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Abstract: Three years after the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty on the 1st Decem-
ber 2009, Europe is slowly emerging from an unprecedented crisis in its history.
Reforms in response to the financial and then economic crisis affecting the European
Union (EU) and the euro area since 2008 have transformed the European institu-
tional landscape considerably. By tracing the trends towards more differentiated
forms of European integration back to a number of innovative instruments introduced
over the past years, this paper outlines some of the major determinants of today’s
evolving role of the rotating Presidency, which we define as the ‘stability role’. 

Introduction

The role of the Presidency of the Council of the EU, the so-called Rotating

Presidency, has been significantly evolving since the adoption of the Lisbon

Treaty. One could argue that this is a perfect example of how an institutional

innovation should take place. Indeed, we can’t neglect the process aimed at

implementing the Lisbon Treaty, but looking from a two year perspective it

seems obvious that the deepest institutional changes and power shifts have

resulted from a large wave of innovation aimed at confronting the effects of

the economic crisis. 

The adoption by the European Council of the March 2013 Rules for the
organisation of the proceedings of the euro summits has opened a new chap-

ter in EU institutional history and presents an important challenge to the func-

tion of the rotating Presidency. Therefore this overview is built on an assump-

tion that not only the Lisbon Treaty itself, but also the economic crisis has
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been shaping the EU for the last two years, and will for upcoming years be

instrumental in designing the EU institutional framework and the resulting

place of the rotating Presidency.

In order to demonstrate the stability role of the Presidency, we need to first

define the most important provisions of the Lisbon Treaty that have influenced

the shape of today’s institutional framework in the European Union. Secondly,

we analyse the effects on this framework of the actions undertaken to confront

the economic crisis. Thirdly we will try to outline the main tasks and expected

actions of the Presidency in a multi-tier and complex European Union.

1. The Lisbon Treaty and the new poles of power

There are seven institutions listed in Article 13 TEU entrusted with carry-

ing out the tasks of the Union: The European Parliament, the European Coun-

cil, the Council, the Commission, the Court of Justice, the European Central

Bank and the Court of Auditors. However for the purpose of the particular

role of the Council (and its Rotating Presidency) it is necessary to look at its

position in the inter-institutional landscape with respect to the European Par-

liament, the European Council and the European Commission. According to

Jörg Monar: ‘The Treaty of Lisbon not only continues the strengthening of
the Parliament’s position, especially through a new massive extension of the
fields to which legislative co-decision applies, but it also transforms the tri-
polar (Council-Commission-European Parliament) into a four-polar system,
as it grants the European Council for the first time the official status of an
institution (Article 13(1) TEU)’.

1

The Lisbon Treaty has formalised the institutional architecture developed

both within and outside of the previous treaties. The European Parliament

and the Council have been recognised as the two chambers of the EU legis-

lature, thanks to the recognition of the co-decision procedure as the ‘ordinary

legislative procedure’ for the large majority of EU deliberations (Treaty on

the Functioning of the European Union, Art. 289).

2

At the same time the European Council, with its President elected by the

latter’s members for 2.5 years and renewable once for the same length of

time, has been recognised as a proper executive institution due to its role in
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defining the strategies of the Union and in representing the latter in interna-

tional forums. In fact, the European Council should ‘define the general polit-
ical directions and priorities’ of the Union (Treaty on European Union,

Art. 15.1) and the President of the European Council should ‘ensure the
external representation of the Union on issues concerning its common foreign
and security policy’ although ‘without prejudice to the powers of the High
Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy’ (TEU,

Art. 15.6).

3

Thus, the European Council and the Council have been institutionally and

functionally distinguished. As the Treaty states (TEU, Art. 15.1), the Euro-

pean Council ‘shall not exercise legislative functions’. This is an important

clarification, in that for a long time the two Councils operated as components

of the same institution (at the same time with ‘both executive and legislative
functions’. What matters now is the role the Council plays in the institutional

system of the EU and the tasks it is asked to fulfil. In this regard the Council,

in its differentiated ministerial configurations (with a few exceptions, such as

the Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Council and the Economic and Finan-

cial Council), is a legislative institution.

4

2. The Economic Crisis

Since the beginning of the global financial crisis, which peaked with the

Lehmann Brothers bankruptcy in September 2008, EU decision-makers have

introduced reforms going far beyond the conventional economic concepts

discussed during the first decade of European Monetary Union. These

reforms include a number of key projects:

A) Six-Pack, Two-pack and European Semester: In December 2011,

the Six-Pack of legislative proposals addressing the area of fiscal and macro-

economic surveillance and coordination came into force. It was aimed at

strengthening fiscal coordination under the Stability and Growth Pact (SGP)

and complemented it with a new procedure for preventing macroeconomic

imbalances. The Six-Pack also incorporated the coordination instrument

known as the ‘European Semester’, an annual timetable for economic policy

coordination already agreed upon by EU governments in 2010. Two addi-

tional legislative proposals (the ‘Two-pack’), which build on and tighten the
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rules of the Six-Pack legislation for the 17 euro area members have just been

adopted in March 2013.

5

There is a common agreement in Brussels that

this set of measures had significantly strengthened the European Com-

mission. The ‘six-pack’ introduces, inter alia, a special ‘reversed QMV

vote’ (RMQV) for most sanctions, thereby increasing the likelihood that they

can be applied to euro-area Member States. RQMV implies that a recommen-

dation or a proposal of the Commission is considered adopted in the Council

unless a qualified majority of Member States votes against it.

B) Bank Supervision: Supervision of financial markets has been

strengthened, primarily by creating the European Systemic Risk Board

(ESRB) and the European System of Financial Supervisors (ESFS) in 2010.

In addition, the European Council, in summer 2012, called on the European

Commission to present a legislative proposal on a pan-European system for

supervision of banks (Single Supervisory Mechanism, SSM). This legisla-

tion, agreed upon in December 2012 in the ECOFIN Council, is currently

under a final phase of discussion by the Council and the European Parlia-

ment.

6

One of the crucial elements of the discussion was whether the Single

Supervisory Mechanism should be open to non-eurozone member States.

Finally, the agreement reached at the ECOFIN Council of the 10 of Decem-

ber 2012 took into consideration a broader perspective. The SSM will involve

all eurozone members, but non-euro EU member states may join the mecha-

nism on a voluntary basis under a ‘close cooperation’ arrangement and, if

they join, would have full voting rights in the new ECB Supervisory Board.

Non-euro member states will retain the possibility to terminate the arrange-

ment in case of disagreement with specific supervisory decisions, notably

when these decisions are taken by the ECB Governing Council as a modifi-

cation of the Supervisory Board proposal.

7

C) Institutionalisation of the Eurozone: The institutional governance

framework has also been transformed due to the crisis. In March 2013 the

European Council adopted Rules for the organisation of the proceedings of
the euro summits, and a regular process for their preparation.

8

By comparing

these rules to the rules adopted at the EU Summit in Seville in 2002 concern-

ing the European Council, we may only suppose that this marks the begin-

ning of an increased institutionalization of the Eurozone. 

9
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Not only are we creating a visible chain of command between The Presi-

dent of the Eurosummit, the Eurosummit itself, and the Eurogroup, but we

are confirming the differentiation of the European Union. This is especially

visible in Art. 4.1 ‘The Euro Summit shall consist of the Heads of State or
Government of the Member States of the European Union whose currency is
the euro, together with its President and with the President of the Commis-
sion.’

10

Later in the text (par.4.5) there is a door which hopefully keeps unity

in the system, stating that ‘The Heads of State or Government of the Con-
tracting Parties to the TSCG, other than those whose currency is the euro,
which have ratified the TSCG, shall participate in discussions of Euro Sum-
mit meetings concerning competitiveness for the Contracting Parties, the
modification of the global architecture of the euro area and the fundamental
rules that will apply to it in the future, as well as, when appropriate and at
least once a year, in discussions on specific issues of implementation of the
TSCG.’

11

Also worth mentioning is the provision: ‘Upon proposal by the President
of the Euro Summit, these rules may be amended by consensus. The written
procedure may be used for this purpose. The rules should in particular be
adapted if this is required by the evolution of the governance of the Euro
area.’ This may suggest that amendments will come soon and that the process

is open for further construction. 

12

The Council as institution does not appear in the text of the Rules of pro-

cedure, meaning that for the Presidency it will be extremely difficult to exert

any influence. Therefore, the relationship with the President of the Eurosum-

mit appears as the key. Especially if we look at art. 5.2.d of the Rules for the
organisation of the proceedings of the euro summits, where it is stated that

they: ‘ (...) shall ensure that the work of all relevant Council and ministerial
meetings is reflected in the preparation of the Euro Summit.’

D) Differentiated EU integration

13

: This is especially visible in a num-

ber of additional reforms outside the treaty framework. In response to threat

of the break-up of the currency bloc in the first half of 2010, euro area coun-

tries developed an internal crisis resolution mechanism available to them-

selves alone – the European Financial Stability Facility (EFSF), a temporary

‘firewall’ established to provide liquidity to over-indebted countries. Its suc-
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cessor, the ESM, is built on a limited change in the EU treaties, enabling the

euro area countries to establish a permanent rescue mechanism among them-

selves by means of an intergovernmental treaty. The ESM entered into force

in October 2012.

14

Another intergovernmental agreement outside EU law proper is the Treaty

on Stability, Coordination and Governance (TSCG). All EU members except

the United Kingdom and the Czech Republic have signed the TSCG.

15

The

TSCG contains a proper ‘fiscal compact,’ which will run alongside the Six-

Pack. Inter alia, the fiscal compact requires national budgets to be in balance

or in surplus, and introduces rules specifying an automatic correction mech-

anism to that effect. One of the fundamental issues related to the Fiscal Pact

was the fact that the Eurosummits are open for all the signatories, not only

the members of the Euro area. The provision that‘[t]he Heads of State or
Government of the Contracting Parties other than those whose currency is
the euro, which have ratified this Treaty, shall participate in discussions of
Euro Summit meetings concerning competitiveness for the Contracting Par-
ties, the modification of the global architecture of the euro area and the fun-
damental rules that will apply to it in the future, as well as, when appropriate
and at least once a year, in discussions on specific issues of implementation
of this Treaty on Stability, Coordination and Governance in the Economic
and Monetary Union’, has been fully implemented in the rules of procedure

of the Euro summits.

As we can see, for the future Presidencies in the Council of the EU it will

be of extreme importance to be a part of the most formats possible. Only in

this way will they be able to work in a coordinated fashion. 

E) Future of the European Monetary Union: Further works on the

future of the EMU, as reflected in the Commission’s Blueprint and especially

in the December 2012 Report of the President of the European Council, will

considerably shape the future of the European Union, starting with a set of

initiatives aiming at stabilising the Eurozone area (ex-ante coordination of

national reforms, single banking resolution mechanism, contracts for com-

petitiveness and growth) and including the creation of additional solidarity

mechanisms (called sometimes by analysts – the Eurozone budget). 

The example of the Single Supervisory Mechanism does not necessarily

mean that all other elements will remain open in the same way for all member

States. Future Council Presidencies will have to ensure that the discussions

will be balanced and decisions properly address the situation of all 27 mem-

ber states. 
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3. A shifted Balance of powers

3.1. The European Parliament

As we have shown at the beginning of this survey, the European Parlia-

ment and the European Council emerge as the primary poles of power in the

post-Lisbon institutional system. 

The European Parliament has gained legal powers in all areas, external

and internal policies, participation in the adoption of the budget and in leg-

islative power, and even a role to play in the procedure which may lead to

a revision of the Treaties. But the most significant provisions that will shape

the EU’s political landscape are the following:

16

A) Parliament’s powers in the appointment process of the Commis-

sion: The European Council now has to take into account the elections to the

European Parliament and hold ‘appropriate consultations’ before proposing

a candidate to the Parliament for President of the European Commission –

who now has to be formally ‘elected’ by the Parliament. The HR/VP is also

subject to a vote of approval by the Parliament, together with all other Mem-

bers of the European Commission (Article 17(7) TEU).

17

This process should

be considerably dynamised by the EP Resolution of November 2012, recom-

mending that each European alliance of political parties should propose

a candidate to run for European Commission President and lead their 2014

European election campaign

18

, thus proposing a real political game, with

‘faces’ representing different political groups. 

B) Extension of the budgetary powers of the Parliament: The removal

of the distinction between compulsory and non-compulsory expenditure in

revised Article 314 TFEU now puts the Parliament on a perfectly equal foot-

ing with the Council regarding the adoption of the EU’s annual budget.

19

In view of the future of the EU institutional landscape it is important to

emphasise the involvement of the President of the EP. An important debate

is taking currently place with respect to the democratic legitimacy of the deci-

sions taken at the Eurozone level. Recent developments have shown that the

EP is considering the creation of a committee or sub-committee that would
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be responsible for issues related to the Eurozone. This is how we should read

the EP resolution of November 2012: ‘Measures to strengthen the role of the
economic affairs Commissioner should be balanced by making him or her
more accountable to the European Parliament. Likewise, all players involved
in coo rdinating economic policies (the European Semester), would need to
explain their positions and decisions more publicly, including in the Euro-
pean Parliament.20

Another important parliamentary dimension is related to the cooperation

between the European Parliament and National Parliaments in order to fulfil

the provisions of article 13 of the Treaty on Coordination, Stability and Gov-

ernance. The above changes demonstrate that the European Parliament will

be a principle actor in defining the shape of the EU, as well as the role of the

Presidency of the Council. 

3.2. The Commission: between decline and extra powers

The Commission is clearly facing a stronger Parliament and a stronger

European Council, and appears more and more squeezed between the two,

with its formerly primary function of political and legislative initiative com-

ing more under the influence of the Parliament and – at least as regards strate-

gic political initiatives – even more being taken away by the European Coun-

cil. This situation has been particularly emphasised with respect to those

Commission actions aimed at countering the economic and financial crisis.

21

A strengthened European Council, viewing the Commission more and

more as an executive instrument for implementing its supreme guidelines,

explains why the Commission has been seeking closer cooperation with the

Parliament and input into strategic objectives and programming. The new

‘regular dialogue’ between Commission and Parliament, established in 2010,

comprises some elements going in that direction. The Framework Agreement

defines the political responsibilities of each institution towards the other and

lays down rules for the flow of information between them. As an example,

the current agreement states that the Commission President will attend meet-

ings of the Parliament’s Conference of Presidents at least twice a year. The

Framework Agreement also aims to improve the planning and co-ordination

of the two institutions’ legislative procedures. It has been agreed, for

instance, that the Commission shall give Parliament prior notice before with-

drawing proposals, and Parliament for its part has undertaken to appoint rap-

porteurs as soon as the legislative programme is adopted. Other issues
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touched upon in the Framework Agreement include the Commission’s par-

ticipation in Parliament’s proceedings, and access to and handling of confi-

dential information and timetables for the Commission’s work programme

with respect to Parliament.

22

This agreement was emotionally commented on

in the Council, which saw a real pact between the Commission and the Par-

liament against the Council and the European Council.

Despite the relative decline of the Commission’s powers outlined above,

with respect to measures aimed at correcting the flaws in the currency union

the Commission has been granted unprecedented control over national eco-

nomic policy making. The new legislation will give commissioner Olli Rehn

and his colleagues more power to monitor the economy in general, including

competitiveness and employment. It can send back national budgets, order

governments to deal with imbalances in their economies, and demand

reforms of sensitive economic sectors, including health and pensions.

23

The legislation adopted in March 2013 on the Two-pack establishes the

following prerogatives:

● All Eurozone countries need to submit draft budgets by 15 October

each year to the Commission for prior examination;

● The Commission would then have the power to request changes and

ask for the budget to be redrafted for those member states whose

financial situation is deemed unsustainable;

● The Commission might be asked to defend its decision before

national parliaments;

● National debt forecasts would have to be done by independent insti-

tutes.

This trend, as commented on by Piotr Serafin, the Polish State Secretary for

European Affairs, ‘is problematic, because the Commission will step-by-step
become the European policeman.’

24 

As we may observe, this situation poses

serious challenges. The role of economic policeman seems likely to change the

character of the institution that historically set the EU agenda for new legisla-

tion, despite its historical role in ensuring the implementation of EU laws.

3.3. The European Council and the Council

The Lisbon Treaty reforms and the above mentioned Rules for the organ-
isation of the proceedings of the euro summits have also put the Council on
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a path of relative declining power, mainly because of the ascendancy of both

the Parliament and the European Council (strengthened by its President per-

forming the role of the President of the Eurosummit). Now operating under

a European Council with increased formal powers and a greater continuity

and leadership potential, the Council could gradually develop into an institu-

tion more and more fulfilling only those functions awarded to it by the Euro-

pean Council.

25

The Irish Presidency started talks with the European Parlia-

ment on the conclusion of the Multiannual Financial Framework only after

the European Council concluded its own agreement. Ahead of the March

2013 European Council, the President of the European Council addressed

a letter to the Presidency of the Council asking for concrete steps and

advancements in a large part of dossiers related to the Single Market.

26

Since the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty one problem has been par-

ticularly important – how to ensure a parallelism between the priorities of the

Presidency of the Council (that are in part linked to national constraints,

experience, and priorities) with those of the President of the European Coun-

cil (who has a longer perspective of at least 2.5 years and is rather more inter-

ested in ‘big’ EU themes that enhance his visibility). Nowadays the ‘execu-

tive’ function vis-a-vis the European Council has become a fact, difficult to

neglect. Another issue that could arise is the problem of parallelism between

the priorities of the Council’s Presidency and the President of the Eurosum-

mit. The decision whether to discuss issues related to competitiveness in

a ‘EU-17’ format or a ‘EU-27’ format could become an important problem.

It is therefore crucial to safeguard proper communication between the Presi-

dent of the European Council/ Eurosummit and the Council Presidency.

3.4. The ECB – an emerging new institutional power? 

The year 2012 will be remembered as the one that enhanced the role of

the European Central Bank. Two aspects have influenced this way of think-

ing: first, the decisions to openly intervene on the bond market; and secondly

the decision to confer to the ECB, independently of its monetary function,

a supervisory role over EU Banks.

On 2 August 2012, the Governing Council of the European Central Bank

(ECB) announced that it would undertake outright transactions in secondary,

sovereign bond markets, aimed ‘at safeguarding an appropriate monetary
policy transmission and the singleness of the monetary policy.’

27

The techni-

cal framework of these operations was formulated on 6 September 2012.
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In December, the ECOFIN Council, after long hours of discussion,

decided to ask the ECB to take over, from national supervisors, the supervi-

sion of many of the euro zone’s banks, by March 2014 at the earliest, under

the so-called Single Supervisory Mechanism (SSM). It is important to note

that non-euro states can sign up for the new supervisory regime if they wish

to, although so far none has firmly committed, while the U.K., Sweden, and

the Czech Republic have ruled it out.

Once fully up and running, the ECB will be able to grant and rescind

banking licenses and force lenders to boost their capital buffers or restrict

risky lending practices. The hope is that closer oversight will prevent sys-

temic banking crises, like those that have hit Ireland, Spain and Cyprus over

the past few years.

Despite criticisms on account of the transparency deficit, the ECB as

a technocratic body has emerged strengthened and is even more strongly

influencing the debates about the future of EMU. Openness regarding mon-

etary transactions and new responsibilities regarding supervision under the

SSM will give it a leading role in the day-to-day management of financial

markets, with an enormous influence on the economic course the EU will

undertake in the upcoming months and years.

Conclusion: the ‘Stability Role’ of the Rotating Presidency 

in a complex institutional framework in a multi-tier Europe

Today, fulfilment of the Council Presidency Tasks in the way it had been

done before the adoption of the Lisbon treaty is quite impossible. This is nei-

ther a question nor an answer. The Lisbon Treaty and the economic crisis,

taken together, have expanded a quite considerable range of changes, which

makes the adaptation of the Presidency of the Council to the new situation

obligatory. 

However, to counter the doomsday voices that appeared on the 1

st

December 2009, the Rotating Presidency of the Council is not over yet.

Even more, there has never been such a need to have it reinforced, but of

course in a way that would fit the current dynamic changes in the institu-

tional framework. 

The role of the Rotating Presidency remains essential because:

● it permits safeguarding the diversification of focus, ensuring that in

a reasonable timeframe all aspects of the EU’s development will be

taken forward with a similar devotion;

● it ensures the balance between the decisions taken at the European

and national levels;
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● it links countries that are functioning in different EU legal contexts,

like the recently famous division between Euro area and non-euro

area Member States.

As we may see from what is written above, the complexity of the institu-

tional system needs an actor stabilizing the decision process by linking the

EU Member States and their interests to the EU institutions, and by linking

all the institutions by their commitments to perform well in a very limited

period of time. The Presidency is the guarantee of planning and ambition in

reaching these goals! 

In order to ensure a good Council Presidency, before it starts performing

its tasks we should pay particular attention to the following issues: 

A. The Presidency as manager of the Council’s affairs

This role will remain as a main function of the Council Presidency, more

difficult but also more important. The efficient and effective management of

the daily work of the Council entails, in particular, planning and coordination

as regards time and content of up to 3500 sessions at all levels (working

groups, committees, ministerial meetings). The work of the Council’s bodies

also has to be co-ordinated in the inter-institutional negotiations with the EP.

The successful fulfilment of this role also depends on the close co-operation

of the Presidency with the President of the European Council. This is crucial

nowadays to establish the necessary planning to ensure a parallelism between

the works of the President and the priorities of the Council. Only in this case

will it be possible to ensure both a proper role for the President and a fully-

backed process of fulfilling priorities.

B. Being a neutral mediator and broker of compromises

The case of Multiannual Financial Framework demonstrates how much

this function is changing in the evolving institutional framework. Apart from

the mediation efforts undertaken during sessions of the respective Council

bodies, the Presidency will have to concentrate more on informal ‘confes-

sional sessions’, bilaterally or in groups of countries (very often presented as

Friends of.....). Deals are preferably concluded in the corridors or in small

rooms, rather than during formal sessions. These are the most appropriate

places for groups of like-minded member states to work out compromises in

parallel with the negotiations, in order to speed up negotiations and con-

tribute to the resolution of on-going disputes. 

Since the Rotating Presidency is no longer conducting works in areas like

the European Council or Foreign Affairs Council, it is of crucial importance

to establish proper links with the cabinets of these institutions. 

Another role in this context is to ensure a smooth process of negotiations

with the European Parliament. Taking into account how the institutional sys-
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tem is evolving, it becomes obvious that the role of the Presidency will

mostly consist of working out solutions in informal trilogues with the EP. 

C. Source of initiatives and impulses

The long term political agenda and objectives of the EU are either deter-

mined by the legislative necessities monitored by the European Commission,

or the priorities of the President of the European Council one year in advance

and for the full length of his term. The first has been always an important ele-

ment in the planning for the Rotating Presidency, while the latter became

important only recently. The central task of the Council Presidency will still

be to take care of the continuing implementation of the EU agenda. Never-

theless the Presidency may bring to the process a sort of fresh thinking and

approach, having some times a better expertise (i.e. development and assis-

tance from the perspective of Scandinavian countries; the democratization

agenda from countries like Poland; or ideas on trade put forward by France

or the UK etc.) Such a context is also still important in the area of external

affairs, where some EU countries may provide a significant added value to

concrete regions (Scandinavian countries on the Arctic, Poland and Lithuania

for the Eastern Partnership, the Southern EU Countries to the EU southern

Neighbourhood, but also Africa, Asia and even Latin America). 

D. Internal Representation of the EU – from national to purely EU 

interests

The political agenda of the EU is usually concentrated on a few, closely

defined priorities and conflict lines, which then form the focus of the Euro-

pean Council, around which the work of the six-month term of the Presidency

is in turn structured. Common European challenges and problems (illegal

immigration, climate change, economic crises, external crises) are heavily

dramatised and the respective solutions set on stage so that observers receive

the impression that the Heads of state and government meeting in the Euro-

pean Council have identified and solved an acute problem. The evolving

institutional framework is adding new tasks. The defence of strategies and

tactics have to take into account not only the national interest, but the interest

of the President of the European Council and the whole EU.

E. Aiming at preserving the integrity of the institutional framework

With all the different tiers and discussions whether the EU should consider

an adaptation of institutions to different formats, it is of outmost importance

for every Presidency to work on the preservation of the current institutional

framework. The Presidency has all the necessary powers to do so, and this is

perhaps the most important task that the incoming presidencies will have on

their back, and must be taken seriously in the upcoming years.
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