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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 
Self-imposed deadline passes for new MFF proposal and Recovery Package 

The Commission did not publish its revised MFF proposal or further details of a post-COVID-19 Recovery Plan on 6 May 
2020 as previously anticipated. According to the Commission President, Ursula von der Leyen, work is ongoing and will 
continue. In the absence of this formal announcement, the Commissioner for the Economy, Paolo Gentiloni gave further 
indications about the size of the proposed Recovery Fund, which he said should amount to €1.5 trillion and be in place 
by mid-September 2020. The size of the proposed Recovery Fund, which would be clearly linked to the MFF, is one of a 
number of grey areas still to be clarified in the Commission’s proposals, including whether the fund should be financed by 
loans or grants, or a combination of both.  

Commission forecasts “historic” recession

The EU economy “will experience a recession of historic proportions this year”, according to the Commission’s Spring 2020 
Economic Forecast, the first since the outbreak of COVID-19. The latest projections are that Eurozone economic output 
will fall by a record 7.75% in 2020, and then grow by 6.25% in 2021, provided that containment measures are gradually 
relaxed. This represents a downward revision of approximately 9% compared to the Commission’s Autumn Economic 
Forecast of 2019 and a more significant contraction than in 2009 during the peak of the financial crisis. Growth is unlikely 
to recover to pre-pandemic levels in 2021. 

The report highlights the symmetry of the coronavirus shock, but the asymmetry of its predicted impact. The speed of 
Member State recoveries is also likely to vary. It adds that the interdependence of EU Member States means that it is 
imperative that the recovery is as uniform as possible. Greece, Italy, Spain, Croatia and France are expected to be the 
hardest hit by the decline in economic activity. In contrast, Germany is expected to recover more quickly. Other grim 
predictions include a rise in unemployment in the EU from 6.7% in 2019 to 9% in 2020, before falling to 8% in 2021. Young 
people and workers in the tourism industries are particularly vulnerable. Government deficits are also expected to rise 
significantly across the Eurozone as Member States borrow to mitigate the worst effects of the pandemic, while inflation 
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is set to fall in view of decreased demand. 

The Commissioner for the Economy, Paolo Gentiloni, warned that an uneven economic recovery poses a broader threat to 
the very foundations of the European economy, including the level playing field of the Single Market and convergence in 
the Eurozone. He added that it could also make public opinion in the EU more hostile towards free trade and international 
cooperation and lead to greater support for protectionism. On a more optimistic note, Commissioner Gentiloni expects 
the European economy to begin to recover in the second half of 2020, provided the pandemic is brought under control. 
Furthermore, the discovery of a vaccine would facilitate “a faster-than-anticipated return to a more normal economic 
situation would lead to a more benign outcome than forecast here.”

Green Deal to be ‘motor’ of EU recovery 

The gloomy forecast comes after the Commission President, Ursula von der Leyen, reaffirmed her intention for the 
European Green Deal to act as the ‘motor’ of Europe’s recovery in a video statement. The President added that the 
pandemic gives Europe the opportunity to rebuild its economy in a more resilient and climate friendly way. This statement 
was complemented by Frans Timmermans, Executive Vice-President for the European Green Deal, who said that the EU 
will stick to its climate agenda as if the UN 2020 Climate Change Conference (UNFCCC COP26) was still taking place in 
September 2020, when the EU was expected to push for greater ambition in relation to emission reduction targets for 
2030. Vice-President Timmermans added that the Commission will soon begin to identify economic sectors that can 
quickly transition to a greener model while also creating jobs and growth, such as the building, transport and energy 
sectors.

Open strategic autonomy could provide model for EU trade after COVID-19 

The European Commissioner for Trade, Phil Hogan, highlighted the centrality of international trade for economic recovery 
after COVID-19, in an address to the IIEA on 6 May 2020. Commissioner Hogan also gave further indications about the 
direction of travel of the Commission’s trade policy review, which is expected at the end of 2020. 

In response to recent calls by some Member States for greater European self-sufficiency, Commissioner Hogan advocated 
a trade model based on “open strategic autonomy”. This would require striking the right balance between a Europe that 
protects its people and businesses and a Europe that is open and competitive. It would also require strengthening the 
rules-based trading system, protecting vulnerable industries through a new EU industrial strategy, upgrading the EU’s 
trade defences and agreeing new trade deals. The Commissioner argued that this model would provide the proper 
foundation for European resilience, competitiveness and growth. 

Commissioner Hogan also reflected on the need for Europe to review the geographical spread of its trade dependencies 
and strengthen the resilience of supply chains, but argued that Europe’s dependency on imports would make self-
sufficiency impossible. On the contentious issue of transatlantic trade, Commissioner Hogan said this remains the 
central artery of the world economy and that negotiations are ongoing to revive the transatlantic trade relationship. 
Commissioner Hogan also highlighted the growing importance of sustainability as an essential pre-requisite of EU trade 
deals and said that this would feature heavily in the Commission’s trade policy review at the end of the year. 

As a small, open economy, Ireland was identified as the EU Member State most dependent on export-led economic 
activity, given that one in four jobs are dependent on FDI and exports (compared to an EU wide average of one in seven) 
and 80% of production is exported. This makes the importance of international trade for Ireland’s economic recovery 
even more important, argued Commissioner Hogan. 

Commission proposes softening of ESM conditions in relation to COVID-19 

Ahead of the meeting of Eurozone Finance Ministers on 8 May 2020, the Commission proposed a softening of monitoring 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_20_822
https://twitter.com/vonderleyen/status/1255071552883884032?s=20
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/STATEMENT_20_770
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kQHCHL6bMGI
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and reporting conditions under the European Stability Mechanism. The use of ESM credit lines to provide loans of up 
to €240 billion was one of a number of measures put forward by the Eurogroup and endorsed by the European Council 
to mitigate the economic effects of COVID-19. In a letter to the President of the Eurogroup, Mário Centeno, Executive 
Vice-President Valdis Dombrovskis, and Commissioner for the Economy, Paolo Gentiloni, propose that the monitoring 
and reporting requirements would focus on ensuring loans are used for direct and indirect health related spending – the 
only condition attached to the use of ESM credit lines in relation to COVID-19. This would stand in contrast to traditional 
surveillance which covers debt sustainability. This can be interpreted as an attempt to win over Member States such as 
Italy, which are reluctant to access ESM loans and favour a grant-based response to COVID-19.

Global vaccine pledging conference raises €7.4 billion 

A global pledging conference spearheaded by the Commission President, has raised €7.4 billion to fund the global 
deployment of vaccines, diagnostics and treatments against COVID-19. The conference, which was held virtually on 4 
May 2020, is part of the EU’s response to the WHO’s call for greater global collaboration in the fight against COVID-19, 
and efforts to make sure that any vaccine is available worldwide, and at affordable prices. It was led by the EU, alongside 
France, Germany, Japan, Norway, Canada, Italy, Spain and the UK. 

The symbolic conference boasted an impressive line-up of world leaders, global health organisations and private partners, 
with the notable exception of US President Donald Trump. Taoiseach Leo Varadkar was among the participants. The final 
target reached falls just short of an initial target of €7.5 billion, but the Commission has said that the investment effort 
will continue over the coming months as part of a “global pledging marathon”. This figure is the combination of money 
raised during the conference, including €1.4 billion from the pockets of the European Commission, and money already 
spent since 30 January 2020. No new organisation is foreseen to administer the funds, rather these will be channelled 
through existing agencies such as the Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (CEPI) in Norway and the Vaccine 
Alliance (GAVI) in Switzerland. President von der Leyen said that the conference offered a useful framework for global 
cooperation on COVID-19 and that this effort would continue with initiatives that include civil society and the global 
community of citizens. 

Commission reinforces support for the Western Balkans 

In advance of the EU-Western Balkans virtual summit on 6 May 2020 (see below), the Commission announced a €3.3 
billion financial package for the Western Balkans, intended to provide funding for immediate health and humanitarian 
needs. The importance of supporting Europe’s neighbourhood has featured strongly in the EU’s external response to the 
coronavirus. The Commission says it has treated the Western Balkans as a privileged partner “by granting them access 
to many initiatives and instruments reserved for EU Member States”. To date, this has included participation in joint 
procurement efforts, green lanes and healthcare cooperation. The Commission has also given further indications about 
its proposals for a longer-term investment plan for the region that will be presented later in the year. This would include 
a significant investment package under the new MFF and a doubling of grants under the Western Balkans Investment 
Framework. 

Brexit: Special Ireland Committee meets for the first time

On 30 April 2020, the first meeting was held of the Special Committee responsible for overseeing the implementation 
of the Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland, under the Withdrawal Agreement. The Committee is one of six technical 
committees stipulated by the Withdrawal Agreement. It is composed of officials from the UK and the EU, in addition to 
representatives from both Ireland and Northern Ireland. It reports to the Joint EU-UK Committee. 

The meeting was reportedly constructive, despite growing concerns from the EU that time is running out for the provisions 
of the Protocol to be in place by 1 January 2021. This is particularly the case regarding the customs and regulatory checks 
that the EU believes would be required between Britain and Northern Ireland to protect the integrity of the Single Market. 

https://www.politico.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Letter-to-PEG-1.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ac_20_795
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/revised_withdrawal_agreement_including_protocol_on_ireland_and_nothern_ireland.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/revised_withdrawal_agreement_including_protocol_on_ireland_and_nothern_ireland.pdf
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While the UK reportedly provided some details about how it proposes to implement the Protocol, the Commission has 
said that the UK must urgently provide a detailed timetable of tangible measures. Internal Commission documents 
identify 1 June 2020 as the date by which work should begin on IT systems and customs databases if checks are to become 
operational between Northern Ireland and Great Britain by the end of the transition period.

Separately, tensions have arisen over the UK’s rejection of a re-instated EU office in Belfast. The EU requested the 
presence of EU personnel in Northern Ireland to assist technical work on the implementation of the Protocol. The Irish 
Government has added its support for such an office, in view of the EU’s continued support for the Northern Ireland Peace 
Process. The Commission’s negotiating team under Michel Barnier warned Member States that the Protocol on Ireland/
Northern Ireland is the most challenging element of the Withdrawal Agreement to implement, given its “technical 
complexity and political sensitivity”.

In parallel, the third round of negotiations on the future UK-EU partnership are due to begin on 11 May 2020. According 
to the Commissioner for Trade, Phil Hogan, there is so far “no real sign that our British friends are approaching the 
negotiations with a plan to succeed”. He also noted a concern in Brussels that the disruption caused by COVID-19 could 
be used as political cover for the damaging effects of a hard Brexit, saying: “I think that the United Kingdom politicians 
and government have certainly decided that COVID is going to be blamed for all the fallout from Brexit and my perception 
of it is they don’t want to drag the negotiations out into 2021 because they can effectively blame COVID for everything.”

EEAS report sparks controversy 

The European External Action Service (EEAS) has come under the spotlight in recent weeks, in response to allegations 
that it diluted the findings of its report on disinformation in response to pressure from China. The allegations emerged 
after discrepancies were found between an initial draft leaked to the media and the final published report. The New York 
Times and the Financial Times purported to have evidence of Chinese pressure on the EU. Other commentators say the 
fundamental elements of the report remain intact, such as evidence of a “continued and coordinated push” by some 
actors, such as Russia and China, to spread disinformation about the EU’s response to COVID-19 and the origins of the 
disease. 

The EEAS refuted claims of editing the contents of the report under pressure from China and said it is “not afraid to speak 
out against foreign interference”. During a hearing at the European Parliament on 30 April 2020, the Head of the EEAS 
and High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Josep Borrell, maintained that there were two versions 
of the same report – one for public consumption and one for internal circulation. He fielded tough questions from MEPs 
regarding the independence of the EU’s diplomatic service, and the nature of advances made by China.

Subsequently, it emerged that a letter signed by all 27 EU Ambassadors to China outlining the benefits of EU-Chinese 
cooperation, was also edited in response to Chinese pressure to remove references to the pandemic beginning in China. 
This has led to further criticism of the EEAS’s recent handling of diplomatic relations with China.

Fourth rule of law case brought against Poland

The European Commission has launched its fourth infringement proceedings against Poland in relation to the rule of 
law. The launch of infringement proceedings during the coronavirus pandemic is evidence that “the virus will not kill 
democracy” according to Commission Vice-President for Values and Transparency, Věra Jourová. The Commission contends 
that Poland’s new law on the judiciary of December 2019 “undermines the judicial independence of Polish judges and is 
incompatible with the primacy of EU law”. This law allows judges to be dismissed for criticising the controversial judicial 
reforms of the governing Law and Justice Party. Poland has been served a Letter of Formal Notice by the Commission, to 
which it has two months to respond. If the infringement procedure runs its full course, the case could be brought to the 
Court of Justice of the EU (CJEU) and a financial penalty served. The proceeding is one of a growing number in relation to 

https://www.euractiv.com/section/uk-europe/news/uk-to-blame-hard-brexit-on-covid-19-warns-eu-trade-chief/
https://euvsdisinfo.eu/eeas-special-report-update-2-22-april/
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/78074/disinformation-%E2%80%93-media-coverage-alleged-influence_en


EU27 BULLETIN | 27APRIL–8MAY

IIEA 5

the independence of the judiciary in Poland. In December 2017, the Commission triggered the Article 7 procedure, which 
if pursued to its fullest extent, would result in the suspension of voting rights in the European Council. 

Developments in the Council 
Well-being should define Europe’s path after COVID-19 

The President of the European Council, Charles Michel, reflected on the future of the EU after the pandemic in an address 
on the State of the Union at the European University Institute in Florence on 8 May 2020. On the eve of Europe Day, 
President Michel argued that peace and prosperity have been the guiding principles of the EU thus far, but that the 
coronavirus crisis has brought into sharp focus the importance of the value of well-being for Europe’s future. The President 
described well-being as having many facets – health well-being, climate well-being, digital well-being and social well-
being, coupled with concern about the well-being of the wider world. In the eyes of President Michel, a heightened focus 
on the value of well-being would create a more caring European society “where individual well-being and collective well-
being are fundamental to one another”. These principles and values should act as the blueprint for Europe’s recovery 
after COVID-19 and be taken forward in any Recovery Plan. 

EU reaffirms European perspective of the Western Balkans 

The EU-Western Balkans Summit was held on 6 May 2020 via video conference. Prior to the outbreak of COVID-19, the 
summit was due to be held in the Croatian capital of Zagreb as the centrepiece of the Croatian Presidency of the EU, to 
mark the EU’s renewed commitment to the region following the decision to open accession talks with North Macedonia 
and Albania in March 2020. The symbolic nature of the occasion was that it took place 20 years after the first Zagreb 
summit, which was regarded as a key turning point towards Croatian membership of the EU. 

A declaration was agreed by EU leaders, in consultation with the Western Balkan leaders of Albania, Serbia, Montenegro, 
the Republic of North Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Kosovo. This reiterates the commitment of both sides 
to the European perspective of the Western Balkans. Western Balkan leaders also reaffirmed their commitment to 
implementing the reforms necessary for closer alignment with European values, which is regarded as a pre-requisite of 
accession.

Leaders emphasised the solidarity between the EU and the Western Balkans in tackling the coronavirus pandemic, 
in particular, following the Commission’s announcement of a €3.3billion assistance package for the region. Given the 
geopolitical tensions that have arisen between the EU and China in relation to their respective crisis narratives, it is 
notable that the declaration includes a commitment to reinforce cooperation on disinformation by third-state actors 
seeking to undermine the European perspective of the region. The declaration further states that EU support of the 
Western Balkans’ COVID-19 response efforts has been greater than that of any other partner and that this deserves public 
acknowledgement, a clear reference to Chinese and Russian intervention in the region. There was also a commitment 
to pursue broader cooperation beyond COVID-19, in areas such as terrorism and extremism, corruption and organised 
crime, human trafficking, migration and energy security. 

The declaration refers to a firm strategic commitment to the Balkans as EU Member States in the future, which the 
Croatian Prime Minister Andrej Plenković said is a “a strong political signal” for the region. He added that the Croatian 
Presidency has succeeded in putting enlargement back on the EU’s agenda. 

As a next step, the European Commission has been invited to develop the previously promised economic and investment 
plan for the Western Balkans in the context of a new phase of cooperation. The aims of this package as set out in 
the declaration are: to fully link the Western Balkans to the EU’s Single Market; to create jobs and entrepreneurial 
opportunities; to improve the business and investment climate;  to promote the Green Agenda for the Western Balkans; 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/05/08/a-caring-society-is-the-blueprint-for-ensuring-our-union-emerges-from-the-current-crisis-stronger-more-united-and-with-greater-solidarity-than-ever/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/43776/zagreb-declaration-en-06052020.pdf
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and to strengthen the digital economy and connectivity of the region.

The Commission is also expected to present the negotiating framework for accession talks with North Macedonia and 
Albania in May 2020. 

Chancellor Merkel identifies German Presidency priorities 

The German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, has offered further insights into the priorities of Germany’s Presidency of the 
Council of the EU, which is due to begin on 1 July 2020 and has been dubbed the ‘corona presidency’. In a video interview, 
Chancellor Merkel recognised that the Presidency “will take a different course” than previously planned, and that much 
of the focus will be on managing the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. The Chancellor identified Germany’s overall 
objective as establishing “more Europe, and a Europe that is better equipped to face the 21st century than it is today.” In 
this pursuit of deeper integration, German efforts would focus on three areas: 

1) economic recovery and social cohesion
2) climate change and environmental issues
3) EU reform, particularly in the area of health and other strategic areas. 

On the latter, Chancellor Merkel spoke about exploring “how an efficient European health system could be established in 
all Member States.” Germany’s Health Minister, Jens Spahn, added that emphasis would also be placed on strengthening 
the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control through tools such as the MFF. The issue of greater tax integration 
will also feature on Germany’s Presidency agenda, in particular unblocking progress on a Financial Transaction Tax, 
minimum tax rates, and shipping and aviation emissions taxes. Germany is expected to publish its official Presidency 
Programme in June 2020. 

Renewed commitment to the Sahel region as part of drive towards EU-Africa partnership

A video conference between the EU and the G5 Sahel (Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania and Niger) took place on 
28 April 2020 at the request of the President of the European Council, Charles Michel. President Michel said that the 
video conference, which was postponed due to the coronavirus, marked “the renewal and strengthening” of the EU’s 
commitment to the region. 

A joint statement issued by the G5 Sahel and the European Council following the conference, evoked the importance 
of stablishing a strategic geopolitical partnership between the EU and the Sahel, with the aim of facilitating security, 
stability and regional development. This partnership will focus on four complementary pillars of action: 1) the fight 
against terrorism, 2) strengthening the security and defence capabilities of G5 Sahel countries, 3) Re-establishing the 
presence of the state and 4) increasing development efforts.

The convening of this conference further reflects the strong emphasis being placed on EU-Africa relations by the new 
leaders of the EU institutions. President Michel has spoken previously about his desire for the EU to look at “Africa with 
fresh eyes” and to build a partnership of equals. In March 2020, the Commission and the EEAS put forward their proposal 
for a new Comprehensive Strategy for Africa, which emphasises the importance of the twin transitions. This is expected 
to form the basis of a new EU-Africa partnership, which is scheduled to be agreed during an EU-Africa summit in October 
2020. 

The importance of strong EU-Africa relations has continued in light of COVID-19, as demonstrated by a recent op-ed by 
President Michel and other EU and African leaders entitled ‘Only victory in Africa can end the pandemic everywhere’. 
President Michel has said that the EU and other international partners such as the IMF are currently exploring debt relief 
for Africa to soften the damage of the global pandemic. 

https://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/bkin-de/mediathek/die-kanzlerin-direkt
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/04/15/only-victory-in-africa-can-end-the-pandemic-everywhere/
https://www.politico.eu/article/coronavirus-debt-relief-eu-africa/
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EU Ministers call for tourism to be recognised as EU strategic industry 

The Tourism Ministers of nine Member States (Cyprus, Bulgaria, France, Greece, Malta, Italy, Portugal, Romania and 
Spain) have made an appeal for the tourism industry to be supported under the EU’s post-COVID-19 Recovery Plan. The 
Ministers contend that the economic importance of the sector – tourism represents 10% of the EU’s GDP and the EU is 
the world’s leading tourist destination – makes it an industry of strategic importance for the EU. 

They argue that the sector requires immediate economic support in addition to new funding streams to help the 
tourism industry to adapt to the changing environment, become more sustainable and stay competitive in the long-
term. Homogenous rules for intra-European travel and liquidity support for airlines are also highlighted as essential pre-
requisites for the recovery of the tourism sector.

Many of these concerns were expressed by Ministers during a virtual meeting with the Commissioner for the Internal 
Market, Thierry Breton on 27 April 2020. Commissioner Breton said the Commission would support the tourism ecosystem 
in four areas: liquidity, mobility, safety and a long-term strategy for a greener more digital sector. The Commission is 
expected to propose guidelines on the safe operation of tourism facilities across the EU and will convene a Tourism 
Summit to discuss the long-term direction of the sector once the current crisis recedes.

Second term of office for Council Secretary-General 

The Secretary-General of the Council, Jeppe Tranholm-Mikkelsen, will remain in office for a second term following a 
decision by the Council on 30 April 2020. This term will last for five years from 1 July 2020 to 30 June 2025. Mr Tranholm-
Mikkelsen, a Danish national, has been the Secretary-General of the Council since 1 July 2015. A career diplomat, he 
previously served as Denmark’s Permanent Representative to the EU and Danish Ambassador to China. The role of the 
Secretary-General is to support and advise both the European Council and the Council and to oversee the administrative 
branch of the Council, the General Secretariat.

Developments in the European Parliament 
Parliament demands role in Recovery Fund and MFF negotiations 

The President of the European Parliament, David Sassoli, has called for the Parliament to be a “key player” in negotiations 
on the EU’s Recovery Plan and the next MFF. In a statement, the President emphasised that “Parliamentarians need to 
have full say on where the money is invested since they represent citizens and the common good. As it has demonstrated 
since the beginning of its mandate, the Parliament is not a mailbox.” This appeal appears to be a response to concerns 
that Parliament could be side-lined in the design of any Recovery Fund through the use of Article 122 TFEU. This allows 
the Council to grant financial assistance to Member States in exceptional circumstances under a proposal from the 
Commission, outside the framework of the EU budget, thereby negating any role for the Parliament in this process.

President Sassoli has also requested that the role of the Parliament in the process of negotiating the new MFF and the 
Recovery Fund be formalised through the activation of Article 324 TFEU, which provides for regular meetings to be 
held between Commission, Council and Parliament on budgetary matters. In addition, the President suggested that the 
Parliament would be ready to veto any proposal by the Commission unless it is sufficiently ambitious. 

Budget Committee launches legislative initiative report on MFF contingency plan 

The Parliament’s Budget Committee (BUDG) has launched a legislative report requesting the Commission to put forward 
a new MFF contingency plan by 15 June 2020. If adopted in plenary, the report would require the Commission to put 
forward a proposal for an MFF contingency plan by this date or inform the Parliament of its reasons for not doing so. The 
purpose of this contingency plan would be to provide “a safety net to protect the beneficiaries of Union programmes” 
in the event of a late agreement on the MFF. The BUDG Committee contends that the contingency plan should operate 

https://www.politico.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Group-of-Tourism-Ministers-Joint-Statement-27-April-2020-FINAL_I.pdf?utm_source=POLITICO.EU&utm_campaign=b8bc07076f-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_28_04_50&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_10959edeb5-b8bc07076f-190433869
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_20_758
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on the basis of a “technical prolongation” of the 2020 budget. The request leaves the Commission President little room for 
manoeuvre, given her election pledge to introduce a legislative act in response to a legislative request approved by a majority 
of MEPs. The Parliament will vote on this report during the upcoming plenary of 13-16 May 2020. MEPs are also expected to 
adopt a resolution on the EU’s Recovery Plan and its link to the MFF.  

Member States must do more to raise awareness of EU action on COVID-19

The European Parliament’s Vice-Presidents responsible for communication, have made an appeal to EU Member States to 
better communicate the EU’s actions to combat the damaging effects of the coronavirus outbreak to the public. The appeal 
comes after many political commentators have highlighted the EU’s inability to inform the public about its significant 
efforts to combat COVID-19, leaving them vulnerable to anti-EU disinformation. Vice-President Othmar Karas (EPP, AT) said 
that Member States need to raise greater awareness of EU collective action, through for example, the broadcast of press 
conferences and video updates of European Commission President von der Leyen at national level. Vice-President Katarina 
Barley (S&D, DE) added it needs to be made clear that national representatives play a key part in EU decision making in the 
Council, in order to avoid the age-old problem of the blame Brussels culture. 

Harmonised approach to legal migration in the EU essential 

As the Commission prepares to put forward a new Pact on Asylum and Migration, the European Parliament’s Civil Liberties 
Committee (LIBE) has set out its priorities for future EU action in this area. In a letter to Commission Vice-President Margaritis 
Schinas (Promoting our European way of Life) and Commissioner Ylva Johansson (Home Affairs), the Committee’s primary 
demand is for an expansion of legal and safe channels for migration in the EU, an area where little progress has been achieved 
in recent years. The Committee argues that not only would this provide security benefits in helping to combat irregular 
migration, but it would also provide economic benefits by helping to address labour market gaps. An ambitious framework for 
legal migration in the EU could include partnerships with third countries, developing sectoral legal migration, and formalising 
rights around long term-residence, intra-EU mobility and family reunification. The LIBE Committee is expected to take many 
of these ideas forward in an own initiative report on New Avenues for Legal Migration. 

EPP migration paper floats idea of flexible solidarity 

As momentum builds for progress on migration and asylum, the EPP has set out its position on migration and asylum in a paper 
published on 29 April 2020. In an attempt to bring all Member States on board, it includes the suggestion that reform of the 
Common European Asylum System could contain both a framework for re-distributing asylum seekers across Member States, 
as well as a mechanism for allowing more reluctant Member States to “make significant, tangible contributions through other 
forms of meaningful solidarity”. This would open the door to the kind of ‘flexible solidarity’ long demanded by the Visegrad 
group of Central European countries. 

Trade chair calls for re-think of EU trade policy after COVID-19 

The Chair of the Parliament’s Trade Committee, Bernd Lange MEP (S&D, DE) has published a policy paper exploring Europe’s 
trade policy needs post-COVID-19 in a world of broken global supply chains, production relocation, declining trade in services 
and falling FDI. Mr Lange argues that the pandemic provides an opportunity to reshape global trade in a fairer and more 
sustainable manner, without increasing protectionism. Mr Lange’s proposals include the introduction of a binding supply 
chain law to strengthen the sustainability and resilience of European value chains and ensure a level playing field. He also 
proposes expanding export promotion and sharpening investment screening criteria to avoid protectionist behaviour. The 
paper states that the EU should act to improve trading conditions for less developed countries, through more responsible 
intellectual property rights and fairer investment and market access.

https://bernd-lange.de/uploads/bernd_lange/2020/International-trade-after-the-corona-crisis-Bernd-Lange-EN-27042020.pdf
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Other developments 
German Constitutional Court ruling casts doubt over legality of ECB bond buying programme 

On 5 May 2020, the German Constitutional Court in Karlsruhe ruled on a long running dispute between the European Central 
Bank (ECB) and Germany about the legality of the ECB’s bond buying programme. The plaintiffs claimed the programme was 
putting German taxpayers at a disadvantage as the ECB was effectively financing governments and could undermine the euro 
in the long-term. Under this programme, which is also known as the Public Sector Purchase Programme (PSPP), the ECB has 
bought debt worth €2.1 trillion since 2015.

While the German Court did not deem the programme illegal outright, it ruled that the bond buying programme would be 
considered illegal under German law unless the ECB could justify the proportionality of the programme within three months. 
If its response were not deemed satisfactory, the Court threatened that it would order the Bundesbank not to participate in the 
programme going forward. As Germany holds the largest share of ECB bonds bought by PSPP, this would create a significant 
problem for the ECB. The Bundesbank generally does not favour bond buying, and the ruling puts Bundesbank President Jens 
Weidmann in a quandary, as he is also a member of the ECB Council.

The decision is controversial for several reasons. First, although the German Court states that it is not challenging the 
competences of the CJEU, the challenge could appear to undermine the supremacy of EU law which is binding on all national 
courts – a founding principle of the EU legal order. It also clouds the fact that the ECB is an independent EU institution, subject 
to the jurisdiction of the CJEU and answerable to the European Parliament, not to a national constitutional court. Furthermore, 
as indicated above, in 2018, the CJEU found that bond buying by the ECB was within the ECB’s price stability mandate. While 
the German Court found that there was no illegal monetary financing on the part of the ECB, there was considerable surprise 
in the ECB and in legal circles that the German Constitutional Court questioned the CJEU ruling of 2018. The Karlsruhe court 
ruling could have much wider political implications, if other national courts in the EU were to see the challenge to the CJEU 
as a model to follow.

The ruling called on the German Government and the German Parliament, the Bundestag, to ensure that the ECB carried 
out an assessment of the proportionality of its action. In the subsequent Bundestag debate, German Parliamentarians also 
raised concerns that they were being asked to do something which goes beyond their mandate and is the competence of the 
European Parliament.

It is important to note that the ruling said that the decision does not affect the ECB’s coronavirus-related emergency measures 
such as the €750 billion Pandemic Emergency Purchase Programme (PEPP), which ECB President Lagarde said the ECB is 
ready to increase. Both the Commission and the CJEU have responded forcefully to the ruling, reaffirming the primacy of EU 
law. Meanwhile, an ECB statement said that it “remains fully committed to doing everything necessary within its mandate” 
to maintain price stability and to regulate inflation. President Lagarde added that the ECB remains “undeterred” by the order 
from the German Court to provide justification of its action.

What to look out for over the coming weeks 

11 May 2020: The third round of negotiations will begin between the UK and EU on the Future Partnership via 
video conference. 
12 May 2020: EU Defence Ministers will meet via video conference to examine the security and defence 
implications of COVID-19. EU Health Ministers will also take stock of recent COVID-19 developments. 
13 May 2020: Ministers for Agriculture and Fisheries will discuss recent measures to support the agriculture and 
fisheries sector during the pandemic and explore new measures. 
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13-16 May 2020: A plenary session of the European Parliament will take place in Brussels and virtually. MEPs are 
expected to vote on a resolution on the new MFF, own resources and the COVID-19 Recovery Plan. 
14 May 2020: An informal meeting of the Eurogroup is scheduled to take place (TBC). 
15 May 2020: A meeting of Ministers for Foreign Affairs is scheduled to take place. An agenda for the meeting has 
not been circulated. The Commissioner for Enlargement, Olivér Várhelyi, is due to participate. 

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


