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Austrian Presidency | Brief

On 1 July 2018, Austria assumed the Presidency of the Council 
of the European Union, for the third time since it accession  
in 1995. At a time when the European Union is facing 
challenging dossiers in the areas of migration, trade, security, 
the EU budget, and the on-going Brexit negotiations, this is an 
important moment for Chancellor Sebastian Kurz and his EPP-
affiliated Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP). The ÖVP is one of the 
two dominant parties of Austrian politics that have governed the 
country in the post-war period, and is currently in coalition with 
the far-right and often euro-critical Freedom Party of Austria. 
To emphasise the Kurz Government’s commitment to European 
integration, the Chancellor’s office has taken charge of some  
European affairs functions. 

Nevertheless, the Chancellor faces challenges in separating his 
Government’s strongly stated positions in relation to many 
of the EU’s ongoing challenges, from its role as a broker in 
negotiations between EU Member States over the coming  
six months. However, given the significant agenda-setting and  
agenda-structuring powers afforded to the Council Presidency, 
Member States may instinctively view Austria as an ally or an 
opponent based on whatever side of these contentious issues  
they may be on.

The Presidency of the Council of the 
European Union
The position of President of the Council of the European 
Union rotates between the EU’s Member State governments  
every six months. Due to the relatively short time-frame of the 
term, each Presidency belongs to a Presidency Trio—a grouping of 
three countries that coordinate their priorities over an 18-month 
period. Austria is the third and final country of the current  
Trio, which also includes Estonia, and the outgoing holder of  
the Presidency, Bulgaria.

The Austrian Presidency Priorities are:

• Security and the Fight Against Illegal Migration

• Securing Prosperity and Competitiveness through 
Digitalisation

• Stability in the European Neighbourhood—EU 
Perspective of the Western Balkans/South Eastern Europe

The priorities of the Austrian Presidency focus on the prominent 
issues of security and the digital economy, as well as maintaining 
a focus on EU relations with neighbours in the Western Balkans, 
where Austria considers itself to be an important regional actor. 
These priorities are summarised under the motto of the Austrian 
Presidency, “A Europe that Protects”. The wording of the motto 
appears to mirror phrasing frequently used by French President 
Emmanuel Macron, though while President Macron uses the 
phrase in the context of international trade, the Austrian Presidency 
appears to be referring to the theme of security.

At a time when Brexit and the rise of populism have created 
instability, migration controls are hotly debated, and EU-US trade 
relations are fragile, the chosen motto suggests reassurance and 
stability, instead of political risk-taking. 

According to the Austrian Chancellery, “Austria views its role during 
the forthcoming Council Presidency as that of a neutral broker. Given 
its geographic location in the heart of the EU, its obligation of neutrality 
and in line with its traditional role as bridge builder, Austria will 
endeavour to contribute to the unity within the EU during its Council 
Presidency.” Such statements seem designed to reassure partners that 
the Austrian Government is committed to an EU-wide perspective, 
and will not simply advance its own national interests.
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Security and the Fight Against Illegal 
Migration
This first priority is focused on the reform of the Common 
European Asylum System, with particular focus on the Dublin 
III Regulation regarding responsibility for examining asylum 
applications. In addition, it covers strengthening the capabilities of 
FRONTEX, and increased security cooperation between Member 
States as part of the fight against terrorism and radicalisation.  
A key moment in the Presidency is expected to be the informal EU 
summit of the heads of state or government on 20 September in 
Salzburg, dedicated to this first priority area.

The prominence of this priority reflects the significance of 
the ongoing migration debate in Europe, and the division 
between Member States over accommodating refugees,  
predominantly from Syria. The new Italian Interior Minister, 
Matteo Salvini, has been very prominent in closing Italian ports 
to ships carrying rescued migrants from the Mediterranean Sea. 
Similarly, the countries of the Visegrád 4 have been resolute in 
their resistance to migrant quotas. Most prominently, the recent 
dispute within the German Government between the CDU and 
the CSU over the porousness of Germany’s southern border to the 
Western Balkan migration route has led to an uneasy compromise 
that has seen Austria threaten to re-impose border controls in 
response. Chancellor Kurz for his part was originally elected on a 
promise to tighten Austrian border security and reduce migration 
numbers. While migration numbers have declined by 95% since 
their peak in October 2015, migration as an issue retains huge 
salience among European electorates with European Commission 
data showing that immigration is the top issue among voters in  
21 of 28 member states.

Austria, as a central European country and a transit country to 
the Western Balkan Migration Route is keen to see action in this 
area, with Chancellor Kurz proposing an ‘axis’ between Austria, the 
new Italian Government, and the German government (or more 
precisely the CSU wing of it) to tackle the issue. In addition, while 
Austria had previously opposed moves to strengthen FRONTEX 
and create and EU border police force due to concerns over 
national sovereignty, it now supports such moves in order to 
tackle migration flows. Nevertheless, efforts to reform the Dublin 
III Regulation are likely to prove difficult, with a last minute  
mini-summit on migration attended by 16 Member States on 24 
June failing to make progress on the issue.

Securing Prosperity and Competitiveness 
through Digitalisation
This priority includes the Digital Single Market, the use of digital 
to modernise public administration and renew industrial policy, as 
well as issues of taxation and regulation.

The Austrian Government is on the record as strongly supporting 
a European initiative in relation to digital taxation, claiming 
that digital revenues should be taxed where they are raised.  
However, such an initiative lacks unified support across all Member 
States, with Ireland and others maintaining that this responsibility 
is for the OECD in order to avoid capital flight. Many expect 
that Austria will seek to advance a common European position in 
relation to digital taxation, aiming to address the perception that 
digital multinationals are not paying adequate levels of tax. Austrian 
Minister of Digital and Economic Affairs, Margarete Schramböck, 
has stated that a new framework for the Digital Single Market 
should be completed during Austria’s Presidency of the Council 
of the EU, adding that UK companies may be excluded if Brexit 
negotiations fail.

Stability in the European Neighbourhood 
– EU Perspective of the Western 
Balkans/South Eastern Europe
Following an EU-Western Balkans summit in May 2018 in Sofia,  
the EU committed itself to improving cooperation, communications 
and investment with the six countries of the Western Balkans. 
However, it did not make firm commitments on EU accession for 
any of these countries. Concerns about corruption, commitment 
to the rule of law, and enlargement fatigue have led several existing 
Member States to seek to delay any future enlargement process. 
EU leaders have since agreed to open accession talks with FYR 
Macedonia and Albania, with the former being dependent on 
a successful agreement to change its name to North Macedonia 
following an agreement with Greece.

Austria has close relationships with the countries of the Western 
Balkans and supports an EU perspective for non-members. 
Furthermore, Austria views itself as a bridge between the east and 
west and an important regional actor. At present Austria is part 
of the Three Seas Initiative of twelve Member States, and is the 
only member of this alliance that was not previously a member 
of the communist eastern bloc. Following on from the Bulgarian 
Presidency, and in advance of the Romanian Presidency that is 
due to begin in January 2019, Austria will seek to maintain EU 
engagement with the Western Balkans region and keep the prospect 
of future enlargement alive. Nevertheless, the earliest date for any 
possible enlargement is thought to be 2025.

Other items
While the Austrian Presidency will put these three priorities 
to the fore, other on-going issues will remain important during 
the coming six months. Of these, the negotiations over the EU’s 
next Multiannual Financial Framework will continue. Austria 
has been critical of the European Commission’s proposals in 
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this regard, and Chancellor Kurz has rejected plans to increase 
contributions from net-contributor Member States, and also 
criticised cuts to the financial envelope for the Common  
Agricultural Policy. These negotiations are expected to carry on 
into the Romanian Presidency.

In addition, Brexit negotiations continue, with mixed expectations 
of significant progress at the October Council. However, as Michel 
Barnier is the EU’s Chief Negotiator, the Austrian Government will 
have little direct involvement. Nevertheless, the agreement of the 
Council of the European Union and the European Parliament will 
be required for any withdrawal agreement and political declaration.

Finally, the Austrian Presidency will also be under pressure to close 
many unresolved dossiers in advance of the European Elections in 
May 2019. This will increase the expected workload, and increase 
the possibility of unexpected items distracting attention from the 
three main priorities.

Conclusion
As with previous presidencies, it will be a challenge for Austria 
to progress dossiers in relation to its priorities of security, 
digitalisation, and engagement with the Western Balkans, while also 
managing the many other competing issues that exist or will arise  
to divert attention. Nevertheless, Austria will be keen to use 
the agenda structuring powers of the Presidency to influence 
the mood-music around its chosen priority items, while also 
seeking to maintain a neutral approach to its dealings with  
other Member States. 

Important Dates in the Austrian 
Presidency

• 13 July: ECOFIN

• 24 July: ECOFIN

• 7–8 September: Eurogroup / Informal ECOFIN

• 18 September: GAC

• 20 September: Informal Summit on Security and the 
Fight Against Illegal Migration

• 2 October: ECOFIN

• 15 October: FAC

• 16 October: GAC

• 18 October: European Council Summit

• 5 November: Eurogroup

• 6 November: ECOFIN

• 9 November: FAC

• 12 November: GAC

• 16 November: ECOFIN

• 19 November: FAC

• 4 December: ECOFIN

• 10 December: FAC

• 11 December: GAC

• 13-14 December: European Council Summit

The Austrian Presidency Calendar can be found here
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