
EU27 BULLETIN | 17FEB–28FEB

IIEA 1

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 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 might emerge over the coming weeks.

Developments in the European Commission 
European Digital leadership - Commission presents roadmap for digital policy

On 19 February 2020, the Commission presented its plans for the future of the EU’s digital policy, including a White 
Paper on Artificial Intelligence and a European Data Strategy. Making Europe fit for the digital age is the second headline 
ambition of the new European Commission following the European Green Deal. It aims to make the EU a digital leader, 
while also shaping the regulatory landscape in a way that is compatible with EU values. The strategy has several streams 
of action: 

1) Ensuring citizens and businesses benefit from the digital transition: Proposed actions include the White 
Paper on Artificial Intelligence, a European cybersecurity strategy and the creation of a single market for 
cybersecurity, the introduction of a digital action plan to boost digital skills, a reinforced EU interoperability 
strategy, and using technology to improve quality of life in areas such as healthcare, transport and education. 
2) Supporting competitiveness: This is centred upon making Europe digitally independent. Proposed measures 
include the European Data Strategy, complemented by a new EU industrial strategy. Other proposals under this 
stream include an evaluation of the EU’s competition rules in the period 2020-23. The Commission also floats the 
possibility of introducing ex-ante competition rules for large tech platforms and emphasises that it is willing to act 
on taxation in the digital economy, if there is no progress at OECD level. 
3) Using technology to contribute to an open, democratic and sustainable society: This stream aims to 
ensure that the EU pursues a rules and values-based approach to the digital transition. Key proposals include 
the deepening of the Internal Market for Digital Services, the introduction of a European Democracy Action Plan, 
and the digitalisation of health records across the EU. There is a particular emphasis on harnessing the digital 
transition to contribute to the objectives of the European Green Deal and the greening of the ICT sector.
4) Europe as a digital leader in the world: This stream aims to leverage the EU’s regulatory, diplomatic and 
economic powers to shape the development of the global digital economy. The Commission has proposed 
integrating digital policy into the EU’s wider enlargement and development policy and leading global efforts to 
adopt standards for new technologies such as blockchain, supercomputing and quantum technologies. In this 



EU27 BULLETIN | 17FEB–28FEB

IIEA 2

regard, a new Global Digital Cooperation Strategy is expected in 2021, as well as the potential creation of a data 
alliance with like-minded partners. 

As negotiations for the MFF continue, President von der Leyen emphasised the importance of matching these ambitions 
with sufficient resources for research, innovation and skills. 

White Paper on Artificial Intelligence 

In parallel, the Commission published a White Paper on Artificial Intelligence. While this is not the AI regulation that had 
been promised within the first 100 days of the Commission’s mandate, it sets out policy options for a future regulation. 
The focus of the paper is balancing the significant opportunities of AI with potential risks – hence the dual objectives of 
excellence and trust. 

The first objective is promoting excellence in AI through measures focused on boosting skills, streamlining research 
and encouraging private sector investment. The second is ensuring trustworthy AI through the development of a robust 
regulatory framework. The Commission has indicated its preference for a flexible rather than a prescriptive framework 
that focuses on high risk AI systems, for example in the transport, energy and healthcare sectors. According to the 
Commission paper, high risk AI applications would be subject to stricter rules regarding data record-keeping, information 
provision, robustness and accuracy, and human oversight. Specific requirements are also foreseen for the controversial 
issue of remote biometric identification. The White Paper on AI is currently open to public consultation. Following this 
consultation, the Commission expects new AI legislation to be in place by the end of the year. 

European Data Strategy 

AI is dependent on high quality data and the European Data Strategy outlines proposed policy and investment measures 
to shape the EU’s approach to the data economy. The central objective is to create a single European data space, or a 
Single Market for Data, which would give researchers, businesses and public services greater access to high quality data. 
This would ensure that data is stored, processed and used in the EU. Thereby contributing to the EU’s technological 
sovereignty and the creation of a data-agile economy. Executive Vice-President Vestager remarked that harnessing the 
untapped potential of non-personal data, especially industrial data, would give Europe a “second chance” to become a 
world leader in tech. 

The strategy proposes introducing legal measures to govern common European data spaces by the end of 2020 and floats 
the possible introduction of a Data Act in 2021 to remove barriers to data sharing. These regulatory measures would be 
complemented by initiatives to boost investment in the Single Data Market such as the High Impact Project on European 
data spaces. 

Sustainability at the heart of European Semester Winter Package

On 26 February 2020, the Commission presented its European Semester Winter Package. This includes individual 
country reports for 2020 outlining the socio-economic performance of all Member States and identifying necessary 
reforms. The country reports identify a number of common challenges across the EU such as slow productivity growth 
and rising government deficits. Conversely, poverty and social exclusion continue to decline, and the resilience of the 
banking sector continues to improve. 

This is the first time that considerations related to competitive sustainability have been incorporated into the European 
Semester. Accordingly, all country reports identify the progress made by Member States in achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals (UN SDGs) and environmental sustainability. The Commissioner responsible for the Economy, Paolo 
Gentiloni, described this as the first step “of a new strategic approach” towards the greening of the European Semester.

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/commission-white-paper-artificial-intelligence-feb2020_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/communication-european-strategy-data-19feb2020_en.pdf
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According to the 2020 reports, Ireland is one of nine Member States to register macroeconomic imbalances. In regard 
to sustainability, the report warns of the “significant” challenges for Ireland posed by the transition to a climate neutral 
economy. This includes a shortage of highly skilled workers, particularly in the digital sector, the need to significantly 
boost investment in research and development and the absence of a carbon neutral vision for agriculture.  

Commission identifies regions eligible for just transition funding 

The Commission has published a proposed list of EU regions that will have access to the Just Transition Fund. The Just 
Transition Fund is a €100 billion funding mechanism designed to ensure a socially and financially just transition to climate 
neutrality by 2050. It is foreseen that €7.5 billion of this will be drawn from the MFF for 2021-27. The latest Commission 
publication identifies 100 EU regions which it considers eligible for receiving a share of this €7.5 billion. The criteria used 
to identify eligible regions were: the intensity of greenhouse gas emissions, the extent of fossil fuel producing industries, 
the impact of the transition on employment opportunities in the region, capacity to cope with transition challenges 
(GDP) and national energy and climate plans. The Irish midlands are the only region in Ireland considered eligible for 
funding given the risk posed to workers in the peat burning industry. As it stands, 18 regions in Germany are in line for 
just transition funding – the highest number across all Member States. It is followed by Poland (9), Greece (9), Spain (8), 
Finland (7) and Romania (6). 

This document will be the starting point of discussions with Member States on the allocation of just transition funding. 
In preparation for this, Member States will be required to submit just transition plans to the Commission in March 2020, 
identifying priority actions for the regions in question and drawing on the Commission’s country specific guidance as part 
of the European Semester. 

Largest ever joint Commission meeting held with African Union in Addis Ababa  

The 10th Commission-to-Commission meeting between the EU and the African Union took place on 27 February 2020 in 
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. A record of 20 Commissioners plus the HRVP and President von der Leyen attended this annual 
meeting. The Commission described this as evidence of its willingness to take EU-Africa relations to “the next level” 
and maintain momentum following recent visits to Africa by President Michel and President von der Leyen. Discussions 
focused on four main thematic groups: 1) peace, security and good governance, 2) trade and investment, 3) the green 
and digital transitions, and 4) migration, human mobility and skills.  These discussions will feed into the Commission’s 
upcoming EU-Africa Strategy, which will be published in early March 2020, and the 6th EU-AU summit due to be held in 
October 2020, Brussels. 

Commissioner Hogan outlines measures to boost transparency of EU trade policy 

Commissioner for Trade, Phil Hogan, has announced the introduction of a new package of measures designed to improve 
the transparency of EU trade policy. Speaking at a Civil Society Dialogue on Trade, Commissioner Hogan said the 
measures are designed to improve the public perception of the EU’s trade policy following the mixed response to recent 
deals such as the EU-Mercosur free trade deal, and to contribute to a values-based approach to trade. The measures, 
which will be rolled out over the next four months, include the publication of Commission documentation relating to 
the implementation of trade agreements, decisions on Bilateral Investment Agreements, recommendations for future 
negotiating directives and summary records of Trade Defence Instruments Committee meetings. 

Annual rule of law report expected in Autumn 2020 

Vice-President for Values and Transparency, Vera Jourova, has said that the Commission will publish a report on the state 
of the rule of law in all Member States in Autumn 2020. This follows the Commission’s proposal of July 2019 to introduce 
an annual rule of law cycle and report for all Member States, not just those subject to the Article 7 procedure. Vice-
President Jourova said that this report will cover the themes of constitutional order, judicial independence, capacity to 
fight corruption and the freedom of the media. The Vice-President that the Commission is continuing its assessment of 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2020-european_semester_country-report-ireland_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/annex_d_crs_2020_en.pdf
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the new Polish disciplinary regime for judges and would not shy away from infringement measures if necessary.

Developments in the European Parliament 
Parliament unhappy with latest MFF proposal 

The European Parliament’s MFF negotiating team has said that the latest negotiating box put forward by European 
Council President Charles Michel is not acceptable (see below for further details). President Sassoli warned that the 
Parliament would veto the agreement if it remains in its current form. The Parliament can approve or reject the MFF but  
cannot make any changes to its content.

According to a preliminary analysis of the proposal carried out by the Parliament’s negotiating team, President Michel’s 
proposal would leave a €229 billion gap in funding compared to the Parliament’s proposal. The Parliament has advocated 
a budget of 1.3% of EU27 GNI, while President Michel’s latest proposal set the total at 1.07% of EU27 GNI. As well as 
expressing concern about proposed cuts to cohesion policy and agriculture, the Parliament said it is worried about 
reducing funding for other priority areas such as Erasmus, migration, and digitalisation. Conversely, the Parliament 
welcomed reference to the introduction of new own resources but emphasised that this should go one step further and 
include a binding commitment to finding new additional own resources. The Parliament has long maintained that new 
own resources could help bridge the funding gap left by the UK’s departure. 

Following the inconclusive budgetary summit of the European Council on 20-21 February, MEPs said they were concerned 
that the approach taken by Member States thus far has focused on “accounting”, rather than political vision. 

Post-Brexit Committee Chairs elected

Following the departure of UK MEPs on 31 January 2020, members of the Fisheries Committee (PECH) and the Legal 
Affairs Committee (JURI) have elected new Committee Chairs. Adrián Vázquez Lázara (Renew Europe, Spain) was elected 
as chairperson of the Legal Affairs Committee. A second Renew Europe MEP, Pierre Karleskind (France) was selected 
as Chair of the Fisheries Committee. Mr Karleskind has said that under his chairmanship of the Fisheries Committee, 
he intends to promote a fisheries agreement with the UK that replicates as closely as possible the current situation of 
reciprocal access. The issue of access to fisheries is likely to be one of the most contentious issues in negotiations on the 
future EU-UK partnership.

Developments in the Council 
No white smoke on MFF 

EU leaders failed to reach an agreement on the EU’s next long-term budget for 2021-27, the MFF, at a special summit held 
on 20 and 21 February 2020. Despite the high ambitions of European Council President Charles Michel that a deal would 
be reached, after nearly 30 hours of negotiations, he had to accept that more time would be needed. It is expected that a 
second special summit will be held on 4 or 5 March 2020. 

The basis of discussions was a new negotiating box put forward by President Michel, which drew heavily on the Finnish 
proposal of December 2019. Like the Finnish contribution, President Michel’s proposal set the total size of the budget at 
1.074% of EU GNI. It also proposed the following:

• Designating €323 billion to cohesion policy, although this would be weighted more significantly towards the EU’s 
poorest regions
• Dedicating €329 billion to agriculture, representing an increase compared to the Commission’s proposal, but a 
decrease compared to the current MFF

https://g8fip1kplyr33r3krz5b97d1-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/SKM_C45820021415200.pdf
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• Making cuts to new priorities like migration and borders
• Maintaining the system of rebates (although these would be phased out gradually) 
• Taking a softer approach to the rule of law, which would make budgetary measures conditional on Qualified 
Majority Voting approval in the Council
• Introducing new forms of own resources, with a plastic tax, digital tax, aviation levy, carbon border adjustment 
mechanism or a Financial Transaction Tax put forward as potential options. According to media reports, the plastic 
tax is the only option to have received general support from Member States

This negotiating box was not well received and the Commission had to come forward with a last minute two-page technical 
document to try and reach a consensus. This document lacked detail and the concessions offered were still insufficient 
to bridge the gap between Member States advocating a budget of 1% of EU GNI (Austria, Denmark, the Netherlands and 
Sweden) and those Member States calling for a larger budget which maintains funding for CAP and Cohesion. 

It appears that President Michel’s bilateral meetings in the weeks running up to the summit have yet to bear fruit. 
Nevertheless, Commission President von der Leyen acknowledged the progress made, stating that this was the first time 
that discussions moved from the restating of national positions to the detail of each individual policy area. Negotiations 
will continue in early March. 

Negotiating mandate approved as EU prepares for difficult talks with the UK 

Ministers in the General Affairs Council adopted the finalised negotiating mandate of Michel Barnier’s team for the next 
stage of talks with the UK. This outlines the approach that the EU will take to the future partnership negotiations and 
authorises the European Commission to begin formal talks with the UK. The first round of negotiations is expected to 
begin on Monday 2 March 2020. A second round of negotiations will take place in late March. The publication of the 
mandate comes after a tense week for EU-UK relations, as the UK Government appeared to backtrack on commitments 
made in the Political Declaration and the Withdrawal Agreement, particularly regarding Northern Ireland. 

The mandate largely corresponds to the draft recommendation put forward by the Commission at the beginning of 
February 2020. It confirms the centrality of level playing field provisions to any future trade agreement. Nevertheless, 
there is no mention of dynamic alignment (the position preferred by the European Parliament and some Member 
States such as France), rather the EU’s objective will be to ensure “corresponding high levels of protection over time 
with the Union standards as a reference point”. These high standards should apply to State aid, competition, social and 
employment standards, environmental standards and tax. According to the mandate, the EU should have recourse to 
apply “autonomous” measures if the UK tries to undercut these standards. 

Other potential sticking points include fisheries and financial services. The final mandate does not include any 
commitment to reaching a deal on financial services by June 2020, a priority for the UK. This has been cited by the UK 
Government as evidence that the EU is also backtracking on previous commitments. Conversely, the EU will seek an 
agreement on fisheries by July 2020. The objective will be maintaining reciprocal access to fishing waters, something 
that has been rejected outright by the UK Government. In a further show of solidarity towards Ireland, the EU’s Chief 
Negotiator, Michel Barnier, said that implementation of the Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland is a necessary pre-
requisite for any trade deal. This follows comments made by Northern Ireland Secretary Brandon Lewis that there will 
be frictionless trade between Northern Ireland and the UK after the end of the transition period. 

In other Brexit news, it was announced that Maroš Šefčovič, the Commission Vice-President for Foresight and Inter-
institutional Relations, will be the EU representative on the Joint Committee that will oversee the implementation of the 
Withdrawal Agreement.

https://www.politico.eu/article/france-germany-set-to-pay-the-most-under-eu-plastics-tax/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/42736/st05870-ad01re03-en20.pdf
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Eurogroup proposes solutions for financing the BICC

The Eurogroup has presented a report outlining financing options for the budgetary instrument for convergence and 
competitiveness (BICC), otherwise known as the Eurozone budget. In October 2019, key elements of the instrument were 
hammered out by the Eurogroup. It was foreseen that the BICC would be financed from the EU’s long-term budget, the 
MFF. In parallel, discussions have been ongoing about the possibility of supplementing the BICC with additional voluntary 
contributions to increase its financial capacity – which has been criticised for being less ambitious than initially proposed. 

The Eurogroup report elaborates how additional resources could be generated, specifically through a potential 
Intergovernmental Agreement (IGA). The decision to join the IGA would be left to the discretion of Member States. The 
report appears to be an attempt to reconcile competing visions of the BICC – the ambitious approach favoured by Member 
States such as France, and the more sceptical approach adopted by the Netherlands, Ireland, Finland and Austria. The 
Eurogroup President, Mario Centeno, is optimistic that the Eurozone budgetary instrument will be in place by 2021.

 

Council identifies priorities for European Semester 2020

Ministers in the ECOFIN Council have set out their recommendations for the economic policy of the euro area – the 
European Semester for 2020. According to Mr Centeno, this will focus on five key priorities: 1) structural reforms, 2) fiscal 
sustainability and public investment, 3) labour markets and social inclusion, 4) financial stability and 5) EMU deepening. 
The Eurogroup President also highlighted environmental sustainability as a particular priority. It is expected that these 
recommendations will be approved at the European Council in March. 

Economic and Finance Ministers also discussed the Commission’s recent report on the economic surveillance framework 
of the Eurozone. Although there is no consensus for any overhaul at present, President Centeno reported that there is 
“some support” to simplify rules, prevent pro-cyclicality and tackle new policy challenges such as sustainability. The 12th 
post-programme surveillance programme of Ireland carried out in November last year was also presented to Ministers. 
This highlighted continued strong economic performance in Ireland, but cautioned about persistent vulnerabilities in 
public finances and the danger that the economy is “operating above its potential” – due to a tight labour market and 
rising net inward migration. 

March European Council to focus on economic policy, digital policy, enlargement 

A draft agenda for the European Council of 26-27 March 2030 has been published. It is expected that Heads of State 
and Government will discuss strengthening the economic base of the EU through the completion of the Single Market, 
developing a forward-looking industrial policy and improving support for SMEs.  The Council will also provide strategic 
guidance on the direction of EU digital policy following the Commission’s recent proposals. 

A major agenda item will be enlargement, which leaders are expected to revisit following the publication of the 
Commission’s revised methodology for enlargement. In advance of the meeting, the Commission is also expected to 
provide an update on the reform process in Albania and Macedonia. The Croatian Presidency of the Council hopes that 
this review and the revised methodology will pave the way for a positive decision on the opening of accession negotiations 
with Albania and North Macedonia. For more information please see this IIEA publication.

Other developments
First ever joint multiannual programme expected later this year 

The three main EU institutions (Council, Commission and Parliament) are expected to agree the first ever joint multi-
annual programme for 2019-24 later this year. Commission President Ursula von der Leyen alluded to this in her 
Political Guidelines. Commission Vice-President Šefčovič revisited the theme when presenting the Commission’s work 
programme in January 2020. This week, ministers in the General Affairs Council discussed which policy objectives should 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/02/18/council-approves-its-recommendation-on-the-economic-policy-of-the-euro-area-for-2020/
https://www.iiea.com/eu27/can-eu-enlargement-to-the-western-balkans-be-revitalised/
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be prioritised in the multiannual programme and how to track progress. 

It is now expected that interinstitutional negotiations will begin first on the annual joint declaration of legislative 
priorities for 2020 (expected in March 2020) and subsequently on the multiannual programme. It is hoped that these joint 
exercises will create a greater common strategic culture among the EU institutions, as foreseen in the Interinstitutional 
Agreement on Better Law Making of 2016. 

ECB to launch listening event on the future of monetary policy

As discussions continue about the scale and scope of the proposed Conference on the Future of Europe, the ECB has 
launched its own series of Eurozone wide engagements, entitled the “ECB listens”. These town hall style events which 
will begin on 26 March 2020, will inform the ECB’s ongoing review of monetary policy. President Christine Lagarde and 
Executive Board Member, Phillip Lane, will attend the opening event. Participants will include the general public, civil 
society organisations and academia. The public will also be able to follow discussions via the ECB website and submit 
their views online. 

The ECB has identified 11 themes that will be considered during the listening events, these include: climate change, 
digitalisation, euro system modelling, globalisation, monetary policy communication, price stability and inflation. 
Discussions will feed into a summary review that will be published, once all listening events have taken place. They are 
further evidence of President Lagarde’s desire to communicate the work of the ECB more effectively to the public. 

What to look out for next week

• 4 March 2020: The European Commission is expected to present plans for a proposed EU Climate Law to 
support the objectives of the European Green Deal. 
• 4 March 2020: EU Defence Ministers will attend an informal meeting to discuss European security and 
defence cooperation, security and stability in the immediate neighbourhood, hybrid and cyber threats, and 
EU-NATO cooperation.
• 4/5 March 2020: A second special European Council summit on the MFF is foreseen for early March, with 
the 4 or 5 March floated as potential dates.
• 5 March 2020: The Environment Council will meet to discuss the European Green Deal and the EU’s 
nationally determined contribution (NDC) under the Paris Agreement for 2030.
• 10 March 2020: The European Commission is expected to present plans for a new EU industrial strategy.
• 12 March 2020: The Foreign Affairs Council will meet in trade formation.
• 13 March 2020: The 15th EU-Africa summit will be held in Brussels.

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


