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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 includes a commentary on the response by the EU institutions to COVID-19 and looks ahead to what 
developments might emerge over the coming weeks.  

Developments in the European Commission 
Review of EU budget moves to the centre of coronavirus response 

The EU’s response to the coronavirus crisis, should be firmly centred on the EU budget, specifically on the ongoing 
negotiations on the Multiannual Financial Framework, (the MFF), according to European Commission President, Ursula 
von der Leyen. The Commission will propose a new blueprint for the MFF for the period 2021-27, provisionally scheduled 
for 29 April 2020, which envisages frontloading budgetary funds in order to facilitate economic recovery. In an op-ed 
published in several European media outlets, the Commission President offered further details about the new MFF 
proposal, which will also include strategic investments for the future of the EU in fields such as innovative research, digital 
infrastructure, clean energy, and the circular economy among others.

The promotion of the EU’s long-term budget as an instrument to provide economic stimulus could be seen as an attempt 
to overcome divisions between Member States on whether to opt for a leaner or more generous EU budget, by encouraging 
them to work together towards a European Marshall Plan. Any such new proposal will be subject to intense scrutiny by 
Member States in the Council and the European Parliament, as all parties try to reach an agreement by the end of the year 
under the auspices of the German Presidency of the EU.

The Commission’s original MFF proposal, which was put forward in May 2018, proposed a budget equivalent to 1.114% of 
EU27 GNI. It has since been through multiple iterations as the EU institutions and Member States try to find the right 
balance between traditional policy areas such as the Common Agricultural Policy and Cohesion Policy and new priorities 
such as climate change, migration and research and innovation.

In addition to a new MFF proposal, the European Commission will present a revised version of its annual work programme, 
(which sets out its priorities for the year in question),  to take account of the new reality since the outbreak of the COVID-19 
crisis, and channel remaining funds from the current EU budget, which expires in December 2020 to managing the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Commission advances further short-term coronavirus measures

The last EU27 Bulletin outlined some EU initiatives in response to mitigating the impact of COVID-19 on businesses, 
including:

• More flexibility in State aid rules
• The relaxation of EU budgetary rules to allow national and EU spending to go quickly to those that need it

In the past two weeks the Commission has proposed:

• A further extension to the ban on non-essential travel from outside the Schengen area until 15 May 2020. 
Ireland is the only EU Member State that has not restricted its borders to date. 

• A further extension of the temporary State aid framework adopted on 19 March 2020, to allow the granting of 
State aid in five additional circumstances: 1) Relevant R&D, 2) Support for testing facilities, 3) Support for certain 
products used to tackle the outbreak, 4) Targeted deferral of tax payments or social security contributions in 
affected sectors, and 5) Targeted support for wage subsidies. The amendment also proposes broadening the 
types of support available to include zero interest loans and the provision of equity among others. In parallel, 
the Commission launched a consultation with Member States on the possibility of extending the framework 
further to include recapitalisation measures for severely affected companies as a measure of last resort. 

• A new temporary unemployment reinsurance scheme, the SURE initiative (Support to mitigate Unemployment 
Risks in an Emergency) to ensure that businesses can stay afloat by supporting the costs of short-term work 
schemes and to protect income and jobs in the countries most affected by COVID-19. The size of the proposed 
instrument is €100 billion worth of loans issued by the Commission, backed by €25 billion of Member State 
guarantees. While the SURE initiative will be temporary in nature, the Commission has said negotiations are 
ongoing to establish a permanent scheme, something which has long been under consideration in Brussels.

• An extension to the Coronavirus Response Investment Initiative, which is designed to support the most 
affected sectors (healthcare, SMEs and labour markets) and regions. The initial package, which entered into 
force on 1 April 2020, mobilised €37 billion of unallocated Cohesion funding. The subsequent package will 
introduce greater flexibility in terms of how this funding can be used under the Cohesion Policy framework. 

• Support for SMEs in the form of €8 billion of additional financing through the European Investment Fund, 
which is part of the EIB group. This will allow the EIF to offer guarantees to banks to provide liquidity for small 
and medium businesses.

• Support for farmers through the Common Agricultural Policy such as extending application deadlines for 
direct payments and rural development funding and increasing advances of these payments. 

• Guidelines to ensure the continued free movement of essential workers, for example health associate 
professionals, scientists, transport workers, and frontier workers. These advise Member States to treat 
seasonal workers in agriculture as critical workers.

• A support package for developing countries of €15 billion - with Africa and the EU’s neighborhood identified 
as particular areas of priority.  Proposed actions include assisting with the immediate emergency response, 
providing support for research and health systems, and tackling the social and economic effects of the virus. 

Other initiatives of note in the health sector put forward by the Commission in the past two weeks include: 

• Guidelines on lifting export restrictions on medicines and combatting the stockpiling of medicines. 
• An increase in funding for the RescEU stockpile of medical goods from €80 million to €300 million. 
• The provision of €2.7 billion for the EU’s Emergency Support Instrument under the EU’s annual budget for 

2020, which will provide additional financial support for the healthcare sectors of severely affected Member 
States. 

https://www.iiea.com/eu27/eu27-bulletin-16-27-march-2020/
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• The publication of guidelines to facilitate cross-border healthcare to help overburdened areas, including the 
transfer of patients or medical personnel. Requests for assistance are being coordinated through the EU’s 
Health Security Committee, which is chaired by the Commission.

• The publication of guidelines on the new urgent procurement framework for personal protective equipment, 
medical devices, hospital and IT infrastructure etc. The Commission has created an internal “clearing house” 
responsible for coordinating needs with supply, which will operate under the authority of Commissioner for 
the Internal market, Thierry Breton. 

• A recommendation on developing a common EU toolbox for the use of mobile applications and anonymised 
mobile data for tracking and predicting the evolution of the virus, which will be used to support the EU’s exit 
strategy. The toolbox will seek to ensure a coordinated approach to the use of mobile apps complies with the 
EU’s data protection standards. 

• Guidelines on the repatriation of maritime passengers. 
• A waiver on customs and VAT duties on medical devices and protective equipment imported from third 

countries.
• A proposal to delay the implementation of the new EU rules on medical devices, the Medical Devices Regulation, 

until May 2021, to reduce unnecessary burdens and delays in the provision of much-needed medical devices.

Commission Exit Strategy expected after Easter

Attention is also turning to the future of the EU after the COVID-19 pandemic. The European Commission was tasked 
with drawing up a comprehensive recovery plan for Europe following the video conference of EU leaders on 26 March 
2020, that incorporates both green and digital elements. A draft of the Commission’s ‘European Roadmap towards 
exiting from the COVID-19 pandemic’ was sent to national delegations on 7 March 2020 and is expected to be published 
after the Easter holidays. The European Commission was due to publish the Exit Plan as early as 8 April 2020, but this was 
considered premature and hasty by some Member States. In its place, the College of Commissioners held an “orientation 
debate” on the contents of the roadmap. 

As some Member States have already begun to ease emergency restrictions, one of the central aims of the roadmap will 
be to ensure a coordinated and gradual response to the lifting of restrictions. According to a leaked draft, it will establish 
two criteria to assess whether restrictions can be lifted: 1) A significant and sustained slow in the spread of the virus and 
2) the capacity of healthcare systems to cope. Member States will be required to notify one another when they plan on 
lifting restrictions. The roadmap is also expected to contain guidance on public health measures, ensuring the smooth 
functioning of the internal market and the use of technology for contact tracing.

EU-UK Joint Committee meets for the first time to discuss UK withdrawal 

While Brexit has understandably taken a back seat in recent weeks, on 30 March 2020, UK and EU representatives met 
for the first time in virtual Joint Committee format. The Joint Committee is composed of representatives from the EU and 
UK and is co-chaired by Commission Vice President Maroš Šefčovič on behalf of the EU, and Michael Gove, on behalf of 
the UK. The role of the Joint Committee is to oversee and monitor the implementation of the Withdrawal Agreement. The 
Committee also has the power to adopt decisions amending certain parts of the Withdrawal Agreement and to extend 
the transition period beyond December 2020. 

Reports indicated that the meeting was constructive and productive, and that the UK reiterated its commitment to 
upholding its obligations under the Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland, an area of particular concern for EU negotiators 
in recent months. The EU has asked the UK to present a detailed timetable of measures required for the implementation 
of the Protocol, such as the introduction of customs, sanitary and phytosanitary checks. The second and third rounds of 
negotiations on the EU-UK future relationship have not yet taken place following the onset of the coronavirus. The chief 
EU and UK negotiators are expected to meet on 15 April 2020 to discuss how to take the negotiations forward. 
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Commission presses ahead with 2030 Climate Agenda

The Commission is pushing ahead with preparations to raise the EU’s emission reduction target for 2030. On 31 March 
2020, the European Commission launched an online public consultation on raising the EU’s 2030 target to 50-55% 
compared to 1990 levels, an increase from the current 40% target. The public consultation aims to survey the public’s 
level of ambition and to identify specific sectoral challenges. Commission First Vice-President for the European Green 
Deal, Frans Timmermans, reiterated the EU’s commitment to its ambitious climate agenda despite the COVID-19 
pandemic, in response to the news that the UN COP26, which was due to be held in Glasgow in November 2020, has 
been postponed. He said that the Commission is still on track to present a final impact assessment on the EU’s 2030 
target by September 2020 and to submit a Nationally Determined Contribution to the UNFCC in line with the EU’s Paris 
Agreement commitments. This is interpreted as an attempt by the Commission to dispel suggestions that the Green Deal 
will be de-prioritised in the aftermath of the COVID-19 crisis.

Commission mobilises funding for new Joint Defence Projects

Promoting the development of joint defence technologies and strengthening the EU’s defence industry is a feature of 
the Commission’s proposed new Industrial Strategy for Europe. On 6 April 2020, the European Commission announced 
details of the European Defence Industrial Programme for 2020, which include a proposal of €160 million for projects in 
12 strategic areas such as preventive and therapeutic immunotherapy, which could be used to tackle future pandemics. 
Commissioner for the Internal Market, Thierry Breton, said the initiative would provide a boost to SMEs and big industries 
and strengthen Europe’s industrial base at this time of crisis. 

In other defence news, EU Defence Ministers have agreed to explore a proposal put forward by the High Representative 
for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Josep Borrell, for the creation of a joint task force composed of military staff which 
would act as a vehicle for information sharing and the sharing of best practice regarding the contribution of the armed 
forces to tackling COVID-19. It would operate under the umbrella of the European External Action Service. No formal 
decision was taken, but discussions are expected to continue.

Developments in the Council 
Lengthy Eurogroup ends with agreement on €500 billion package

Eurozone Finance Ministers have reached agreement on the EU’s economic response to the coronavirus crisis via video 
conference, as requested by EU leaders in the European Council on 26 March 2020. Ministers first met on Tuesday, 7 
April 2020, but it was not until late on Thursday, 9 April that a deal was reached after Ministers struggled to agree a 
coordinated rescue package.  

The final package, which contains €500 billion of emergency measures, has four core elements. The first are credit lines 
of up to €240 billion from the European Stability Mechanism, the Eurozone’s bailout fund. This will allow Member States 
to spend up to 2% of their GDP on “direct and indirect” healthcare measures with no conditions attached. The European 
Investment Bank will also make €200 billion available directly for affected companies, particularly SMEs. The third key 
element agreed by Finance Ministers is approval of the Commission’s proposal for a new temporary instrument worth 
up to €100 billion – the SURE scheme – which will provide loans to Member States to fund short-term employment 
protection schemes. Finally, Ministers also agreed to begin work on a Recovery Fund which will focus on ensuring longer 
term economic recovery through the EU budget. Difficult questions remain unanswered over the size of the fund and 
how it will be financed. No explicit reference is made, for now, to the idea of a common debt instrument or coronabonds, 
although the final text refers to exploring “innovative financial instruments” to fund the economic recovery. It will be up 
to EU leaders to take discussions on this forward in advance of the next videoconference of the European Council on 23 
April 2020. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/04/09/report-on-the-comprehensive-economic-policy-response-to-the-covid-19-pandemic/
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The President of the Eurogroup, Mário Centeno, welcomed these “bold and ambitious proposals”, which he said “would 
have been unthinkable just a few weeks ago”. He presented the proposals to the President of the European Council, 
Charles Michel on 10 April 2020.  

According to media reports, France and Germany played an instrumental role in building a compromise between Italy 
and the Netherlands, who defended their positions most ardently during the meeting. Italy initially refused to support 
any final text unless reference was made to debt mutualisation as a tool for economic recovery. Italy also called for the 
conditions attached to ESM credit lines to be removed. In contrast, the Netherlands said it would not agree to the idea 
of jointly issued debt and insisted on conditions being attached to ESM loans to ensure that funding would be used to 
cover healthcare costs. Ultimately, both sides claimed victory – Italian Finance Minister Roberto Gualtieri hailed the end 
of ESM conditionality and said the ambiguous wording in the final text still leaves room for coronabonds. Meanwhile, 
the Netherlands welcomed non-healthcare related loans being subject to certain conditions. Ireland, which traditionally 
aligns itself with more fiscally conservative Member States, supported the Italian position on this occasion.  

Growing momentum for greening of COVID-19 recovery plan

Environment Ministers from 13 Member States (excluding Ireland) have called for the European Green Deal to feature 
strongly in any post-coronavirus economic recovery package. In a joint op-ed, Ministers from Austria, Denmark, Finland, 
Italy, Latvia, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, France, Germany and Greece,  argue that climate 
action must remain high on the political agenda as the Commission moves to define the EU’s recovery plan. The signatories 
argue that the European Green Deal provides the right policy framework for boosting sustainable economic growth and 
job creation and that the Commission should “keep momentum by implementing its initiatives”. They add that the EU 
should “send a strong political signal to the world” by committing to climate neutrality and the fulfillment of the Paris 
Agreement even in difficult times. 

Future EU Digital Policy to draw on coronavirus experience 

According to a leaked Council document, the focus of EU policy in the digital sphere after the coronavirus crisis will be 
on e-Health, digital education, e-government, data sharing, and broadband connectivity. The draft Council conclusions, 
entitled ‘Shaping Europe’s Digital Future’ articulate the Council’s position that the EU should draw on the experiences 
gained from COVID-19 to inform policy making in the digital sphere. Council priorities in the digital sphere include 
strengthening the digital economy by facilitating data sharing between businesses and institutions, developing clear 
rules and responsibilities for digital services and moving towards a “risk-based, proportionate and where necessary 
regulatory approach for AI”. A further objective is ensuring that all Member States are 5G-ready by the end of 2020. The 
conclusions are a response to the Commission’s most recent digital proposals, which include a European Data Strategy 
and a White Paper on Artificial Intelligence. The draft conclusions will be discussed by Ministers in the Transport, 
Telecommunications and Energy Council. 

Joint statement on the rule of law in the context of COVID-19

Nineteen Member States have issued a joint statement expressing concern about the risk posed by some coronavirus 
emergency measures on the rule of law, democracy and fundamental rights. Ireland is a signatory of the statement, along 
with 18 other Member States including: Belgium, Bulgaria, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and Sweden. While the statement does not 
single out any specific Member States, it is seen as a response to recent developments in Hungary, where the Parliament 
passed a law allowing Prime Minister Viktor Orbán to rule by decree for an indefinite period of time and to jail journalists 
found to be spreading false news about the coronavirus. The statement contends that any emergency measures should 
be strictly time limited, proportionate and subject to regular scrutiny. It also calls for a coordinated EU response through 
the General Affairs Council. 

https://www.euractiv.com/section/digital/news/leak-eu-in-push-for-digital-transformation-after-covid-19-crisis/
https://www.government.nl/documents/diplomatic-statements/2020/04/01/statement-by-belgium-denmark-finland-france-germany-greece-ireland-italy-luxembourg-the-netherlands-portugal-spain-sweden?utm_source=POLITICO.EU&utm_campaign=bb75dba54f-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_03_05_00&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_10959edeb5-bb75dba54f-190433869
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The Commission President von der Leyen, has already pledged to “closely monitor, in a spirit of cooperation, the 
application of emergency measures in all Member States” to ensure respect for the EU’s fundamental rights and values 
and the freedom of the press.

Developments in the European Parliament 

Extraordinary plenary session convened for 16-17 April 2020

An extraordinary plenary session will be convened on 16-17 April 2020, at the request of the President of the European 
Parliament, David Sassoli, and the leaders of the political groups. Following a debate with representatives from the 
Council and the Commission, MEPs are expected to vote on a resolution on EU coordinated action in response to the 
COVID-19 crisis and on any other urgent proposals put forward by the Commission. The Parliament’s internal calendar 
has also been updated to include virtual meetings of parliamentary committees and political groups. 

In recent weeks, the priorities of the Parliament in relation to the EU’s response to the outbreak of COVID-19 have emerged. 
MEPs in the Budget Committee (BUDG) welcomed President von der Leyen’s announcement that the Commission will 
update its MFF proposal for 2021-27. Specifically, they advocated a review of the own resources system to generate 
greater revenue and said that consideration should be given to programmes which will play an important role in any 
economic recovery such as public health and crisis management. They also argued that the budget should not lose sight 
of its original green, digital and geopolitical agenda. An urgent 2021 contingency plan should also be an integral part of 
the Commission’s budgetary response they said, should an agreement on the new MFF be delayed.

Members of the Parliament’s Civil Liberties Committee (LIBE) have also expressed their concern about the risk posed 
by COVID-19 to refugees and migrants in overcrowded camps on the Greek islands. MEPs urged greater solidarity from 
all Member States in helping Greece to manage its external borders, where an estimated 36,000 asylum seekers are 
currently housed in reception centres on the Greek islands. Thus far, the EU has launched border operations at Greece’s 
land and sea borders to prevent illegal crossings. Financial assistance of €700 million will also be mobilised, as will a 
voluntary return scheme for approximately 5000 migrants. Seven Member States, including Ireland, have also agreed to 
relocate 1600 unaccompanied minors. 

Commission should consider Article 7 procedure in relation to Hungary 

Echoing the concerns of Member States, leaders of several political groups have asked the Commission to consider 
activating the Article 7 procedure of the Treaty of the European Union in relation to recent actions by the Hungarian 
Government as indicated above. The Article 7 procedure is used to assess if the core values of the Union are at risk. It 
can ultimately be used to suspend the rights of EU Member States. In parallel, MEPs have started a petition for the 
Commission to take a clear stance on government actions which pose a threat to the rule of law and democracy.

Momentum builds for Fidesz EPP expulsion 

Following recent developments in Hungary, 13 national delegations representing 63 MEPs from the European Parliament’s 
largest political group, the EPP, have called for the suspension of Hungary’s ruling Fidesz party in a letter to EPP group 
leader Manfred Weber. This is understood to mean suspending the rights of Fidesz MEPs in the group. While Irish Fine 
Gael MEPs did not sign the letter, they did support the initiative. This follows a previous letter to EPP President Donald 
Tusk, in which the signatories argued that Fidesz should be expelled from the party entirely and that the COVID-19 crisis 
cannot be used as a pretext to “extend the state of emergency indefinitely”. Fidesz has been suspended from the EPP 
since March 2019, this suspension was subsequently extended, but the EPP leadership has put off any decision on formal 
expulsion. The next EPP group assembly is scheduled for June 2020. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20200330IPR76105/european-parliament-to-hold-extraordinary-plenary-on-16-and-17-april
https://www.change.org/p/european-commission-protect-democracy-during-the-corona-pandemic-2
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Other developments

Hungary, Poland and Czech Republic in breach of EU law 

The Court of Justice of the EU (CJEU) has ruled that Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic failed to comply with their 
legal obligations in relation to the mandatory relocation of refugees from Greece and Italy in 2015. The three countries 
argued that they were justified in failing to respect their obligations for reasons of safeguarding internal security under 
Article 72 TFEU. In its final judgement, the Court ruled that this article does not give Member States the power to evade 
legal responsibilities and that it could not be invoked for “the sole purposes of general prevention”. Following the ruling, 
the Commission can decide whether to take the matter further and seek a financial penalty. Infringement proceedings 
were launched against the three countries by the Commission in December 2017 after Hungary and Poland failed to 
relocate any refugees, and the Czech Republic relocated only 12, at the height of the refugee crisis in 2015. 

In a separate order, the CJEU has ordered Poland to suspend the activities of a judicial disciplinary chamber, which has 
been accused of undermining the independence of the Polish judiciary. Poland could face a financial penalty if it fails 
to comply. The Polish Government reacted angrily to the ruling, saying that the CJEU does not have the competence to 
suspend the constitutional bodies of Member States. 

ECB pushes boat out further with latest COVID-19 measures

On 7 April 2020, the ECB added to its COVID-19 toolkit with the announcement of “unprecedented” easing of collateral 
requirements in the Eurozone by the Governing Council. The measures will make it easier for banks to issue loans by 
loosening the conditions for accepting credit claims as collateral. The new rules will allow, for example, loans of lower 
credit quality, foreign currency loans and government backed loans to SMEs. The measures are part of a wider package of 
monetary policy measures announced by the ECB in response to the coronavirus crisis, which include a new package of 
asset purchases worth €750 billion, and a waiver on self-imposed bond buying limits. 

President of European Research Council steps down amid controversy 

The President of the European Research Council, the scientist Mauro Ferrari, has stepped down after just three months in 
the role. The ERC is the EU agency responsible for providing funding for high quality scientific research. The circumstances 
surrounding his resignation are somewhat controversial. In a PR blow to the EU’s coronavirus response, Mr Ferrari 
published a resignation letter in the Financial Times, linking his resignation to his disappointment at the EU’s response 
to COVID-19.  He criticised the lack of healthcare coordination among Member States, opposition to any comprehensive 
financial initiatives and the lack of funding for scientific research into the virus. In contrast, a statement from the ERC 
clarified that Mr Ferrari’s resignation followed a unanimous vote of no confidence by the ERC’s Scientific Council as a 
result of Mr Ferrari’s lack of engagement with the ERC. 

What to look out for next week

14 April 2020: An informal video conference of Ministers of Education will discuss the impact of COVID-19 
on education. 
15 April 2020: EU Health Ministers will hold an informal video conference which will focus on new and 
existing measures to combat the spread of COVID-19.
16 April 2020: EU Foreign Affairs Minister will meet in trade format to take stock of the effect of COVID-19 
on the international trading system. Ministers of Economy and Finance will also meet. 
16-17 April 2020: The European Parliament will hold an extraordinary plenary session at which the priority 
will be approving emergency measures put forward by the Commission. 
22 April 2020: EU Minsters of Foreign Affairs will convene via video conference, an agenda has yet to be 
circulated. 

https://curia.europa.eu/jcms/upload/docs/application/pdf/2020-04/cp200040en.pdf
https://curia.europa.eu/jcms/upload/docs/application/pdf/2020-04/cp200047en.pdf?utm_source=POLITICO.EU&utm_campaign=a4b2108af0-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_09_05_07&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_10959edeb5-a4b2108af0-190433869
https://erc.europa.eu/news/resignation-mauro-ferrari-%E2%80%93-statement-scientific-council
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23 April 2020: EU leaders will meet in European Council format. The focus of discussions is likely to be the 
economic rescue package put forward by Eurogroup on 8 April 2020. 

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


