as 
planned on 31 January 2020. Discussions turned to preparations on future EU-UK relations, with the EUCO asking the 
Commission to swiftly draft a comprehensive negotiation mandate for the EU. The summit conclusions confirmed the 
appointment of Michel Barnier as lead negotiator and the creation of a dedicated future relationship working party to 
assist the GAC and Coreper in the negotiations. EU leaders emphasised that the future relationship will require some 
degree of regulatory alignment in order to ensure a level playing field. Commission President von der Leyen told the 
press that the EU’s objectives in negotiations will be to have “zero tariffs, zero quotas and zero dumping”. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/41768/12-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf
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Leaders also met in Euro Summit format on 13 December 2019 to discuss the deepening of the EMU. Reports in the media 
have indicated that discussions were complicated by Portuguese and Italian concerns about a future Eurozone budget. 

Council advocates gender equality as political priority for 2019-24
The Finnish Presidency this week led discussions on achieving gender equal economies in the EU. A series of conclusions 
was adopted, which call on the Commission to designate gender equality as a political priority for the next legislative term 
and to propose a new EU gender equality strategy. The Council considers that this strategy should combine a number of 
gender specific measures with the mainstreaming of gender considerations into all policy areas, including the Europe 
2020 Strategy and the European Semester. The Council also encouraged the development of gender budgeting and the 
integration of gender equality considerations into economic policies, as well as putting the necessary tools in place to 
measure the gender impact of EU policy measures. 

Second hearing held on rule of law in Hungary          
A second hearing was held with Hungary under the Article 7 procedure in the General Affairs Council on 10 December 
2019. The reportedly tense meeting focused on three issues: academic freedom, freedom of expression and the 
independence of the judiciary. The Hungarian officials in attendance at the meeting have been the subject of criticism 
for their conduct. Zoltán Kovács, Hungary’s Secretary of State for International Communications and Relations, live 
tweeted details from the closed-door meeting. The Finnish Presidency asked Hungary to clarify its actions in this regard 
to the Council and has referred the matter to the Council’s Legal Service over a potential breach of confidentiality.  
Nevertheless, Finnish Minister for European Affairs, Tytti Tuppurainen, said that the Finnish Presidency was satisfied 
with the outcome of the meeting. 

Member States block approval of sustainable finance taxonomy
Several EU Ambassadors have blocked final agreement on a sustainable finance taxonomy. Last week, a provisional 
agreement was reached at negotiators level, defining which financial products/activities qualify as green and 
sustainable. The agreement was hailed as a landmark agreement for sustainable finance. However, diplomats from 
Britain, France, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, Romania, Bulgaria and Slovenia opposed the deal, 
preventing the required qualified majority from being reached. The aforementioned Member States expressed concern 
that the proposed taxonomy would prevent future investment in nuclear energy and coal. The Finnish Presidency will 
circulate a revised negotiating mandate but there is still optimism that a deal can be reached before the end of 2019.

What to look out for next week 

16-19 December 2019: The plenary of the European Parliament will take place in Strasbourg.  MEPs will formally 
elect the new European Ombudsman. The European Council will also present its conclusions from the summit of 
12-13 December 2019 and the European Commission will take questions from MEPs on the subject of fair taxation. 
A number of debates will also be held on the rule of law in Malta and elsewhere. 

19 December 2019: The Environment Council will discuss biodiversity and the new EU environment and climate 
policy. 

https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-14254-2019-INIT/en/pdf
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