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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 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 
Commission calls for unprecedented policy measures in response to COVID-19

Over the past month, the Commission has attempted to coordinate EU level action in response the COVID-19 outbreak 
with a range of fiscal, budgetary, digital and other measures. These come after President von der Leyen criticised the 
individualistic response to the crisis by some Member States in an address to the European Parliament on 26 March 
2020. In addition to the measures outlined in the previous EU27 Bulletin, government and businesses will welcome new 
measures adopted in the past weeks including: 

• The adoption of a temporary State aid framework, which provides for a more flexible application of State aid rules 
enabling governments to provide financial support for companies affected by COVID-19. 

• The relaxing of fiscal discipline rules and the activation of the general escape clause of the Stability and Growth 
Pact. This unprecedented move pauses the requirement under the Stability and Growth Pact that Member States 
limit national budget deficits to 3% of GDP, thereby providing them with greater budgetary flexibility. 

• An amendment to the annual 2020 budget to include €3.6 million for the the European Centre for Disease 
Prevention and Control. 

• The creation of the first ever common European reserve of emergency medical equipment worth €80 million, 
90% of which will be financed by the European Commission. This was supplemented with an agreement on joint 
procurement. 

• The publication of guidelines on establishing a common EU framework for screening foreign investment. The 
measures are designed to protect Europe’s critical assets and economic sovereignty in key sectors such as 
healthcare, pharma, medical devices and medical research. The EU FDI Screening Regulation which was agreed 
last year will not become operational until October 2020. In the interim, the Commission has called on Member 
States without a national screening mechanism (Ireland falls into this category) to “set up a fully-fledged screening 
mechanism” and to address potential cases of non-EU investment which could create a risk to security or public 
order in the EU. 

• Telecommunications companies such as Vodafone, Orange and seven other telecoms providers have agreed to 
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provide mobile location data to the European Commission to enable it to use anonymised mobile phone data to 
coordinate measures tracking the spread of the coronavirus - a technique that was used during the outbreak in 
parts of Asia. Despite assertions by the Commission that this data would be anonymised and deleted following the 
COVID-19 crisis, concerns have been raised about potential breaches of the EU’s strict data privacy laws.

• The publication of guidelines for border management to prevent disruptions to the flow of essential goods and 
emergency supplies within the Single Market. 

• Finally, in order to counter moves to close borders in the Schengen area, the Commission also proposed the 
implementation of a travel ban to the EU. 

From an administrative perspective, the Commission will be operating on a reduced timetable with only priority items 
tabled for discussion by the College of Commissioners until at least the end of April 2020, according to a new timetable. 
Items still on the agenda include a report on the impact of Demographic Change (8 April 2020), the Farm to Fork and 
Biodiversity Strategies (29 April 2020) and an Enlargement Package (May 2020). Meanwhile, the European Commission 
is continuing its efforts to move forward its policy agenda on several fronts. 

Draft legal agreement on future EU-UK partnership published

The Commission has for the first time set out in legal terms the EU’s preferred future partnership with the UK. This draft 
agreement is the legal translation of the negotiating directives approved by Member States in February 2020. It covers all 
dimensions of the future partnership, from trade to fisheries and security. This stands in contrast to the UK’s preference 
for separate sectoral deals. The only exception except is Foreign, Security and Defence Policy, which is covered in a 
separate document. 

The text reinforces the EU’s willingness to offer the UK a highly ambitious free trade agreement, which goes beyond 
traditional third country cooperation. It contains strong language on the theme of level playing field provisions and high 
standards, which it calls on the UK to accept. For example, if the EU adopts new State aid provisions, these should be added 
to the partnership agreement or the EU could apply interim measures. The EU will also seek to secure a commitment 
from the UK to non-regression on environmental, social and labour standards. This has caused consternation for UK 
negotiators who have re-iterated their desire for complete regulatory independence after the end of the transition period 
on 31 December 2020.  

In the contested area of fisheries, the draft agreement seems to have offered some flexibility. The commitment to ensuring 
reciprocal access to fishing waters remains, but there is acceptance of the UK position that fishing opportunities should 
be determined by scientific advice rather than historic catch allowances determined by the EU Common Fisheries Policy.  

The text also provides further clarity on the EU’s dispute settlement preferences. Disputes could be submitted to an 
arbitration panel with the power to issue rulings and impose fines. Unsurprisingly, the text gives ultimate jurisdiction 
over disputes pertaining to EU law such as State aid, to the Court of Justice of the EU. 

Many of these provisions are at odds with the preferences of the UK, which has responded with draft agreements of its 
own in a handful of areas. Negotiations are currently on hold as a result of the coronavirus outbreak, after the second 
round of talks scheduled for 18-20 March was cancelled. There has been speculation that this will not leave enough time 
to agree a new partnership agreement by 31 December 2020. If negotiations are to be extended, this would require the 
UK to agree to extend the transition period – something the UK Government continues to rule out. 

Commission takes first steps towards raising 2030 emissions targets 

Following the publication of the European Green Deal (December 2019) and the European Climate Law (March 2020), 
the next significant climate debate is focused on the EU’s emissions reductions targets for 2030. President von der 

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/2/2020/EN/SEC-2020-2330-F1-EN-MAIN-PART-1.PDF?utm_source=POLITICO.EU&utm_campaign=6328e0055f-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_03_18_03_09&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_10959edeb5-6328e0055f-189693517&utm_source=POLITICO.EU&utm_campaign=dcddfc6373-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_03_19_06_04&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_10959edeb5-dcddfc6373-190433869
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/200318-draft-agreement-gen.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/200318-draft-agreement-gen.pdf
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Leyen’s Political Guidelines included a pledge to increase the EU’s 2030 target towards 55%, compared to the current 
40% target. Although this commitment was not formalised in the recent Climate Law, much to the disappointment of 
some Member States and the European Parliament, a commitment was made to agree a new target by September 2020, 
after the publication of a comprehensive impact assessment. 

As the first stage in this process, the Commission has published a draft cost-benefit analysis of increasing the EU’s 
2030 climate target to between 50%-55%, ahead of the final analysis in September 2020. According to preliminary 
findings, potential benefits could include creating a more gradual pathway towards climate neutrality by 2050, as well 
as strengthening the EU’s global climate leadership. Conversely, transition costs would likely be exacerbated for citizens 
and businesses in the short term, which could create “ripple effects on the entire economy”. The Irish Government’s 
position on the 2030 target is one of caution. While Ireland supports the Commission’s ambitious climate agenda, it is 
concerned that increasing the EU’s 2030 target would require new national targets.

Human Rights and Democracy identified as areas of EU strategic interest

On 25 March 2020, the Commission and the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Josep Borrell, 
presented a renewed EU Action Plan and Joint Communication on Human Rights and Democracy. The new Action Plan, 
which is the third of its kind in this field, will guide EU external action in these areas over the next five years. Its primary 
aim is to strengthen the EU’s position as a global defender of human rights and democracy, a reflection of the geopolitical 
ambitions of the new Commission. 

In parallel, the Commission and HRVP Borrell, have also called on the European Council to designate human rights and 
democracy as an area of EU strategic interest under the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy. This would allow future 
decisions to be taken by QMV in the Council, rather than unanimity. This reflects the desire of Commission President von 
der Leyen and HRVP Borrell to speed up decision making in CFSP through an extension of the use of QMV in certain areas. 
QMV is a contested idea in the area of Foreign Policy, which remains the competence of Member States. Both documents 
are currently under consideration in the Council, which is the primary decision maker in matters pertaining to CFSP.

Agreement reached on temporary WTO dispute settlement mechanism 

On 27 March 2020, the EU and 15 other members of the World Trade Organisation (WTO) formalised an agreement on 
an interim dispute settlement mechanism. It is of particular note that the UK is not a signatory at present. Negotiations 
on the EU side were led by Commissioner for Trade, Phil Hogan. This mechanism will allow participating countries to 
bring appeals and solve disputes in the absence of the WTO Appellate Body. The Multiparty Interim Appeal Arbitration 
Agreement is the product of a political agreement brokered by the EU at Davos in January 2020 and is open to all WTO 
members. A joint statement said that the agreement demonstrates the commitment of the signatories to the rules-
based trading system. The new agreement is expected to become operational during the coming weeks and will remain 
in place until the Appellate Body is back up and running. 

Developments in the Council 
Normal duties have also been suspended in the Council. No physical meetings of EU Ministers will be held for the next 
month. They will be replaced by informal video conferences and decisions taken by written procedure (Council acts can 
only be adopted at formal Council meetings – excluding video conferences- or by written procedure). 

Council gives long awaited go ahead for enlargement to the Western Balkans

On 24 March 2020, the Council gave its long awaited approval to open EU accession negotiations with Albania and North 
Macedonia. The decision, which was taken following a video conference of EU Affairs Ministers, was formally endorsed 
at the European Council on 26 March 2020. It appears that the Commission’s recent positive assessment of the progress 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12265-2030-Climate-Target-Plan
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/10101/2020/EN/JOIN-2020-5-F1-EN-ANNEX-1-PART-1.PDF
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made by both countries in meeting the accession criteria and the attachment of strict conditions for Albania regarding 
judicial and electoral reform, was enough to convince the more reticent Member States such as France. In October 2019, 
France, the Netherlands and Denmark were heavily criticised for blocking attempts to open accession talks. France was 
also vocal in its calls for reform of the accession procedure prior to any decision on Albania and North Macedonia. 

In parallel, EU Ministers also approved the Commission’s enlargement reform package, the Communication on Enhancing 
the Accession Process – a Credible EU Perspective for the Western Balkans, which aims to make the accession process more 
dynamic, credible and to strengthen the role of current EU Member States in the process. The Council Conclusions invite 
the Commission to begin preparatory work on a negotiating framework as soon as possible, which incorporates the new 
approach. Commissioner for Enlargement, Olivér Várhelyi, said the decision showed Europe’s willingness and ability to 
take geopolitical decisions even during the coronavirus outbreak. A joint EU-Western Balkans Summit is due to be held 
in May 2020 to demonstrate the EU’s commitment to the region.

Coronavirus divides EU leaders at European Council 

EU leaders met on 26 March 2020 in virtual European Council format to discuss the EU’s response to the COVID-19 crisis. 
Discussions focused on the five lines of action identified by President Charles Michel: 1) limiting the spread of the virus; 2) 
providing medical equipment; 3) promoting research; 4) tackling socio-economic consequences; and 5) aiding stranded 
citizens. The debate was emotionally charged and lengthier than expected, despite the reduced agenda. 

A joint statement by EU leaders emphasised the need for a strong short-term response to the virus at EU level. Leaders 
expressed support for the urgent, and in some cases, unprecedented initiatives currently being rolled out by the 
Commission in relation to travel restrictions, joint procurement, State-aid, research, and investment among others. 
The European Council also took a longer term, strategic response by calling on the Presidents of the Commission and 
European Council to begin work on an “effective exit strategy” to return Europe to normality, which should incorporate 
green and digital aspects. EU Leaders also advocated the creation of a more ambitious crisis management system to 
strengthen the resilience of the EU in the future. 

Nevertheless, the joint statement lacked detail surrounding the most contentious element of the discussion - the nature 
of the EU’s joint economic response to the crisis. The statement delayed any formal decision on this matter for another 
two weeks and called on the Eurogroup to come forward with proposals within this time frame. The two options presented 
– using the European Stability Mechanism (ESM) or the creation of a common debt instrument - created significant 
division amongst Member States. The first and most popular option is the use of the European Stability Mechanism, 
the Eurozone’s bailout fund. This mechanism has unused credit lines amounting to €410 billion. This response, which is 
preferred by the Netherlands, Germany, Finland and Austria among others, would require recipients to pay back loans, 
as was the case during the financial crisis. Broad support on adapting the ESM’s toolkit to the current crisis was reached 
at the Eurogroup meeting of 24 March 2020. 

The second option for the establishment of a common debt instrument or ‘coronabond’, was put forward emotively by 
Italy and Spain during the video conference. A further seven Member States, including Ireland and France, indicated 
their support for such a measure. The solution has not found favour with fiscally conservative Member States opposed 
to the principle of the mutualisation of debt. As it stands, both options appear still to be on the table and discussions will 
continue over the coming weeks. 

Agreement reached on re-launching EU mission in the Mediterranean  

EU Ambassadors have reached agreement on launching Operation Irene, a new EU Common Security and Defence Policy 
operation in the Mediterranean to replace Operation Sophia. The new operation will focus on monitoring respect for 
the UN arms embargo against Libya. Much like its predecessor, agreement on Operation Irene was delayed as divisions 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_181
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_181
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7002-2020-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/43076/26-vc-euco-statement-en.pdf
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emerged between Member States over the question of the distribution of migrants rescued at sea. Austria and Hungary 
initially blocked the new mission, amidst concerns that the presence of EU naval vessels in the Mediterranean could 
encourage migrants to attempt to reach European shores. To ease these fears, the geographical scope of Operation Irene 
will be limited to the eastern coast of Libya, away from the main migrant routes. While the final details of the new mission 
have yet to be published, according to initial reports migrants rescued at sea will be temporarily received at Greek ports 
and relocated on a voluntary basis between Member States. Operation Irene is due to be launched at the start of April 
2020.  

Developments in the European Parliament  
On 26 March 2020, an emergency mini-plenary was convened in the European Parliament in Brussels at the request of 
President Sassoli. This session replaced the plenary scheduled for 1-2 April. MEPs met in significantly reduced numbers 
to adopt three emergency proposals put forward by the Commission in response to COVID-19, following prior approval 
by the Council: 

• The Coronavirus Response Investment Initiative, which will redirect €37 billion of existing cohesion funds to 
COVID-19.  

• The extension of the EU Solidarity Fund to include public health emergencies. The EUSF has traditionally been 
used to provide long-term financial support to Member States affected by natural disasters.  

• The cessation of ghost flights to prevent airlines from having to fly empty planes in order to keep their airport 
landing slots.  

All three measures were overwhelmingly passed by MEPs. Debates were limited to lead MEPs from each of the political 
groups and voting was conducted remotely via email to accommodate MEPs working from home. This process of e-voting 
is expected to be in place until at least July 2020. 

New timetable for plenary sessions 

Throughout the crisis, President Sassoli has maintained that the Parliament will continue to carry out its democratic 
duties, albeit in reduced format. The Parliament’s internal calendar has undergone significant change – no plenary 
sessions are expected to be held in Strasbourg until September 2020.  Instead, a series of mini plenaries will be held in 
Brussels on 13-14 May 2020, 17-18 June 2020 and 8-9 July 2020. Meetings of committees and political groups will also be 
greatly limited.  

Budget Committee calls for new MFF proposal in light of COVID-19 

The ongoing negotiations on the Multiannual Financial Framework for 2021-27 was an issue taken up by the members of 
the Parliament’s Committee on Budgets. They issued a statement calling on the Commission to revise its MFF proposal 
for 2021-27 to take account of the coronavirus outbreak. The statement reinforces the Parliament’s preference for an 
MFF equivalent to 1.3% of EU GNI, which is higher than the proposals of the Council and the Commission, stating that 
the COVID-19 pandemic “should not serve as an argument for a smaller budget”. Anticipating that the MFF might not be 
operational by January 2021, the MEPs also call on the Commission to propose a contingency plan for the beneficiaries 
of EU programmes to ensure there is no gap in funding. Following the failure of the special European Council summit on 
the MFF in February 2020, negotiations on the MFF have been put on hold in light of the coronavirus. Member States are 
divided as to whether discussions on the MFF should be prioritised at this time.  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20200325IPR75810/budget-meps-call-for-bold-response-to-corona-emergency
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Other developments

ECB announces second, more ambitious COVID-19 package 

On 18 March 2020, the ECB announced a second package of monetary policy measures in response to the COVID-19 
crisis. This more ambitious package appears to be an attempt to remedy the muted market response to an initial package 
of measures announced on 12 March, which focused on the expansion of the quantitative easing programme and a cheap 
loan programme for SMEs. At the centre of this new package is a programme of asset purchases worth €750 billion – the 
Pandemic Emergency Purchase Programme. This stimulus package will operate under much more flexible rules than 
previous ECB asset purchase programmes. It is also bigger than any comparative package agreed during the Eurozone 
crisis and was well received by national politicians and by financial markets. In parallel, the ECB waived self-imposed 
limits on the amount of any country’s eligible bonds that it can buy, so it will be able to buy significant debt in the 
countries that are worst affected. These measures were accompanied by a clear message from ECB President Christine 
Lagarde, noting that: “Extraordinary times require extraordinary action. There are no limits to our commitment to the 
euro”. Further information on the ECB’s response to coronavirus can be found in the IIEA’s blog ‘Confronting COVID-19: 
The ECB response’, available here.

What to look out for next week

• 31 March 2020: Informal meeting of Justice and Home Affairs Ministers.  
• 3 April 2020: Informal meeting of Justice and Home Affairs Ministers. 
• 21 April 2020: Meeting of the General Affairs Council.

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

https://www.iiea.com/eu27/eu27-blog/confronting-covid-19-the-ecb-response/

