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The EU27 Bulletin provides an update on institutional proposals, major policy speeches by EU leaders 
and decisions adopted by the EU institutions on a fortnightly weekly basis. Each bulletin has a tripartite 
structure focusing on developments in the European Commission, the European Parliament and the Council 
respectively. It also looks ahead to what developments may emerge over the coming weeks.

Developments in the European Commission 
Commission proposes new enlargement methodology

On 5 February 2020, the Commission presented its proposals to reform the EU’s accession procedure. These were 
described by the Commissioner for Enlargement, Olivér Várhelyi as the Commission’s “new methodology” for accession 
negotiations. The Communication is an attempt to address the structural weaknesses of the current accession procedure, 
while also recognising the geostrategic importance of a credible enlargement process in the Western Balkans. The voices 
in favour of reform have been growing after progress stalled on opening accession talks with North Macedonia and Albania 
in October 2019.

The Commission hopes that Member States will endorse these proposals in parallel with the decision to open accession 
talks with North Macedonia and Albania, preferably in advance of the EU-Western Balkans summit in Zagreb on 6-7 May 
2020. For further information on the content of the latest proposals please see the upcoming IIEA paper entitled, ‘Can EU 
Enlargement to the Western Balkans be Re-vitalised?’. 

Commission outlines preference for partnership package with UK

On 3 February 2020, the Commission’s new Taskforce for Relations with the UK under Michel Barnier, published its 
eagerly awaited draft negotiating mandate for the future EU-UK relationship. This draws on the framework set out in the 
Political Declaration of October 2019 and the European Council’s guidelines of 13 December 2019. The mandate shows 
that the legal basis for negotiations has moved from Article 50 to Article 217 (Association Agreements). The Commission’s 
preference is for a single partnership package with the UK based on three main components: 

1) General arrangements on basic values and governance: In the view of the Commission, any future 
partnership must be based on respect for shared values such as the protection of human rights and the rule of 
law, commitment to the Paris Agreement on Climate Change and multilateralism. Regarding governance, the 
Commission proposes the creation of a governing body, comprised of representatives from both parties, which 
would be responsible for implementing the agreement as it evolves and resolving disputes. An independent 

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/enlargement-methodology_en.pdf
https://www.iiea.com/eu27/can-eu-enlargement-to-the-western-balkans-be-revitalised/
https://www.iiea.com/eu27/can-eu-enlargement-to-the-western-balkans-be-revitalised/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/communication-annex-negotiating-directives.pdf


EU27 BULLETIN | 03FEB–14FEB

IIEA 2

arbitration panel could be called to issue a binding decision on any prevailing disputes, but the Court of Justice 
of the EU(CJEU) would remain the sole interpreter of EU law. 

2) Economic arrangements: The Commission’s ambition is to agree a wide-ranging economic partnership, 
including provisions on reciprocal access to coastal waters. This would have at its heart a free trade agreement 
with no quotas or tariffs, complemented by cooperation on customs and services. Commission President 
Ursula von der Leyen said the EU was prepared to offer the UK a more ambitious deal than ever before to a 
third country. Nevertheless, this will be conditional on a “robust” (i.e. legal) commitment to level playing field 
provisions by the UK in areas like competition, taxation, labour and social protection, and the environment.
 
3) Security arrangements: The Commission will pursue a “broad, comprehensive and balanced security 
partnership” in the areas of law enforcement and judicial cooperation in criminal matters, foreign policy, 
security and defence. This includes the possibility of intelligence sharing between the EU and UK and the 
potential participation of the UK in certain EU defence missions. 

This draft mandate has been sent to EU Ambassadors in COREPER I for review. According to initial media reports, while 
most countries are broadly happy with the mandate, some such as France would prefer more ambitious language 
surrounding the level playing field provisions. The General Affairs Council is expected to give final sign-off to the document 
on 25 February 2020, allowing the Commission to formally begin negotiations with the UK. 

Commission launches review on the Future of the EU’s Economic Governance 

The Commission is launching a review or “open discussion” on the future of the EU’s complex economic and fiscal 
governance framework. This follows the publication of a Commission report identifying the main strengths and 
weaknesses of the current framework, which includes the Stability and Growth Pact, the European Semester and the six-
pack and two-pack reforms. It aims to monitor, prevent and correct potentially dangerous economic trends. 

The main details of the review can be found here. Rather than specifying any follow up actions, the Commission is 
inviting stakeholders and the other EU institutions to present their views on how the current system could be enhanced 
from February to June 2020. The Commission considers this review as necessary to adapt to the changing economic 
context post-financial crisis, but also to assess how the EU’s framework for economic and fiscal surveillance could better 
contribute to the objectives of the European Green Deal and the digital transformation. Valdis Dombrovskis (Executive 
Vice President of the European Commission for an Economy that Works for People), said that the aim of the consultation 
is to “build consensus for streamlining the rules”. The Commission is expected to present its findings on the review by the 
end of 2020. 

Winter Economic Forecast predicts subdued growth 

The Commission published its Winter Economic Forecast on 13 February 2020. This paints a relatively stable picture of 
the European economy over the coming years. Moderate euro area GDP growth of 1.2% is expected over the next two 
years, this figure remains unchanged since the Autumn Economic Forecast of November 2019. This means the Eurozone 
has enjoyed its longest period of sustained growth since the introduction of the common currency in 1999. Nevertheless, 
the report points out that the delicate balance between positive and negative economic trends remains “fragile”. The 
outcome of trade negotiations with the UK, global trade uncertainty and the Coronavirus are identified as potential 
events which could upset this balance. 
 
At the national level, all Member States are expected to experience economic growth in 2020 and 2021. Growth rates in 
Ireland are expected to be the third highest in the EU27 at 3.6%, although this represents a fall from 5.7% in 2019.  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/economy-finance/com_2020_55_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/economy-finance/com_2020_55_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/economy-finance/ip121_en.pdf
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Climate change the “biggest priority” for EU citizens – MFF should reflect this

In a speech to the European Parliament on 12 February, President von der Leyen stated that she will not accept a long-
term budget which dedicates less than 25% of funds to tackling climate change. She described this as the biggest policy 
priority of EU citizens and one that must be reflected in the EU’s MFF for 2021-27. Significant funding will be required to 
achieve the ambitious objectives of the Commission’s flagship European Green Deal. 

A second key point was the President’s suggestion that the Just Transition Mechanism proposed as part of the Green 
Deal should be funded by new resources. This could be an attempt to address the fears of some Member States that 
the mechanism could simply re-direct funding away from traditional policy areas such as CAP and Cohesion Policy. The 
President also echoed the Parliament’s calls for Member States to consider new forms of own resources to help fill any 
potential budgetary shortfall while also forging a greater sense of common purpose.   

HRVP calls for Europe to re-learn the language of power 

High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Josep Borrell, has penned a provocative op-ed  urging the EU 
to “re-learn the language of power” on the global stage. Against the backdrop of “raw power politics” and geostrategic 
competition, the High Representative called on Europe to reconcile itself with this new reality, despite its traditional 
aversion to power politics. 

Mr Borrell argues that the EU needs to leverage its inherent strengths more effectively, such as its trade and investment 
negotiating capacity, financial power, diplomatic presence, rulemaking capacities, and growing security and defence 
policies. To this end, he proposes a move away from unanimity voting rules in foreign policy. This would result in 
a significant change in the balance of competences between Member States and the EU institutions in this area. He 
also makes the case for the development of a greater common strategic culture between Member States, based on the 
recognition of shared threats. Most importantly, Mr Borrell argues that the EU needs to commit to move from words to 
concrete action, for example by supporting the Iranian nuclear deal and a credible EU enlargement policy in the Western 
Balkans, as well as devising credible strategies for dealing with the US, China and Russia.  

Developments in the European Parliament 
Ireland gets two extra seats in post-Brexit European Parliament 

The European Parliament sat for the first time without UK MEPs from 10-13 February 2020. Following the UK’s departure 
on 31 January 2020, 27 of the UK’s 73 seats have been redistributed to other Member States, including two for Ireland. 
Barry Andrews (Fianna Fail, Renew Europe) and Deirdre Clune (Fine Gael, EPP) took up their seats in the European 
Parliament on 1 February 2020. The remaining 46 UK seats will be held in reserve for future EU enlargements. This brings 
the new total of MEPs to 705.

This transfer of seats will alter the balance of power between the political groups in the European Parliament. Please 
see Figure 1. The seat share of the three largest political groups – the EPP, S&D and Renew Europe groups has increased 
marginally. They now hold 61.2% of seats between them, compared to 59.1% before Brexit. The following groups will lose 
members: Renew Europe (-11), Greens/EFA (-7), S&D (-6), ECR (-3), GUE/NGL (-1). The EPP (+5) and the ID groups (+3) 
will both gain additional members. The membership of the Parliament’s committees will also change to reflect the new 
composition of the Parliament is a whole. This will see membership increases for the Environment, Public Health and 
Food Safety Committee (+5), International Trade Committee (+2), and the Industry, Research, Energy Committee (+6).

No country will lose seats, but 14 Member States will see an increase in their national delegations to counteract previous 
under representation. The Member States that will see the biggest increase in seats are France (+4), Spain (+4), Italy (+3), 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_20_239
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/embracing-europe-s-power-by-josep-borrell-2020-02
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the Netherlands (+3), and Ireland (+2). Ireland’s Fine Gael delegation is now a relatively significant force within the EPP, 
the largest political group in the Parliament (5 seats). Ireland also has four MEPs in the left-wing GUE/NGL group. 

Parliament votes on red lines for future EU-UK negotiations

Following the publication of the Commission’s draft negotiating mandate for the future relationship with the UK, the 
European Parliament comfortably adopted a resolution outlining its priorities and red lines for negotiations. These 
are broadly similar to those of the Commission.  The European Parliament will be required to give its consent to any 
agreement on the future relationship as was the case in the withdrawal negotiations. The Parliament’s preference is 
for an ambitious association agreement that covers economic matters, foreign affairs and other specific sectoral issues, 
without granting the same benefits as EU membership. 

The resolution is very clear that on the question of the future economic relationship, a free trade style model would make 
frictionless trade impossible. It is equally clear that tariff and quota free access to the EU’s Single Market would require 
a robust commitment to level playing field provisions in areas such as competition and state aid, tax, environmental 
protection, social and labour standards. The Parliament has said it will go one step further and advocate dynamic 
alignment in the above areas. This means that the UK would be required to accept EU rules as they evolve. 

Further red lines for the Parliament include the need to reach an agreement on fisheries by June 2020. On the Irish border 
question, the resolution also calls on the UK Government to “immediately clarify” its position on the Irish Protocol, after 
Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s affirmations that no border checks would be required between the UK mainland and 
Northern Ireland after the end of the transition period.

Parliament prepared to flex muscles on the MFF

Leaders from the four largest political groups in the European Parliament have said that they are prepared to withhold 
the Parliament’s consent for the MFF if it fails to respect the Parliament’s position. In a letter to European Council 
President Charles Michel, Manfred Weber (EPP), Iratxe Garcia (S&D), Dacian Cioloș (Renew) as well as Ska Keller and 
Philippe Lamberts (Greens), outlined the Parliament’s main objectives in the MFF negotiations. This includes an MFF 
that is sufficiently funded to maintain funding for traditional policy areas such as agriculture and cohesion, while also 
providing the necessary funding to finance new political objectives, in particular the European Green Deal. The group 

Figure 1: Changes in political group size post-Brexit

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0033_EN.html
https://www.politico.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/MFF-letter-4-groups-13-02-20-final.pdf?utm_source=POLITICO.EU&utm_campaign=ad4ff6d8cb-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_02_14_05_59&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_10959edeb5-ad4ff6d8cb-190433869
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leaders emphasised that the proposal of the Finnish Presidency for a budget of 1.07% of EU27 GNI would be insufficient 
in this regard, instead they propose a budget of 1.3%. 

Furthermore, they emphasise that the Parliament will not consent to an agreement that does not include forms of new 
own resources. The Parliament has consistently called for the creation of new resources if Member States are not prepared 
to increase their national contributions. The letter finishes with a strongly worded affirmation that the Parliament will 
fully assert its role as co-legislator in the negotiations. It asks President Michel to voice this position in the upcoming 
summit on the MFF on 20 February 2020.

MEPs call for unified EU approach to gender equality 

MEPs have called on the EU to adopt a unified position to tackle gender equality ahead of the UN Commission on the 
Status of Women, which will be held in New York on 9-20 March 2020. Specifically, the Parliament asked the Council to 
strongly denounce the “backlash” against women’s rights worldwide and encourage forward-looking commitments to be 
made to promote the political and economic empowerment of women.  

More broadly, the Parliament argues that the EU should do more to promote gender equality globally. For example, 
by including a chapter on gender equality in future EU trade agreements, supporting initiatives to promote sexual and 
reproductive rights and promoting the participation of women in peacebuilding and climate change initiatives. 

Parliament approves ‘state of the art’ Vietnam trade deal

On 12 February 2020, MEPs gave their consent to the EU-Vietnam Free Trade Agreement with 401 votes in favour, 192 
against and 40 abstentions. The agreement, which has been heralded as the most ambitious agreement ever agreed 
between the EU and a developing country, will eliminate nearly all tariffs between the signatories over the next 10 years. 
65% of goods will immediately be duty free when the deal comes into force in July 2020. The agreement commits Vietnam 
to legally binding rules on climate, labour and human rights. The deal was welcomed by most MEPs for both extending 
the EU’s role in the ASEAN region and representing a new generation of EU trade agreement which combines economic 
opportunities with shared commitments to respect environmental and social standards.

Parliament’s green credentials under fire

The Parliament has approved the Commission’s proposed list of energy projects that will receive EU funding under the 
Connecting Europe Facility. The Commission’s so-called list of Projects of Common Interests (PCI) for energy contains 
151 cross-border energy infrastructure projects which are eligible for EU funding, as part of efforts to improve the EU’s 
energy infrastructure. While 70% of these projects are based on electricity and smart grids, 32 are natural gas projects. 
MEPs approved the Commission’s list by 443 votes against, 169 in favour and 36 abstentions. The Greens and GUE group 
were in opposition, arguing that it runs contrary to the EU’s ambitions to become climate neutral by 2050. Conversely, 
supporters of the move said that some transitional fuels such as natural gas would be required to act as a bridge towards 
cleaner sources of energy.

Developments in the European Council 
Europe looking at Africa with “fresh eyes” – President Michel 

The President of the European Council, Charles Michel, visited Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, during the annual summit of 
the African Union on 9 February 2020. The President also held a significant number of bilateral meetings with African 
leaders.  The visit is evidence of EU efforts to  chart a new course in EU-Africa relations, particularly against the backdrop 
of Chinese influence on the continent. 

During an address at the summit dinner, President Michel heralded a new era in EU-Africa relations, which is not 
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“hampered by the burden of nostalgia” or “trapped in an outdated view of this content”. He argued that the current 
partnership in trade, investment, cooperation and development is no longer enough. Rather, the two continents must 
work together as partners on a much broader shared agenda including economic and human capital, jobs, investment, 
infrastructure, climate change and the digital transformation. 

At the side-lines of the summit, it was reported that the EU plans to introduce new financial mechanisms to fund 
infrastructure projects in Africa. Such an investment is considered timely as the African Comprehensive Free Trade 
Agreement is expected to become operational on 1 July 2020.  

Four Member States seek Competition Policy revamp 

Finance Ministers from France, Germany, Poland and Italy have penned a letter to Executive Vice-President Margrethe 
Vestager (Europe fit for the Digital Age), calling for the urgent modernisation of the EU’s competition rulebook and 
criticising Ms Vestager’s apparent lack of urgency in this regard. The letter follows proposals put forward by France, 
Germany and Poland in July 2019, to introduce greater flexibility into the European Commission’s competition policy 
framework, which they argue would enable European companies to compete more effectively with  powerful state-
backed economic actors from the US and China. This would mark a move away from the EU’s traditional approach to 
competition policy.

In December 2019, Ms Vestager indicated her intention to review the EU’s competition rulebook, but she has not clarified 
the scope or timescale of such a review. The letter rather ambitiously calls on the Commission to come forward with new 
proposals in a matter of weeks. 

The four Member States make several specific proposals for the Commission: 
• A review of the Commission’s guidelines for merger control, particularly provisions regarding the assessment of 
horizontal mergers and the definition of relevant market. 
• The introduction of proposals to regulate the market power of digital companies and platforms by the middle of 
2020. This is indicative of a push by some Member States (France, the Netherlands), and the UK to introduce ex 
ante competition rules for global tech firms.
•  Greater guidance for EU firms, especially SMEs and start-ups, on what joint ventures are permitted under EU 
competition rules. 
• Greater “collegiality” in the evaluation of competition rules, which has been interpreted as meaning a move away 
from DG COMP’s autonomy in this area and a greater role for Member States. 

In response to the letter, Executive Vice-President Vestager remained firm, saying that the EU will defend its interests, 
but not at the expense of open markets and fair competition.

President Michel tries to build consensus on MFF ahead of special summit 

President Michel has held over 20 bilateral meetings with EU leaders in recent weeks, to try and reach a compromise 
on the EU’s long-term budget for 2021-27, the MFF. These discussions are expected to feed into a new negotiating box, 
proposed by President Michel, which will form the starting point of discussions at the special summit of the European 
Council convened for 20 February 2020. According to media reports, President Michel is considering putting forward a 
budget equivalent to 1.07% of EU27 GNI – the same figure proposed by the Finnish Presidency in December 2019. This 
was rejected by Member States on all sides of the budgetary debate.  

According to the Swedish Prime Minister Stefan Lofven, there is still significant distance between the various budgetary 
groups in the EU. Fifteen members of the Friends of Cohesion group signed a joint statement on 1 February 2020, calling 
for funding for Cohesion Policy to be maintained at the level of the 2014-20 MFF in real terms. Ireland is not a member 

https://www.politico.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Letter-to-Vestager.pdf?utm_source=POLITICO.EU&utm_campaign=194a035c23-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_02_06_06_07&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_10959edeb5-194a035c23-190433869
https://www.portugal.gov.pt/download-ficheiros/ficheiro.aspx?v=c6825828-42dc-4090-8378-929c760c58a3
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of the group. The group also warned that funding destined for Cohesion Policy and the CAP should not be redirected to 
fund new initiatives such as the Just Transition Mechanism. Many members of the group support a budget equivalent to 
1.11% of EU27 GNI, the amount proposed by the European Commission. 

Meanwhile, Member States subscribing to a more fiscally conservative budget of 1% of EU27 GNI include the Netherlands, 
Austria, Denmark and Sweden. France and Germany have not yet openly announced their preferred budgetary size. 
Nevertheless, President Macron recently suggested his openness to an ambitious budget when he remarked “A Europe 
that has a budget of 1 percent of its GDP doesn’t have a real policy.” 

President Michel still has much ground to cover if an agreement is to be reached at the Special European Council summit 
of 20 February 2020. 

Council still some way from common position on future Conference 

EU Ambassadors in COREPER have not yet been able to agree a common position on the Conference on the Future of 
Europe following discussions on 5 , 12, 13 February 2020. The Council is the last of the three main institutions to formalise 
its position on the conference. According to media reports, three major stumbling blocks remain for Member States. 
The first is opposition to any form of treaty change as a potential outcome of the conference, a position shared by most 
Member States including Ireland. Austria is said to be leading the pro-treaty change camp. Member States are also keen 
to ensure equal representation in the running of the conference between the Parliament and the Council as co-legislators. 
Finally, there is some disagreement between Member States as to who should lead the conference. The Parliament’s 
preference for Guy Verhofstadt is not popular, and there is additional divergence between those countries that prefer 
an “eminent” person (such as a former Head of State) to lead the conference or simply a “senior” European personality. 

Other developments
Amplifying the voice of local and regional actors in the EU

The inaugural plenary of the new five-year term of the European Committee of the Regions (CoR) took place from 11-13 
February 2020. The Committee of the Regions represents local and regional authorities at EU level, it is a consultative 
body with no formal decision-making powers. During this session, members elected Mr Apostolos Tzitzikostas (Greece, 
EPP) as the CoR’s new President. During his first speech as President, Mr Tzitzikostas argued that the only way to tackle 
the perceived lack of direct democracy in the EU is to give local and regional actors a greater say in the decision-making 
process. This bottom-up message will be particularly relevant as the three main institutions hammer out the final details 
of the proposed Conference on the Future of Europe in the coming months. 

This is part of the Future of the EU27 Project, supported by the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.

What to look out for next week
 

• 14- 16 February 2020: The Munich Security Conference will take place in Munich, Germany. A number 
of Commissioners will be in attendance including HRVP Borrell, Vice-President Sefcovic, Executive Vice-
President Magrethe Vestager. 
• 17 February 2020: The Foreign Affairs Council will meet to discuss current affairs in Libya, EU-African 
relations and EU-India Relations. 
• 17 February 2020: The General Affairs Council will prepare the special meeting of the European Council 
on the Multiannual Financial Framework for 2021-2027.
• 17 February 2020: The Eurogroup will examine Ireland’s Post Programme Surveillance Mission, the 
Budgetary Instrument for Convergence and Competitiveness and the Banking Union. 
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• 18 February 2020: The ECOFIN Council will consider, among other items, a revised list of non-cooperative 
tax jurisdictions and the Commission’s Economic Governance review.
• 20 February 2020: A special summit of the European Council will be held to try and reach agreement on 
the MFF. 
• 25 February 2020: Ministers in the General Affairs Council are expected to sign off on the negotiating 
mandate for the future EU-UK relationship. 


