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Foreword
Kalypso Nicolaïdis

There is no doubt that Simone Bunse has given us both a highly topical
book, the stuff of headlines and an impressive scholarly achievement.
Her book provides the most systematic assessment to date of the EU’s
rotating Council presidency, the political objectives such an institution
has served over time, and the influence it has had on European affairs
in general.

Such a study is clearly timely. As even the average European citizen
may have realised, the rotating presidency has been at the center of the
EU’s institutional reform debates since constitutional fever took over
the European project for the best of the last decade. Indeed, the Draft
Constitution and its reincarnation under the guise of the Lisbon Treaty
contains the most far-reaching reform of the EU presidency to date.
The rotating presidency has been at the core of the EU institutional
design since the foundation, the result of a sensitive bargain between
small and big states. And while rotation may not be entirely abolished
as the headlines would have us believe, it would and most probably
be decapitated, and replaced by a permanent (if a two and a half year
renewable term can be called so) chair of the European Council. Did the
rotating presidency deserve such fate? What impact has it had on Euro-
pean developments and political bargains? Are some countries better
at presiding over EU affairs than others? Are some issues better served
by some countries which may use the presidency to provide renewed
momentum? Is the presidency a mediating or activist role?

These questions discussed by Simone Bunse in the book are of interest
not only for EU scholars but for anyone interested in broader issues of
regional and global governance, the role of political leadership as well
as comparative federalism. The book should also appeal to practition-
ers, particularly those in the new Member States preparing for their first
presidency!

Although the literature on the presidency has been rapidly expand-
ing over the past few years, Simone takes us one step further. While
most EU research has focused on the big states, she explores the pres-
idencies of three small states, Finland, Belgium, and Greece. She takes
variance seriously by asking under what condition the influence of

xi
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the presiding country may be maximised and presenting novel empir-
ical insights into the pros and cons of alternative presidency strategies
and behaviour. She takes domestic politics seriously by showing how
they influence presidency priorities and strategies in specific circum-
stances. She takes theory seriously and enriches the institutionalist
framework with her notion of the presidency as an intergovernmental
policy entrepreneur.

Her argument will provide grist to the mill of Europe’s small and
medium Member States who have staunchly defended the rotating
Council presidency demonstrating as it does small states’ capacity to
make creative use of it and shape dossiers in line with domestic prefer-
ences. In short, size does dictate influence. Instead, Simone shows how
other factors matter: the leadership environment, the heterogeneity,
intensity and distribution of governmental preferences in the Council,
inter-institutional relations with the Commission and the Parliament,
and the presidency’s skill and effective use of the Council Secretariat.

This does not mean that the presidency can become a blunt instru-
ment for savvy Member States. The Council’s culture of consensus and
the logic of reciprocity across presidencies as well as the short time span
of the office tend to prevent the presidency holder from abusing the
power of the chair. In such repeated games, it pays off in the long run
to be accommodating of other states’ interests – Member States can-
not escape the fact that for one presidency, they will have 26 rounds as
ordinary Council member!

I share Simone’s assessment of the broader value of the EU’s rotat-
ing presidency. Indeed, it has served as an important symbol of the
commitment to shared leadership and formal equality between states
in the EU, reinforcing the idea that the EU was created to prevent
the (re-)emergence of hegemons on the European continent; it helps
national administrations as well as societal actors learn about the EU
and get socialised into its formal and informal networks; and it peri-
odically channels new dynamism and creativity into Europe’s decisions
processes, as every presidency attempts to leave its own positive imprint
to the EU’s agenda.

It would be hard to close this book without being convinced that some
of the main arguments against rotation, namely that the EU needs a
powerful figurehead and that small states are overburdened with the
task, rest on shaky empirical ground. The rotating presidency it seems
has served the Member States well and made the EU as a whole more
effective, legitimate, and interesting.
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The book ends with an overview of the potential risks and opportu-
nities of the most recent presidency reform proposals as included in the
2007 Lisbon Treaty provisions and asks whether the key values of the
Council presidency, including the Council’s consensus culture, the spirit
of shared leadership in the EU, and the incentives for policy innovation,
would be upheld under the new provisions. Clearly, and whatever the
answer, the presidency is likely to remain on the agenda, both scholarly
and policy, for the years to come. Simone Bunse’ work will undoubtedly
stand as a core reference.

Oxford, September 2008
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1
Introduction

I. The Council presidency and small states

Over the past years the issue of the rotating Council presidency has
been at the centre of the European Union’s (EU’s) institutional reform
discussions disclosing a deep divide between the small and the big Mem-
ber States. The former, including the Benelux, Austria, Finland, Ireland,
Portugal, and most of the EU’s newest members, have fiercely defended
the rotating office. The latter, especially France, the UK, and Spain, have
strongly advocated the creation of a new more permanent arrangement.
The critics claimed that small states are overburdened with the pres-
idency’s administrative, organisational, and mediation tasks and that
the resources and political clout of big states are needed to broker com-
promises and manage the EU’s growing external role. The supporters
of the current arrangement responded by highlighting the inefficien-
cies of big administrations and contending that small states are better
mediators in the EU’s internal and external affairs. In May 2003, the rift
over the presidency nearly caused the breakdown of the Convention on
the Future of Europe. The issue moved back into the spotlight in June
2008 with the Irish rejection of the Lisbon Treaty. The treaty contains
the most far-reaching Council presidency reforms to date and the out-
come of the referendum can partly be explained by voters’ concerns over
the impending institutional changes and new balance between big and
small Member States. The perception that the large EU countries decide
matters was cited by 4% of the voters as their reason to reject the treaty.
Another 3% saw their No vote as a means to protect the influence of the
EU’s small members.1

Neither the intensity of the conflict between ‘small against big’
nor the prominence of the Council presidency reform over other
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2 Small States and EU Governance

institutional arrangements was the most anticipated. While quarrels
between large and small Member States are not new, they have never
been as stark or explicit in the EU’s history of grand bargains.2 In addi-
tion, when the presidency was established in the 1950s it had been a
complete afterthought – its creators having little more in mind than
to share out the responsibility for chairing Council meetings in some
orderly fashion.3 Finally, the academic literature has described the rotat-
ing presidency as a ‘responsibility without power’4 – a ‘neutral broker’5

with burdensome administrative and organisational tasks that put par-
ticularly small states under great strain. If this were indeed the case,
two inter-linked questions arise: (a) Why has the reform of the Council
presidency been so contentious? and (b) Why are especially small states
such adamant supporters of the status quo? This book investigates this
puzzle. It is an attempt to analyse the political objectives the Council
presidency serves and present a systematic and comparative assessment
of its influence in the European integration process by looking at three
small states – Finland, Belgium, and Greece.

To date, the presidency literature is relatively sparse. Given that the
presidency lacks formal institutional status, its importance and influ-
ence have often been overlooked. Thus, few books are dedicated to the
Council presidency.6 Instead, most work on the presidency is found
in studies on the European Council and the Council of Ministers and
focuses on its legal status and formal functions.7 A second body of
research consists of single country cases reviewing the office holder’s
performance.8 They are generally descriptive accounts of a presidency’s
main achievements. Hardly any studies analyse the presidency’s pecu-
liar hybrid nature of an intergovernmental policy actor (with its own
preferences, areas of expertise, and political and administrative culture)
in charge of a supranational institution, its importance within the EU’s
institutional balance, or subtle power and leadership capacity – this
book’s starting points of analysis. This has led to a number of gaps in
our understanding of the Council presidency.

II. The gaps in our understanding of the presidency

The presidency’s influence in the integration process remains under-
researched and under-theorised. Kirchner’s (1992) study of the insti-
tution’s centrality in EU decision-making is one of the few research
endeavours with theoretical aspirations.9 Favouring co-operative fed-
eralism, whereby national governments and supranational institutions
engage with each other to impact the integration process, he analyses
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the dynamics of the Single European Act (SEA) and the work of the
Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) on European Monetary Union
(EMU) and Political Union. However, Kirchner does not develop the
theoretical concepts in his empirical chapters. Moreover, he seems
to assume only two possible outcomes: a presidency either fostered
co-operation enhancing integration or promoted national interests –
two simplified scenarios that may not be mutually exclusive.

The empirical literature also typically lacks a broader comparative
framework. O’Nuallain (1985) and Wurzel (1996a, 1996b, 2001) are
amongst the few exceptions.10 O’Nuallain reviews ten different coun-
try experiences between 1973 and 1983 to detect the presidency’s effect
on national administrations. It is argued that the key ingredient to a suc-
cessful presidency (however success may be defined) is the combination
of ‘a co-ordinated strategy with tolerant flexibility’.11 While this account
is a significant contribution to comparative public administration, it
does not tackle the leadership capacity of the presidency.

Wurzel’s work examines how the Council presidency works within
the environmental field by comparing past British and German presi-
dencies. Finding little difference in the way both governments run their
presidencies (despite considerable divergence in their national styles),
he concludes that the presidency’s importance lies in fostering the
Europeanisation of national policies.

The leadership aspect and the presidency’s potential causal influ-
ence have been disregarded in the bulk of the presidency literature.
Bulmer and Wessels (1987), for example, attribute a crucial role to the
presidency in the preparation and organisation of European Summits
which – through their package deals – shape Community business. How-
ever, they ignore the role of the presidency in brokering such deals. As
most studies limit their analysis to investigating the presidency’s formal
operating rules, they tend to find that it is charged with a multitude of
different tasks but ‘falls well short of being a tool for collective leader-
ship’.12 The importance of its informal powers and resources to help it
in its political tasks is dismissed.13

The literature is particularly sceptical with regard to the presidency’s
agenda influence. Agenda-setting in the EU is a collaborative process
between the presidency and the main EU institutions. It involves col-
lecting pending items and initiatives by the presidency, other member
governments, and the Commission.14 Additional constraints are the
heavy administrative burden and short term of the office. Most analysts
therefore conclude that the presidency’s influence in terms of policy
development should not be exaggerated:15
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A presidency’s responsibility is to ensure that the Union functions.
The political responsibility of a presidency comes down to the task
of piloting dossiers through the given procedures in order to arrive at
balanced solutions within a reasonable period.16

Interestingly, the leadership capacity of the chair is neglected not only
in the Council literature, but also in international bargaining more
generally. As Tallberg finds, in much of the international bargaining lit-
erature the negotiating parties – while varying in their preferences and
strategies – are seen as ‘functionally equivalent’ and fail to recognise
the powers of the chair.17 Thus, within the Council, asymmetrical rela-
tionships of influence (between the presidency and the other Council
members) are overlooked.18

Recently, a more encouraging body of research is emerging which
examines the presidency at IGC negotiations. Svensson (2000)
talks about an ‘engineering presidency’ at the Amsterdam IGC.19

Gray and Stubb (2001) characterise it as the provider of ‘polit-
ical guidance’. The first to examine the presidency in the con-
text of day-to-day Council negotiations is Metcalfe (1998). He
identifies six categories of presidency leadership resources including
rewards, coercion, socialisation, legitimacy, expertise, and information.

As to the presidency’s agenda-shaping capacity, Bunse (2000, 2004)
and Tallberg (2003, 2004, 2006) have argued that it has been underesti-
mated and that there is scope for manipulating the agenda and for active
initiation.20 In addition, Thomson (2008) and Kollman (2003) argue
that the presidency influences decision outcomes and Elgström (2003)
questions its neutrality. Overall, however, the presidency has largely
remained isolated from the comparative politics and international rela-
tions literature. To date there are few systematic, comparative accounts
of the Council presidency that analyse its importance and influence
in the course of European integration or the nature of the outcomes
brokered.

III. Hypotheses, methodology, and theoretical
underpinnings

This book attempts to address these gaps and adds to the growing latter
category of research. It challenges the assumption that the presidency
has responsibility without power and looks for theoretical concepts
that are sensitive to the presidency’s hybrid nature and combination
of formal and informal powers.
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From the intensity of the presidency reform debate and the arguments
raised, three inter-linked conclusions can be drawn. First, contrary to
the overriding picture that emerges from the literature, the institution
must fulfil a political objective within the EU’s institutional set-up that
is particularly valued by the small EU members. Second, rather than
placing a disproportionate burden upon smaller states, the office must
entail privileges or powers which seemed worth defending by seven out
of the EU’s then 15 members plus most of the accession states. Third,
other factors than size must determine the extent to which the office
holder, including small states, can exploit these privileges. Institution-
alists point to variables, such as the leadership environment, decision
takers’ preferences, inter-institutional relations, as well as their skill and
use of information advantages. The central hypotheses which emerge
and that this book aims to investigate both theoretically and empirically
can subsequently be formulated as follows:

• The rotating Council presidency is a mechanism to equalise power
differences between the EU’s small and big Member States.

• The presidency evolved into an influential institution providing the
office holder with a comparative advantage to shape the EU’s agenda
and policy outcomes in line with its national interests.

• Factors such as the leadership environment, the heterogeneity, inten-
sity and distribution of preferences in the Council, inter-institutional
relations, and the office holder’s skill and use of the Council Secre-
tariat are more important than size to explain a presidency’s ability
successfully to pursue its national interests.

To probe these hypotheses, the book first explores the Council pres-
idency’s importance and agenda influence within the institutional
balance and multi-leadership constellation of the EU. Second, in-depth
case studies of the recent Finnish, Belgian, and Greek Presidencies and
their effects in two policy areas (internal market (IM) and foreign pol-
icy) construct a detailed empirical account of presidential leadership and
influence of three small countries. Leadership is defined as ‘an asym-
metrical relationship of influence in which one actor guides or directs
the behaviour of others towards a certain goal over a certain period of
time’.21 Influence, in turn, is understood pragmatically as the capacity
‘to change an outcome from what it otherwise would have been in the
absence of an action’.22 In the context of the agenda-setting power of
the presidency, this includes the ability not only to initiate new poli-
cies, but also to structure or limit policy choices.23 Both the theoretical
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chapters as well as the case studies have the broader goals of reflecting
on the nature of the EU and the outcomes brokered by three presi-
dencies. The results, in turn, allow us to contribute to the discussion
whether the rotating presidency benefits the EU and its Member States
or not, and hence offer some normative conclusions for the ongoing
reform debate.

The methodological approach of this book falls into the category of
‘Process and Institution Studies’.24 The latter select a small number of
institutions or a process that appear similar in important ways to then
use them to illuminate the nature of either the institution or the pro-
cess.25 In line with much public policy analysis that traces the process
through which causality operates,26 the core of this book examines how
the agenda-setting process unfolds under the selected presidencies, how
the office holders exert their influence, and with what effects.

Theoretical tools: an institutionalist approach

In placing the presidency within a broader framework of incentives,
resources, and constraints, this book expresses a preference for new insti-
tutionalism (NI). NI attributes a crucial role to institutions in explaining
political behaviour and outcomes – the central assumption being that
institutions make a difference:

by shaping not just actors’ strategies, but their goals as well and by
mediating their relations of co-operation and conflict, institutions
structure political situations and leave their own imprint on political
outcomes.27

While older forms of institutionalism consist mostly of descriptions of
formal institutions and detailed structures, NI seeks to explain phe-
nomena with institutions as the independent variable. In this case, the
presidency is seen as a separate institution (a set of established rules,
expectations, and incentives) and the independent variable that shapes
policy outcomes. Its degree of influence, in turn, is the dependent vari-
able, which may vary not only from presidency to presidency, but also
from one policy or issue to another. The challenge consists in explain-
ing the channels through which, and the conditions under which, the
presidency can or cannot pursue its political objectives and thereby
exercise leadership in the institutional constellation of the EU.28 To
determine the extent to which the presidency acts as an independent
or intervening variable allowing national governments to further their
own interest, the analysis attempts to distinguish between the Council



Introduction 7

presidency as an institution and the individual national presidencies as
policy actors.

New institutionalists’ definition of institutions is useful here because
it is not only based on formal rules, but also on informal procedures29 –
so far hardly touched upon in the presidency literature. Thus, in addi-
tion to the formal, structural aspects of institutions, it focuses on actual
behaviour, in this case how the presidency country tries to influence
Council decision-making and outcomes in line with the office holder’s
preferences.30 The institutionalist concept of a ‘policy entrepreneur’ who
seeks informal ways to shape the EU agenda and mobilise support for
his or her preferred solution is introduced in this context. As stressed
above, the book tries to separate the question to what extent institu-
tions have independent effects (can be treated as causes in their own
right) from the degree to which national governments are able to use
the opportunities and institutional mechanisms the presidency offers.
In other words, it attempts to distinguish the generic features of the
Council presidency which shape policy outcomes from the contingent
Member State idiosyncrasies at play.

Rational Choice Institutionalism (RCI) seems particularly useful when
looking at the presidency given its emphasis on utility maximising and
strategic interaction.31 Actors with well-defined preferences are assumed
to act strategically to achieve policy outcomes that are closest to their
individual preferences. Contrary to other versions of rational choice
theory, rational choice institutionalists accept that the sources of pref-
erences and definitions of personal interests may not all be exogenous.
Individuals and institutions also interact to create preferences and to be
successful they have to accommodate certain norms and institutional
values.32

The presidency is seen as a utility ‘maximiser’ which operates within
a well-defined set of boundaries constraining individual maximising
behaviour. The book shows how the presidency affects the interaction
among strategic players and the choices available to them.33 By look-
ing at the sequence of this interaction and depicting the relationship
between the presidency and policy outcomes, it attempts to draw a
precise picture of the mechanisms underlying a policy choice.

NI is being applied with increasing sophistication to the EU.34 Cru-
cially, it combines elements of both major integration schools: Neo-
functionalism35 and Intergovernmentalism.36 From Neofunctionalism
it accepts that institutions ‘take a life on their own’ influencing pol-
icy choices in ways that cannot be predicted from the preference and
power of the Member States alone.37 Thus, it draws upon principal-agent
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analysis whereby – once established – agents cannot be fully con-
trolled by their principals, but become entrepreneurs that pursue their
own interest.38 Under this scenario the presidency is expected to have
a degree of autonomy of the Member States and other institutions.
From the intergovernmental approach, NI borrows insights about the
centrality of national governments and their preferences in the EU’s
development.39 Most crucially, however, it seeks to determine how and
under what conditions Community institutions are successful in pur-
suing their goals. In our case, this task involves examination of the
resource/constraint structure within which the presidency operates as
well as the skill of the office holder to exploit the opportunities which
present themselves with the chair position to pursue national objectives.

Methodological and conceptual tools

The analysis relies more heavily on descriptive than causal inference. It
attempts to link the detailed description of a process to a causal rela-
tionship and identify (with the help of institutionalist theory) potential
causal mechanisms. This involves analysing the presidency as an insti-
tution, as well as individual presidencies’ agenda priorities, preferences,
strategies, and achievements. Crucially, we have to investigate how
the different variables interact and relate to policy outcomes. The key
question is to what extent and how was a presidency initiative or
compromise accepted unaltered, modified, or rejected.

The presidency’s influence will vary from case to case. This book puts
forward four categories of influence as the key conceptual tool to asses
an individual presidency: high, medium, low, and no influence. A high
correlation between the preferences of the presidency country and the
final outcomes despite significant opposition would imply that the gov-
ernment in the chair had a high level of influence. Medium levels of
influence imply progress or agreements that reflect the office holder’s
point of view in some parts and do not go against its interests in others.
When some issues are solved in line with the presidency country’s view,
but no overall agreement is reached, we can classify the outcome as a
low level of influence. Finally, if an agreement brokered goes against the
presidency’s view, the office holder has clearly had no influence. Table 1
outlines these four categories of influence. The strength of this type of
categorisation is that it is sensitive not only to the presidency country’s
preferences, but also to the intensity of these preferences and opposi-
tion forces. It focuses on the provisions that were most important to the
office holder.
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Table 1 Four Categories of Presidency Influence

Level of Influence Definition

High � High correlation between presidency
country’s preferences and outcomes
brokered despite significant
obstacles/opposition.

Medium � Medium correlation between office holder’s
preferences and outcomes brokered, but no
provisions agreed are against national
interests.

Low � Some issues are solved in line with the
presidency holder’s preferences, but no
overall agreement is reached.

No influence � The agreement reached is against the
presidency country’s national interests.

Wozniak Boyle (2006) measures influence by counting the number
of provisions an institution put forward that were accepted, modified
(with or without intent), and rejected. She argues that an institution (in
her case the Commission) has had a strong influence in a given reform,
if it ‘attained an acceptance rate greater than or equal to 60 per cent
and if the total percentage of accepted provisions plus those modified
within intent is greater than or equal to 80 per cent’.40 This method
seems to disregard: (a) the weight of these individual provisions; and (b)
the opposition forces at work. Were the provisions agreed (or rejected)
the most important ones for the institution under consideration? How
do we isolate the actor’s influence, if many provisions were agreed but
there was little opposition? The approach used in this book refrains from
any precise numerical analysis, but relies on qualitative analysis that
takes the intensity of preferences and opposition into account.

Potential variance in presidency influence can arise from two separate
factors: those that are outside the presidency’s control (circumstan-
tial) and those that are influenced by the office holder.41 The former
include unpredictable internal or external political or economic devel-
opments (the presidency’s leadership environment) and institutional
obstacles the presidency country faces in pursuit of its priorities. These
vary from presidency to presidency, but no matter which government
assumes the office, its preferences and strategic choices will be influ-
enced by them. Factors that depend on the presidency country include
the skill, reputation, inter-institutional relations, and strategies of the
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office holder, as well as the efficiency of its system of inter-ministerial
co-ordination and its use of the Council Secretariat to exploit informa-
tion advantages. The latter are more predictable and have consistent
consequences. The goal of inference is to detect whether the circumstan-
tial elements overwhelm the second set of factors which are contingent
Member State characteristics. The case studies thus begin with an
overview of the presidency’s leadership environment and the obstacles
it faced. This is followed by an empirical analysis whether particular pol-
icy outcomes are the result of the presidency country’s entrepreneurial
activity and skill.

As all methods the approach has its flaws: the problem of anticipated
reactions.42 If the chair anticipates other actors’ interests and only puts
forward what it believes will be acceptable, this would clearly not be an
example of agenda influence. To mitigate this weakness I analyse the
individual presidencies’ preferences, the obstacles they faced in the pur-
suit of these preferences, and the actions they undertook to change the
outcome from what it would have been in the absence of this action.
Through counterfactual analysis I try to dismiss other causes (than the
chair) to explain a policy outcome. The counterfactuals include con-
siderations such as: How does the influence of a Member State vary
when it holds/does not hold the presidency or what is the compara-
tive advantage of the presidency? And what role/influence did other
decision-makers, such as the other Member States, the Commission, and
the European Parliament (EP), have in the outcome?

IV. The cases

The book relies upon a small number of in-depth case studies – a grow-
ing trend in comparative Political Science. The merit of this approach is
that it is capable of saying a good deal more about the institution and
countries chosen and shows greater contextual detail than quantitative
methods can exhibit.43 The bulk of the research thus comprises a com-
parative study of the Finnish, Belgian, and Greek Presidencies (1999,
2001, and 2003 respectively) and their influence in IM and foreign
policy issues.

This selection is motivated by a number of methodological consider-
ations. First, for our explanatory purposes the appropriate ‘universe of
cases’ is not unlimited by time. The presidency has evolved with suc-
cessive treaty revisions and the EU’s growing external role. To avoid
difficulties of comparability connected with institutional change, all
three cases are presidencies, which took office after the Amsterdam
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Treaty entered into force and before the Nice Treaty’s institutional
changes were applied.

Second, only small country presidencies have been selected. Small
size is frequently equated to a lack of power to influence policy out-
comes.44 Hence, this is the hardest possible test our central hypothesis
about the institution’s agenda influence can be exposed to. The under-
lying assumption is that if even small states acquire additional agenda
influence when holding the presidency, then there is little reason
to doubt that big states could too. Small states here are defined in
absolute terms, as those with significantly less than 40 million inhab-
itants. Within the EU these are the Netherlands, Greece, Belgium, the
Czech Republic, Portugal, Hungary, Sweden, Austria, Slovakia, Denmark,
Finland, Ireland, Lithuania, Latvia, Slovenia, Estonia, Cyprus, Luxem-
bourg, Malta, Romania, and Bulgaria. In other words, all Member States
except for six: the founders France, Germany, and Italy, and, after
successive enlargements, the UK, Spain, and Poland.45

Third, selecting only small states allows us to investigate the empirical
claim whether small states do indeed struggle with the demanding pres-
idency role. By holding the size-variable constant, we can test whether
the (small) size of the office holder conditions its success or rather there
are other variables which may be more powerful than size in explaining
the level of presidency influence.

However, even though Finland, Belgium, and Greece are all small,
they differ along a number of variables that analysts have identified as
crucial in explaining variations in presidency performance. These are
resources, interests and identity (North/South), the degree of commit-
ment to European integration, and level of experience.46 Finland can
be characterised as a wealthy, inexperienced, northern pragmatic pro-
European country. The 1999 Finnish Presidency was its first. Belgium
is one of the EU’s well-off founding members with federalist aspira-
tions. It has held the presidency 11 times. Greece, in contrast, is a
comparatively poor, southern, relatively experienced EU country. It has
a history of being a reluctant Member State, but is recently becoming
more mainstream. The 2003 Presidency was Greece’s fourth.

This combination of similarities (size) and differences (resources,
interests and identity, the degree of commitment to European integra-
tion, and level of experience) makes the selection problematic from
the standpoint of a ‘most-similar’ or ‘most-different systems’ compar-
ative inquiry. Clearly, the comparison does not fall neatly in either
category. However, the countries are sufficiently different as to allow
the logic of the ‘most-different system’ approach of comparative study
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to work.47 The idea is to begin with contrasting starting points, but
detect similarities of strategy and process. Instead of focusing on dif-
ferent characteristics across countries, the focus becomes individual
national behaviour and the relationship of variables within countries.
The challenge lies in explaining a presidency’s influence by its strategic,
goal-oriented actions, including intra- and inter-institutional relations
rather than specific country characteristics.48

The final methodological consideration that underlies the case selec-
tion is that the presidency’s influence may vary according to policy area.
To gain a more comprehensive picture of the institution, its influence in
two policies is analysed. The IM is the EU’s oldest Pillar I policy and
issues related to it form the bulk of each presidency’s day-to-day work.49

In IM matters the Community method of decision-making grants the
Commission an important role in proposing legislation and the EP in
co-legislating. Areas connected with the IM usually fall under qualified
majority voting (QMV). In contrast, the EU’s common foreign and secu-
rity policy (CFSP), or Pillar II, is essentially intergovernmental. Governed
by the unanimity rule, it is driven by the Council rather than the Com-
mission or EP. The underlying assumption is that both the influence
of the other actors in the EU’s different pillars and the decision-making
rules matter when trying to determine the power of the presidency as an
institution. In addition, in both areas small states’ leadership has been
regarded as highly limited due to their lesser votes in the Council or
their lack of political weight.

The selected dossiers are the information society (e-commerce and
copyright directives) and the Northern Dimension (ND) under the
Finnish Presidency; postal liberalisation and the EU’s policy towards
Africa (the Great Lakes region) under the Belgian Presidency; and
the Community Patent regulation and EU relations with the Western
Balkans under the Greek Presidency.50 They have in common that they
were, according to the countries’ respective presidency agendas and pub-
lic officials, amongst the most important national priorities in the policy
areas under consideration. Hence it is likely that the chairs tried to
exploit all resources at their disposal to shape the legislative outcomes
in these dossiers and that we can trace this process from the preparation
phase of each presidency. Indeed it would make little sense to select
dossiers of little interest to the office holder, as here it may be willing
to leave the leadership to others, for example the Commission or other
Member States. Nonetheless, even in priority dossiers presidential influ-
ence varies depending on the presidency country’s leadership capacity
and the strength of the constraints at work. Table 2 summarises each
country’s characteristics and IM and foreign policy priority dossiers.
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For a good comparison between countries with very different fea-
tures, not only the similarities, differences, and research hypotheses
must be clearly identified. The case studies must also be structured
around well-specified, initial research questions.51 Organised to illus-
trate the hypotheses posed and according to the observable implications
of the hypotheses, each case study is structured around the following
questions:

• What were the presidential priorities/preferences in the selected pol-
icy areas and how far did they reflect national priorities, values, and
ideas?

• What were the obstacles the presidencies were facing in pursuit of
their aims?

• How were objectives pursued and obstacles overcome? How did the
presidency countries rally consensus behind their preferred policy
solutions and initiatives, which strategies were applied, how were
deals being struck?

• To what extent did the presidencies reach their goals and what shape
did agreements take?

• What variables explain presidency success or failure? How important
was the size of the office holder?

• To what extent can the outcomes be attributed solely to the presi-
dency? Are there plausible counterfactual scenarios?

Overall, the book pursues two main aims: (a) reveal whether/to what
extent the presidency country’s national stance is reflected in the out-
come of the negotiation; and (b) detect whether the small size of a
country conditions the presidency’s ability to manage the office effec-
tively and broker agreements. In addition, the research design allows us
to reflect on the nature of the outcomes reached and hence establish
whether presidency compromises are positive-sum or not. Positive-sum
(or Pareto efficient) outcomes are deals which make some Member States
much better off, others a little better off, nobody worse off and are
preferable to the status quo by all. This point has important implications
for the presidency reform debate.

V. Limits and caveats

The analysis has a number of limits and caveats. As all theoretical
approaches, NI has its problems. The most important are: (a) refuta-
tion may be difficult (the hypotheses posed may not be falsifiable);
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(b) isolating the impact of institutions as independent variables is diffi-
cult; and (c) institutional theories have difficulties in grasping the role
of cultural factors in explaining outcomes.52 As much social science lit-
erature, NI may be better in describing process than determining the
ultimate cause. These problems, while significant, should, however, not
lead to the rejection of institutionalist approaches. They can, at least in
part, be mitigated by a careful assessment of the counterfactuals – as this
book attempts. In addition, by analysing the factors that condition the
successful pursuit of an actor’s preferences, institutionalist approaches
can identify important building bricks in the search to break the impasse
between Intergovernmentalism and Neofunctionalism.

The case studies try to strike a balance between process and sub-
stance with the latter relying heavily on interviews with officials from
national administrations and EU institutions, news sources, parliamen-
tary debates, official EU documents, and Council press conferences.
Nonetheless, some information is difficult to obtain. Council meetings
are held behind closed doors and the details of presidency confessionals
are not recorded.53 Thus, the analysis tends to tilt towards describing the
process.

Cases that follow the ‘most different, similar outcome’ logic are gen-
erally not particularly interested in countries, but more in identifying
variables that explain outcomes and in generating new hypotheses.
However, they do not provide any means to test them. Thus, while
this book identifies potential explanatory variables, it is unable to rank
them, or check their robustness – a general disadvantage of small N stud-
ies. Furthermore, by concentrating on the negotiation outcome, this
analysis pays little attention to subsequent implementation.

Finally, selecting only small state presidencies has clear limitations.
While it may allow us to present an empirical critique of affirmations
that small states are unable to deal with the office and provide answers
to questions why the rotating Council Presidency been so important
for small states, it does not offer conclusive validation or refutation
of other empirical claims made by critics and defenders of the pres-
idency which are well worth analysing. These include, for example,
that there are considerable differences between the small and the big
states in terms of their strategies and approach to the office. If this is
true, are these differences between small and big states systematic and
what does this mean for the presidency country’s ability to exert agenda
influence? These questions can only be answered by systematic compar-
isons between small and big presidencies, which is beyond the scope of
this book.
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Despite these limitations, the findings of this investigation are very
useful additions to the debate surrounding the Council presidency and
EU decision-making more generally: they help illuminate key aspects
of the institutional dynamics in the EU and contribute novel empiri-
cal insights into individual presidency behaviour and are therefore of
heuristic value.

VI. Structure and propositions

This book is divided into seven chapters. The following chapter exam-
ines the presidency’s importance within the EU’s institutional balance
and traces the evolution of its tasks. It introduces the institution as
the most far-reaching equalising mechanism that – by sharing out lead-
ership – tames power politics in the EU and prevents the emergence
of a hegemon. Given the proposals for a permanent presidency would
tilt the EU’s traditional institutional balance more clearly in favour of
the big states, the small countries have strongly defended the current
arrangement. In addition, the chapter shows how the presidency unex-
pectedly emerged into a key institutional player with crucial leadership
functions. Unsurprisingly, small states in particular have come to see it
as an additional arena to exert influence and means to compensate for
their limited power.

Chapter 3 explores the presidency’s agenda-setting power and the
conditions under which its influence is maximised. It challenges the
view that the presidency is a neutral chair with limited capacity to shape
the EU agenda. The concept of policy entrepreneurship is introduced as
a way to conceptualise the strategic behaviour of the presidency and
capture its formal procedural and informal agenda-setting powers. The
chapter argues that the presidency can – under certain conditions –
shape EU policy in line with the office holder’s national interests despite
the formal neutrality rule. Although its formal powers are constrained,
it enjoys subtle informal powers to direct the other decision-making
players towards its goals. The concept of political entrepreneurship
captures this form of leadership and inherent bias of the presidency.
Particularly the presidency’s agenda control and information advantages
grant the chair a significant comparative advantage over other decision-
makers.54 Factors that condition a presidency’s success to shape policy
outcomes in line with its own preferences include a combination of
context-specific, institutional, and country factors: the leadership envi-
ronment; the heterogeneity, intensity, and distribution of preferences in
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the Council; inter-institutional relations; and the holder’s skill and use
of the Council Secretariat.

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 present the case studies of the three selected
presidencies and evaluate their impact on IM and foreign policies.
They analyse the means by which the presidency exercises political
entrepreneurship and establish the level of individual presidency influ-
ence in each case according to the above categories. Their objective
is twofold: (a) to illustrate the ways in which, the extent to which,
and the conditions under which, the presidency has been a causal or
intervening factor; and (b) analyse the outcomes the three presidencies
generated. The case studies illustrate the complex interaction among
the presidency, the member governments, the Commission, as well as
other actors which establish the context for presidency autonomy and
influence. They build upon, and empirically substantiate, the theoreti-
cal discussions of Chapters 2 and 3. To ensure that causal influence can
be isolated, in each case two questions were posed: (a) whether the pres-
idency was the driving force behind the initiative or agreement reached;
and (b) what was the role of the other decision-makers. Within the
case studies potential explanatory factors that appear to enable small
states to overcome the constraint of size and to produce changes in the
dependent variable are highlighted.

The concluding chapter summarises the key results and theoretical
implications of the study and highlights directions of further research.
It also places the findings within the pending reforms, focusing in par-
ticular on their normative ramifications. It argues that the presidency’s
political objective of guarding equality in the EU, its potential to intro-
duce new priorities and innovative solutions, as well as the positive-sum
nature of its outcomes ensure that the institution is not only in the
interest of small states, but also beneficial to the EU as a whole.



2
The Presidency within the EU’s
Institutional Balance and its
Evolution

Introduction

The EU is a unique or, as some prefer, ‘experimental’55 political and
economic construct. Lacking a sovereign centre and homogeneous con-
stitutional demos, it is less than a nation state. However, given that its
common supranational institutions perform executive, legislative and
judicial functions in areas traditionally the privilege of nation-state
power, it is more than an international organisation.56 The tension
between state versus non-state defines its compromise design, which
is based on a deliberate diffusion of political authority between three
pillars of co-operation, the Community institutions, and the Member
States.

Analysts struggle to describe the EU’s ‘in-between’ nature. Amongst
its many different labels are ‘dynamic international regime based on
intense multilateralism’,57 ‘novel confederation’,58 ‘regulatory state’,59

‘political system’,60 or ‘quasi-federal union’.61 Whatever label we may
feel most comfortable with, the EU exhibits federal characteristics. It is
based on the ideals of community and shared leadership and relies on
a delicate institutional balance guarding equality between its members
and managing potential tensions between ‘big and small’. This chap-
ter reviews the EU’s institutional balance and the importance of the
Council presidency within it. Subsequently, it traces the evolution of
the presidency’s functions. The aim is to investigate whether the rotat-
ing Council presidency is indeed a tool to equalise power differences
between the Member States – as our starting hypothesis states – and
shed light on the question why the Lisbon Treaty reform of the Council
presidency has been so contentious.

18
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The chapter argues that the rotating Council presidency is the most
far-reaching mechanism in guarding equality between the EU’s ‘big
and small’. Neither the balance between supranational and intergovern-
mental institutional arrangements nor the careful design of weighted
votes in the Council of Ministers or the composition of the Com-
mission and the EP have exemplified the equality principle to the
extent the presidency does.62 Unsurprisingly, small Member States have
fiercely defended the office. In any federal construct, institutional equal-
ity is vital to small states to avoid the emergence of a hegemon and
safeguard legitimacy. The analysis of the presidency’s evolution shows
that – contrary to the expectations of its creators – it evolved from
a mainly administrative task into a leadership function providing all
states equally with the opportunity to guide the EU’s Council business
and external affairs. Hence, a disequilibrium emerged that particularly
the big states – concerned about loosing power to a growing group of
smalls – wanted to address.

I. The presidency as the guardian of equality: the EU’S
institutional balance

To achieve co-operation and consensus, any pattern of relations with
federal traits has to ensure that none of its constitutive units is per-
manently disadvantaged. Differing territorial interests and unequal size
have to be combined in a complex web of checks and balances. How to
devise and maintain such a system has been the key concern through-
out the European integration process. From its early beginnings as the
European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), European Economic Com-
munity (EEC), European Community (EC), and – since 1992 – the EU,
a number of institutional mechanisms have sought to tame pure power
politics in the Union and introduce a degree of equality between its
members.63 They include a delicate balance of supranational and inter-
governmental elements, a complicated system of weighted votes in
the Council of Ministers, and sensitive appointment procedures to the
Commission, the EP, and the Council presidency. To assess the impor-
tance of the rotating presidency within this institutional balance, these
mechanisms are analysed in turn.

The EU’s supranational and intergovernmental balance

The EU’s combination of intergovernmental and supranational ele-
ments has been its key characteristic ever since its creation. It com-
prises: (a) a supranational, independent Commission – formerly High
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Authority – with the monopoly on the right to initiate Community
legislation and put proposals to the intergovernmental Council of Min-
isters which has to accept them before becoming law; (b) a supranational
EP – initially Assembly and largely consultative body – which gradually
developed into a co-legislator alongside the Council; and (c) an inde-
pendent, supranational European Court of Justice (ECJ) to interpret the
treaties.

Particular stress was laid on the supranational institutions. Their
independence was to ensure that size would no longer equal might.
The Commissioners, for example, were explicitly prohibited to ‘[either
seek or take] instructions from any government’.64 Similar provisions
were made for the judges and advocates general of the ECJ, which –
since establishing the primacy of Community law – is probably the
most independent EU institution.65 Nonetheless, small states initially
feared potential dirigisme and Franco-German dominance of the supra-
national institutions, particularly the Commission.66 They insisted on
the establishment of an intergovernmental counterweight to the Com-
mission leading to the creation of the Council, which represents
the Member States. However, over time, the Commission developed
a reputation as the ‘guardian of the treaties’67 and ‘catalyst of a
European interest’.68 Thus, small states have come to see it as their
strongest ally and defender of minority interests.69 Big states, in turn,
tend to assert their power in the Council’s various layers and sub-
structures, which emerged as intergovernmentalism strengthened in
the EU.

The sensitive mix between supranational and intergovernmental ele-
ments also manifests itself across its pillars. While decision-making in
Pillar I (EC, ECSC, and Euratom) is dominated by the Commission–
Council–EP triangle, the modus operandi in Pillars II and III (CFSP
and Justice and Home Affairs (JHA)) is essentially intergovernmental.
Deprived of its right of initiative the Commission’s powers in these areas
is limited. So are the ECJ’s and the EP’s who do not have jurisdiction or
the right to co-legislate in Pillars II and III. To balance the lack of power
of small states in Pillars II and III – often at the expense of efficiency –
the prevailing decision-making rule has been unanimity.

The Community method kept a balance between small and big states
that has been crucial for the EU’s overall functioning. However, while
the mix of intergovernmental and supranational institutions and oper-
ating modes moderate pure power politics and guarantee that no state
is systematically disadvantaged, it does not make the Member States
equal. Indeed, de-facto inequality has always been a central feature of
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the institutional design through the weighting of votes in the Council
of Ministers and the composition of the Commission and EP.70

Weighted votes

By definition, a weighted system allocates a different number of votes
to its constitutive units granting them unequal power in the decision-
making process. The EU’s system of weighted votes in the Council of
Ministers arose as a consequence of the enormous size differences of
the six founding members. Luxembourg was much the smallest coun-
try, with barely over 300,000 inhabitants, while at the other end of
the scale France, Italy, and West Germany had populations of over
50 million. Giving each Member State one vote was clearly not an
option. However, the smaller states needed safeguards against the larger.
Hence, the weightings were framed to over-represent the small (and
under-represent the big) with respect to their population size. While
the allocation of votes was adjusted periodically to accommodate new
members, this principle remained unchanged. In fact, bigger countries’
under-representation has grown over time, particularly since German
reunification in 1990 and as the number of acceding smaller states
increased. As Table 3 shows, initially the three large states could, theo-
retically, force through a Commission proposal opposed by the Benelux
states.71 Since 1973, they no longer have enough votes to do so. Indeed,
their electoral weight fell from 70% of the vote in 1958 to below 50% in
2007 despite representing 70% of the EU population.

Until recently Germany, the UK, France, and Italy had ten votes; Spain
eight; the Netherlands, Belgium, Portugal, and Greece five; Sweden and
Austria four; Denmark, Finland, and Ireland three; and Luxembourg two
votes. With over 82 million inhabitants, Germany wielded only one vote
per eight million citizens, while Luxembourg with 460,000 inhabitants
got one vote per 230,000 citizens. A qualified majority (QM) required
62 out of the total 87 votes resulting in a blocking minority of 26 votes.
Thus, the four big states needed at least two other Member States to get
proposals adopted. Or, put differently, six small states representing 25%
of the EU’s population could block a proposal.72 The blocking minor-
ity (BM) remained more or less constant throughout the Community’s
successive enlargements at approximately 30% of available votes.

In May 2004, Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovakia, Lithua-
nia, Latvia, Slovenia, Estonia, Cyprus, and Malta were accommodated
into this system. Poland received eight votes; the Czech Republic and
Hungary five; Slovakia, Lithuania, Latvia, Slovenia, and Estonia three;
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and Cyprus and Malta two. The QM and BM thresholds were raised to
88 and 37 votes respectively. The ten new states’ accession implied that
the six biggest states with a total of 56 votes representing more than 70%
of the EU’s population needed to generate another 32 votes (support by
at least six smalls) to get a proposal adopted. Blocking a proposal, in
turn, required at least eight small states representing less than 20% of
the EU population.

This allocation of votes, however, was short-lived. As the 2004 and
2007 enlargements consisted overwhelmingly of small states, favour-
ing them to ‘equal out’ size differences became contentious. The bigger
states feared future scenarios of being ‘held hostage’ by smaller ones.
Hence, the Nice Treaty, whose institutional provisions entered into force
in November 2004, redesigned the EU’s traditional voting arrangement.
First, it increased the number of votes of the bigger states from five times
to almost ten times of that of the smallest member. Second, it raised the
QM threshold from roughly 70% to almost 75% of the votes. Third,
when acting upon a Commission proposal, the votes must be cast by a
majority of the Member States. In other cases, the Council requires votes
to be cast by at least two-thirds of the members. Finally, the requirement
was added that a QM must represent at least 62% of the total EU popula-
tion.73 Overall, the new arrangements changed the weightings in favour
of the bigger states.74

The Lisbon Treaty proposes to replace the EU’s system of weighted
votes with a double majority system. When the Council acts on Com-
mission proposals, votes must be cast by 55% of the Member States,
rather than a simple majority. In addition, the population minimum
increased to 65%. In highly sensitive matters, when the Council acts on
its own initiative, a Member State, the European Central Bank, or the
High Representative, the required QM is to consist of 72% of the Mem-
ber States representing 65% of the EU’s population. A blocking minority,
in turn, must comprise at least four states. Further safeguards introduced
include the provision that states can appeal to the European Council
when vital national interests have been violated.75 Population thresh-
olds generally benefit the bigger states, while Member State thresholds
benefit the more numerous smalls. This double majority system is to be
phased in 2014 and fully implemented by 2017. If ratified, the Lisbon
Treaty will further boost the power of the EU’s largest members (see
Table 3).76

The above discussion shows that the EU’s system of weighted votes
offers a degree of security for the interests of smaller states over-
representing them in proportional terms. In absolute terms, however,



24 Small States and EU Governance

larger states retain much greater weight in the decision-making game.
As Irish Prime Minister (PM) Bertie Ahern stated, ‘If I had to depend on
Ireland’s weighted vote to promote our interests in the Council, I would
not bother to turn up.’77

The Commission composition

Differentiated weightings have also been characteristic of the Commis-
sion. While all states have had the right to appoint one Commissioner
to the college, the EU’s big states have traditionally been granted two
Commission posts (Table 4).

The equality principle is theoretically guarded by the fact that Com-
missioners should be independent (see above).78 However, given that
they are nominated by the national governments, they cannot be
expected to be fully impartial. Should they disregard key national inter-
ests of their Member State, they are simply not re-appointed. Examples
of partiality on behalf of the Commissioners include the debate whether
to take Germany and France to the ECJ over their effective suspension
of the Stability and Growth Pact (SGP) in November 2003. The Commis-
sioners from the bigger countries were in favour of dropping the case,
while those from the smaller states supported legal action.79 Similarly,
echoing the Greek Cypriot government, the Greek and Cypriot Com-
missioners expressed concerns over Commission proposals to establish
trade links with the Turkish Cypriot north of the Island.80

While [. . .] not supposed to represent his or her government formally,
“their” Commissioners often become the ears and voice of a country
in the EU executive.81

Surely, two additional ears and voices have been advantageous for the
bigger states, especially as the Commission takes its decisions by simple
majority. A Commission official argued,

One could not honestly pretend that national or other pressures are
never exercised to influence Commissioners or officials in shaping
Commission’s decisions and initiatives. Of course, interests of large
member states are likely to be voiced more loudly.82

The Commission composition has also altered with the last enlarge-
ment. On accession of the ten new members, a transition started.
Each accession state was granted one Commissioner while the EU’s five
biggest states retained their two posts until their end of term. This raised
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the college from 20 to 30 Commissioners. Since November 2004 the
Nice provision of one Commissioner per state applies. Although this
theoretically equals out the differences between small and big, Nice
further stipulated that once the EU grows to 27 states, the number
of Commissioners should be less than the Member States and chosen
according to a rotation system based on the principle of equality and
reflecting the demographic and geographical range of all.83 This system
should come into force in 2009.

Alternatively, the Lisbon Treaty sets the number of Commissioners at
two-thirds of the number of Member States by 2014. While this provi-
sion implies that the Commission will grow with further enlargements,
at any point in time one-third of Member States will not have a Com-
missioner. Either development is not good news for the smalls. While
bigger states can compensate for the lack of a Commissioner through
their weight in the other institutions or their Commission staff, smaller
countries will find themselves at a greater disadvantage. This explains
their fierce defence of the principle of one Commissioner per state at the
2003/2004 IGC and the inclusion of a provision in the new Treaty that
enables EU members to appeal the envisaged reduction of the size of the
Commission by 2014 if circumstances justify. It also features amongst
the reasons why the Irish rejected the Lisbon Treaty. Six per cent of
the Irish voters stated their opposition to loosing their right to have
an Irish Commissioner in every Commission. One official argued, ‘As a
small state, if you do not have a Commissioner you are in a sense out of
the game.’84

Representation in the European Parliament

De-facto inequality is also visible in the EP. The attribution of seats in
the EP is degressively proportional, half way between equal representa-
tion and population proportionality.85 Albeit overrepresented in terms
of population size, most small states are either three or four times less
represented in the EP than the big ones (Table 5). Currently, the EP
has 785 members. The smallest Member State, Malta, has five seats and
the largest, Germany, 99. While subsequent enlargements increased the
overall representation of the smalls from 24% in 1958 to 44% in 2007,
the big state share is still 56%.

The Lisbon Treaty continues this trend. It states that representation
of citizens should be degressively proportional and raises the minimum
number of seats for the small states to six, lowers the highest number
of MEPs per country to 96, and fixes a maximum of 750 MEPs. The EP
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presented a proposal on the precise allocation of seats in October 2007
which the IGC accepted. However, it decided that the number of MEPs
would be 750 plus its president. The additional seat is to be attributed
to Italy.

The rotating Council presidency and its importance for the EU

The Council presidency is the EU’s only institution where ‘equality
between states [has throughout been] applied in its pure form’.86 A pre-
established six-monthly rota is followed regardless of size, economic
power, or merit.87 Originally the Member States rotated in alphabet-
ical order and any newcomers were accommodated into this system
(Table 6). The order of rotation was changed twice. After Spain and
Portugal joined, the Council reversed the alphabetical sequence each
calendar year from 1993 onwards. This ensured that countries would
hold both first and second semester presidencies given the differ-
ent workloads each semester involves. The rota was revised a second
time in the Accession Act for Finland, Sweden, and Austria. It is cur-
rently decided unanimously by the Council. Initially countries held the
presidency every three years. This time frame increased over time.

Regardless of the precise order and number of years in between a coun-
try’s presidency turn, the rotation principle allows equal access of the
institution to the EU’s members enabling them ‘to make diplomatic con-
tributions independent of their political and economic weight’.88 This
has been particularly important for smaller states:

The presidency affords an opportunity to show the world how well a
small country can tackle politically sensitive issues.89

The presidency can thus be seen as the ‘guardian of equality’ in the
EU. While equality may not be a merit in and itself – to be effective
and credible decision-making procedures should reflect power realities –
replacing the rotating with a permanent presidency would upset the
EU’s founding principle and tilt its traditional institutional balance more
clearly in favour of the big states. This partly explains the hostility by
the small states towards the creation of a permanent European Council
president. As a Finnish Convention member said,

If we were to reject the rotation system, we would lose a symbol
of equality between the Member States. There is no place for [. . .a
permanent] president of the Union.90
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Table 6 The Council Presidency Rota (1958–2008)

Year First Semester Second Semester

1958 (EU6) Belgium Germany
1959 France Italy
1960 Luxembourg Netherlands
1961 Belgium Germany
1962 France Italy
1963 Luxembourg Netherlands
1964 Belgium Germany
1965 France Italy
1966 Luxembourg Netherlands
1967 Belgium Germany
1968 France Italy
1969 Luxembourg Netherlands
1970 Belgium Germany
1971 France Italy
1972 Luxembourg Netherlands

1973 (EU9) Belgium Denmark
1974 Germany France
1975 Ireland Italy
1976 Luxembourg Netherlands
1977 United Kingdom Belgium
1978 Denmark Germany
1979 France Ireland
1980 Italy Luxembourg

1981 (EU10) Netherlands United Kingdom
1982 Belgium Denmark
1983 Germany Greece
1984 France Ireland
1985 Italy Luxembourg

1986 (EU12) Netherlands United Kingdom
1987 Belgium Denmark
1988 Germany Greece
1989 Spain France
1990 Ireland Italy
1991 Luxembourg Netherlands
1992 Portugal United Kingdom

1993 (reversed order) Denmark Belgium
1994 Greece Germany

1995 (EU15) France Spain
1996 Italy Ireland
1997 Netherlands Luxembourg
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Table 6 (Continued)

Year First Semester Second Semester

1998 (balanced order) United Kingdom Austria
1999 Germany Finland
2000 Portugal France
2001 Sweden Belgium
2002 Spain Denmark
2003 Greece Italy

2004 (EU 25) Ireland Netherlands
2005 Luxembourg United Kingdom
2006 Austria Finland

2007 (EU 27) Germany Portugal
2008 Slovenia France
2009 Czech Republic Sweden

Others called the replacement of the rotating presidency by a perma-
nent president an ‘institutional coup d’etat’91 fearing such a president
would ‘[nibble] away at the Commission’s powers’92 and create a state of
‘permanent cohabitation with the Commission president’.93

Rotation prevents the development of a strong permanent centre
that ‘may come to dominate the autonomy of the constituting mem-
bers’ and ‘undermine the EU’s legitimacy’.94 It offers assurance that ‘no
single Member State can exert a long-term determining influence on
the Council’95 and is a mechanism that guarantees non-centralisation
avoiding precisely the kind of hegemonic power structures that have
troubled Europe in the past. As the then Austrian Foreign Minister
Benita Ferrero-Walder commented,

I see no additional value in [. . .] a European Council president [. . .]. It
is not so good to concentrate so much on one person and to estab-
lish such strong centralisation. After all, we are a Europe consisting of
many individual states and I think this should be taken into account.
One must ask which states might produce the European Council pres-
ident. I am afraid it would be primarily the major states that would
fill this post.96

Similarly, Portuguese Secretary of State for European Affairs Carlos Costa
Neves feared that the abolition of the Council presidency would ‘in the
long term lead to the creation of a leading EU core group of larger
countries’.97 The rotating principle is perceived as an important safe-
guard against such a big state directorate and for the interests of the



The Presidency and the EU’s Institutional Balance 31

EU’s small states. Even former Spanish PM Jose Maria Aznar, who joined
French President Jacques Chirac and British PM Tony Blair in advocating
the abolition of the rotating presidency, saw it as a tool to avoid an
‘imbalance of interests’.98 This notion of shared leadership has been
the ‘historical underpinning of the Union’99 contributing to an ongo-
ing process of successful co-operation among the EU’s ever more diverse
group of Member States.

The issue of institutional equality between big and small states is at
the heart of any federal construct. In the debates of the 1787 Federal
Convention in Philadelphia, for example, a proportional composition
of the US Senate was ruled out on the grounds that it ‘strikes at the exis-
tence of smaller states’.100 The 13 sovereign American states would only
be equal if the Senate was composed of an equal number of delegates
from each state. Interestingly, both the Senate and the Council presi-
dency – albeit completely different institutions with different purposes –
were defended on the same grounds as both systems were wrestling with
the same issues: designing political systems with enduring legitimacy.101

But if the Council presidency was accepted without any controversy
by the big states in 1958, why did they start pursuing its abolition? Or,
in institutionalist jargon, how to explain this disequilibrium that has
arisen and hence the incentive to alter an institution that has previously
been in equilibrium? Looking at the evolution of the presidency offers a
partial answer.

II. The evolution of the presidency

The conflict over the future of the Council presidency could not have
been in starker contrast to the debates leading to its creation. When
the presidency was established in the 1950s, it had been a complete
afterthought. The Schuman Plan of 9 May 1950 had not even foreseen a
Council, nor did Jean Monnet’s blueprint for the ECSC envisage a leader-
ship role for national governments and their ministers. Thus, the initial
conception of the presidency was very modest. The 1951 Paris Treaty
merely stated that each government would hold the Council chair for
three months in rotation and that it would be responsible for convening
meetings.102 The presidency term was extended to a six-month period
in 1957 by the Rome Treaties.103 The precise functions of the presi-
dency were never specified in the original Community Treaties. Instead,
its main duties were set out in the 1958 provisional standing orders
of the Council and included chairing all Council formations; agenda
and minute drafting; signing documents and notifying decisions;
and representing the Council before the Assembly. These tasks were
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generally viewed as ‘irksome’ rather than offering scope for influenc-
ing policy-making.104 The presidency was accepted without controversy
and remained essentially unreformed over successive treaty revisions.

Over time, however, the presidency unexpectedly evolved into an
institution with important leadership functions and opportunities for
shaping public policies. According to New Institutionalist Theory, two
main reasons explain this transformation: changes in the relative power
of the actors since the time of the design of the EU institutions and
developments in the policy environment posing new challenges to
existing institutional forms. Both are examined in turn.

Changes in the relative power of the Commission, the Council,
and the EP

Community decision-making was designed as a tandem relationship
between the Commission and the Council, with the Commission as the
sole drafter of legislation and defender of the collective interest and the
Council representing national priorities. It was assumed that the Com-
mission would take the lead and evolve into the stronger partner.105

This assumption proved wrong. It was the Council rather than the
Commission that emerged as the main decision-making institution. The
importance and leadership potential of the presidency increased corre-
spondingly. The Commission weakened considerably after the ‘empty
chair crisis’ in the mid-1960s which resulted in the institutionalisa-
tion of Member States’ veto rights of Commission proposals when vital
national interests were at stake. As Wallace put it: ‘1965–6 marked a
turning point which altered the institutional balance and specifically
activated the previously dormant potential of the presidency’.106 French
President De Gaulle and disagreements between the Member States on
the institutional balance contributed significantly to the curtailing of
the Commission’s powers and to the strengthening of intergovernmen-
tal elements in the 1960s. The subsequent leadership gap was filled by
the Council presidency.

The Council’s role and with it the importance of the presidency grew
further after the institutionalisation of the European Council and thus
regular Summits by the EU’s heads of state or government. The heads of
state or government had met sporadically since 1961. In 1974, on the
suggestion of the then French President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, it was
agreed that the new body would meet at least three times a year and
be chaired by the presidency. The European Council’s task became to
‘provide the Union with the necessary impetus for its development and
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[. . .] define the general political guidelines thereof’.107 Indeed, it turned
into the EU’s ‘principal agenda-setter’ and ‘core of the EU’s executive’,108

its summits being the most important presidency events. A Commission
official said,

[Initially] the Council presidency was a pure management task and
only consisted of the chairing of meetings. However, its task has
become a lot heavier and now involves providing direction and
agenda-setting.109

In addition, the creation of the European Council strengthened the
intergovernmental element in EU co-operation. As Kirchner argued,

Whilst the intergovernmental method could effectively sideline the
Commission in EC decision-making, it required a replacement for the
Commission’s role [. . .] – the Council presidency.110

Successive rounds of enlargement contributed to the greater impor-
tance of the European Council and mediator role of the presidency.
As the number and diversity of the EU’s members increased, agreement
was harder to reach. Especially after the first enlargement in 1973 and
throughout the 1970s, Member State solidarity reached a low point. The
EU entered a period of Euro-sclerosis marked by political and economic
flux. In addition, the UK demanded a re-negotiation of entry terms,
there were disagreements over the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP),
and transatlantic relations deteriorated. The Commission was still inef-
fectual and the large Member States failed to play a leadership role.
Decisions became the outcome of difficult intergovernmental negotia-
tion and the presidency turned into an important arbiter and decision-
making mechanism in the Council. This development increased the
office holder’s opportunities to settle major conflicts and launch policy
initiatives.111 As more and more issues started being pushed up to Euro-
pean Council level, a more active role of the presidency was required.112

The presidency’s mediator tasks further expanded with the growing
importance of the EP and its transformation into a co-legislator. Ini-
tially the EP only had a supervisory role. Its competences, however,
were extended to include legislative and budgetary powers. Since the
Amsterdam Treaty, the EP’s task to co-legislate together with the Coun-
cil has become the standard procedure. The co-decision procedure put
the two institutions on an equal footing by abolishing the third read-
ing which used to allow the Council to go back to positions formulated
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at an earlier stage (unless an absolute majority of MEPs pronounced its
opposition). By eliminating the possibility of recurring to texts rejected
earlier, Amsterdam granted equal weighting to the opinion of either
institution.113 Thus, within the co-decision procedure the Council can
no longer impose its position on the EP. In short, it underlined the need
of effective liaison with the EP for agreements to be reached – a task the
Council presidency took on.114

However, the presidency assumed important leadership roles not
only because of the changes in the relative power of the Community
institutions, but also as the EU deepened and broadened its policy
scope.

Changes in the policy environment

The SEA and subsequent treaty changes increased the Community’s
volume of work, the Community went into many new policy areas,
and more active management by the presidency, for example to facil-
itate the implementation of the IM programme by 1992, was required.
In addition, many of the general aims raised in the SEA enabled the
presidency to employ an innovative role. This is particularly visible in
the sphere of foreign policy. Title III of the SEA on European Politi-
cal Co-operation (EPC) established that the Council presidency would
be responsible not only for the management of political co-operation
activities, convening and organising meetings, but charged with initiat-
ing action, coordinating, and representing the position of the Member
States in relations with third countries in respect of EPC activities.115

The Council Secretariat was to assist the presidency in preparing and
implementing the activities of EPC and in administrative matters.116

With each treaty revision the scope of the presidency’s role in foreign
policy matters grew. Inevitably, the role of the presidency changed with
this development. It began to emerge as a ‘collective face’ for the EC
as a whole.117

De Bassompiere (1988) finds that the Council presidency became the
sole forum through which Council of Ministers’ activities were initiated,
co-ordinated, and represented. Given the lighter institutional structure
in foreign policy, foreign policy management became highly dependent
upon the presidency. The consolidation of the position of the Council
and its presidency is also visible in JHA. Both are driven by the Council
rather than the Commission.

With the growth in the Council’s legislative activity, the number
of sectoral Councils and preparatory working groups, the presidency’s
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organisational tasks also increased substantially. Since the SEA and
Maastricht Treaty, not only the number of decisions to be taken by the
EU but also the complexity of the issues leading to a greater reliance
on working groups increased dramatically.118 Council configurations
grew to the point that for reasons of efficiency, steps to gradually
cut the number of Councils were initiated at the Helsinki Summit
in December 1999 and reduced to nine Councils at the 2002 Seville
Council.119

Finally, the presidency acquired representative roles with regard to
not only other EU institutions, but also the press, media, and wider
world. This function also grew more by ‘default rather than by design’.120

Besides the presidency, the Council had no other means of represent-
ing itself vis-à-vis other players.121 As the Community’s external role
expanded and it began to conduct negotiations on trade and devel-
opment with third states (for example, with the African, Caribbean,
and Pacific (ACP) states) and seek special relations with its neighbours
(for example, with Turkey), the presidency assumed further external
representative roles.

The Council’s Rules of Procedure (CRoP) which replaced its provi-
sional standing orders setting out the presidency’s basic operating rules
were revised sporadically to reflect these developments. The CRoP of
1979, for example, stated that the presidency would convene Coun-
cil meetings, lay out the timetable seven months before beginning its
term, draw up provisional agendas, chair meetings (including the Com-
mittee of Permanent Representatives (COREPER) and working groups),
sign the minutes of meetings and all official decisions, ensure that deci-
sions are notified, and represent the Council before the EP. In the 1987
CRoP the presidency’s role in the decision-making process increased by
adding that the Council shall vote on the initiative of its president. The
1993 CRoP further added that the presidency should submit a six-month
working programme, that it can propose issues for policy debate, a writ-
ten vote procedure for urgent issues including CFSP issues, may chair
preparatory meetings ahead of its official term and shall ensure that
Committee and working group reports are available before the relevant
COREPER meetings.

Since 2000 the presidency has had various strategic tools available to
facilitate agreement: it can restrict the numbers per delegation present
in the meeting room for discussion of particular items, set the order in
which items are to be taken, and allot the time for discussion of a par-
ticular item. These were extended in 2002 by granting the presidency
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the right to ask delegations to present in writing their proposals for
amendment of a text under discussion before a given date and ask del-
egations which have similar positions on a particular item or text to
choose one of them.122

Table 7 The Council Presidency’s Formal Tasks

Function Formal Tasks Reasons for
Development

Leadership/
Initiative

• Submit 6-monthly,
annual, and
multi-annual work
programmes

• Set Council
agendas

• Initiate
policies/debates

• Mediate diverse
viewpoints

• Initiate votes

• Emergence of Council
as main decision-
maker/decline of
Commission

• Creation of European
Council

• Search for new
targets/broadening
policy scope

Management/
Co-ordination

• Chair all Council
meetings and
ensure discussions
are conducted in a
businesslike
manner

• Co-ordinate
agendas with other
EU institutions

• Increased volume of
work with subsequent
treaty changes

• Successive rounds of
enlargement

Organisation/
Administration

• Convene all
Council meetings

• Draft documents,
minutes,
conclusions

• Increased number of
Council
meetings/growth in
Council’s legislative
activity

• Increased complexity
of issues

Representation • Represent Council
vis-à-vis other EU
institutions, third
countries

• Need for
representation
vis-à-vis other
decision-making
institutions

• Growing external role

Sources: Council Rules of Procedures 1996, Consolidated TEU, Presidency Handbook.
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In sum, the presidency over time developed from a mere organiser
into an important initiator and promoter of political initiatives; chair of
all Council meetings; manager of the Council; the co-ordinator, medi-
ator and broker of different viewpoints between the Member States
and the other Community institutions; and the representative of the
Council vis-à-vis the Commission, the EP, as well as third states com-
municating common positions and negotiating on behalf of the EU.123

Each Member State preparing for the presidency office faces a complex
set of tasks having to:

. . . plan, direct and inspire a programme of work in a multitude
of fields in the smoothest and best-co-ordinated manner, to search
for the compromise that makes decision possible, to represent the
Community and negotiate on its behalf vis-à-vis the EP in situa-
tions becoming more and more frequent, where real skilful nego-
tiation is called for as well as vis-à-vis public opinion and the
press.124

Table 7 groups this multitude of tasks into four broad and overlapping
categories and summarises the reasons for their development.125

Conclusion

This chapter investigated the presidency’s potential equalising effects by
examining the EU’s institutional set-up and the presidency within it. It
showed that since its inception in the 1950s, the EC has been based on a
delicate institutional framework, which – as any federal construct – tried
to balance the vast size differences of its members. This institutional
framework has relied upon combining supranational with intergovern-
mental arrangements, a complicated system of weighted votes in the
Council, and sensitive appointment procedures to the Commission, the
EP, and the Council presidency.

Of all these mechanisms, the Council presidency is the most far-
reaching in terms of putting big and small states on an equal foot-
ing. While the other institutional arrangements favour small states
in proportional terms, in absolute terms the differentiated weightings
ensure that the Member States are not equally represented across the
EU’s institutions. Bigger states carry more weight given their number
of votes, MEPs, and – until recently – the number of Commissioners.
De-facto inequality between big and small Member States will increase,
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should the Commission be reduced to two-thirds of the Member States
and rotation be abandoned at European Council level.

This chapter further argued that the rotating presidency has ensured
non-hierarchical and decentralised leadership of the Council thereby
avoiding the emergence of a single power centre. Preventing the rise
of a hegemon is particularly important in the EU – a system that, for
its effective functioning, relies heavily on consensus and that derives its
democratic legitimacy indirectly.

As to the presidency’s evolution, this chapter showed that as long
as the presidency remained a low key administrative actor with little
political influence, it hardly offered possibilities to shape the EU’s inte-
gration path. Thus, pure equality between big and small states in terms
of access to the office did not cause controversy or rejection by the larger
countries. However, given that the presidency gradually evolved from an
organisational function into an important leader of EU affairs guiding
the work of the Council across the EU’s policy pillars, managing inter-
institutional relations and external affairs, its potential agenda influence
has grown. This is one of the factors that led to a disequilibrium with the
bigger states seeking to abolish it and smaller states fiercely defending it.
The latter see the presidency as an additional arena to exert their influ-
ence vis-à-vis the bigger Member States. Most recently, this has become
visible in the Irish referendum on the Lisbon Treaty.

NI puts forward two main reasons for the emergence of such dise-
quilibria: changes in the relative power of the institutions or in the
policy environment. Both reasons seem to hold. The relative power of
the actors since the creation of the EU changed with the decline of the
Commission and the increasingly important role of the Council and the
EP. The EU’s policy environment, in turn, changed with successive treaty
changes and its growing external role.

NI further suggests that once created, institutions cannot be fully
controlled by their masters. In this case, NI would predict that the pres-
idency enjoys discretion from the collective preferences of the Member
States and its role and actions can only be controlled imperfectly. This
would imply that individual presidencies have both the incentive and
means to use the office to shape the EU’s agenda and policies in line
with its national priorities – the subject of the next chapters.



3
The Council Presidency as a Policy
Entrepreneur: Nature,
Agenda-setting Power, and
Conditions for Success

Introduction

Chapter 2 examined the presidency within the EU’s institutional bal-
ance and its evolution. This chapter analyses the nature and agenda-
setting power of the office. In doing so it sets out the theoretical
framework for the following case studies.

The Council presidency is a peculiar hybrid: it is neither intergovern-
mental nor supranational. On the one hand, the presidency illustrates
the importance of national actors and interstate bargains in EU decision-
making. Council meetings are chaired by Member State officials whose
raison d’être normally is to negotiate deals that best reflect national
preferences. Individual national presidencies can therefore be seen as
policy actors. On the other hand, the presidency is supranational in its
operation and an institution in its own right. It is expected to put the
general interest first and broker compromises acceptable to all the other
decision-makers within a culture of consensus. Unsurprisingly, it has
been called ‘schizophrenic’.126 It faces the contradictory task to combine
sector-specific national concerns with impartiality.127

Hybrids are difficult to conceptualise. The dominant presidency con-
ceptualisation in the literature has been that of a ‘neutral arbitrator’128

who facilitates agreement by the impartial fulfilment of its tasks. This
chapter challenges this view on theoretical and empirical grounds. It
first introduces the framework of policy entrepreneurship in the EU
and evaluates the neutral broker versus policy entrepreneur concept.
Second, it seeks to explain variance of presidential influence by out-
lining four categories of factors that we should expect to condition
the extent to which the office holder can pursue its political objec-
tives. Some of these factors are generic to the Council presidency;

39
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others are specific to individual Member States. Particular attention is
paid to potential limitations related to the small size of the presidency
country.

The chapter argues that although the presidency’s formal powers are
constrained, the office holder can direct the other decision-making play-
ers towards its goals. This is achieved by exploiting its informal powers
and information advantages – underestimated in much of the litera-
ture. Regardless of size, the presidency’s privileged position in the EU’s
decision-making system allows it to shape agenda items, advance or
delay legislation, and initiate new policy debates. The concept of politi-
cal entrepreneurship captures this form of leadership, the biased nature
of the presidency office, and its subtle informal powers. Nonetheless,
presidencies’ entrepreneurial success varies. It depends not only on the
institutional position of the chair – the same for each office holder –
but also on the particular circumstances at the time, the institutional
environment, and specific country characteristics. But rather than on
size, we can expect the presidency’s level of influence to depend on:
the leadership context; the heterogeneity, intensity, and distribution
of governmental preferences in the Council; inter-institutional rela-
tions; and the office holder’s skill and effective use of the Council
Secretariat.

I. Policy entrepreneurship and agenda-setting in the EU

Policy entrepreneurship is a form of leadership. It focuses on actors’
autonomy within the given institutional set up. Policy entrepreneurs
initiate policies, mediate, and broker deals. They favour congeniality
and consensus, but defend a distinctive ideal point. Their agenda-
setting power stems from the control over specific resources, including
their material resources, reputation, information, expertise, and abil-
ity to mediate.129 They are biased brokers who ‘invest their resources
to promote a position in return for anticipated future gain’.130 Rather
than enjoying considerable formal powers they seek informal ways to
launch discussions by highlighting certain problems, proposing pos-
sible solutions, and mobilising support for their preferred solution.131

In brokering deals they ‘help to dissolve or circumvent the collective-
action problems associated with institutional bargaining’.132 With their
superior knowledge policy entrepreneurs can both get the parties to
the Pareto frontier and hence reach Pareto efficient (or positive-sum)
outcomes and shift them along the Pareto frontier into their preferred
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Utility B

Utility A

Get to Pareto frontier
(Efficiency)

Range of acceptable
agreements (Distribution)

Figure 1 The Policy Entrepreneur’s Impact on Bargaining Outcomes
Source: Adapted from Beach (2005).

direction.133 Hence, they affect both efficiency of an agreement and the
distribution of gains among actors (see Figure 1).

Policy entrepreneurs play an important role in Kingdon’s agenda-
setting theory.134 Agenda-setting is the first crucial stage in the policy
process.135 Agendas are ‘lists of subjects or problems to which govern-
ment officials and people [. . .] closely associated with those officials are
paying serious attention at any given time’.136 Kingdon distinguishes
between ‘systemic’ and ‘decision’ (or active) agendas. Systemic agen-
das comprise all legitimate issues for concern while decision agendas
are smaller items under active discussion in the decision process. In the
EU, elements of the systemic agenda include the Council’s multi-annual
and annual programmes which outline broad priority areas; the individ-
ual six-monthly presidency working programmes in which governments
set out their goals for their term; and European Council conclusions.
The agendas for individual Summits, sectoral Councils, COREPER, and
working group meetings can be seen as active agendas.

According to Kingdon, policy entrepreneurs act within three simul-
taneous ‘streams’ in the agenda-setting process: the identification of
problems; the proposing of specific policies or policy alternatives; and
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politics (political changes or actors direct attention to certain agenda
items). At certain times a ‘coupling’ of these streams takes place.
A problem comes to the fore, policy proposals exist, and the political
climate for decision emerges opening a ‘policy window’ for successful
adoption or policy change. Policy entrepreneurs wait for such win-
dows ‘like surfers wait for a big wave’ to propose or sell carefully
pre-prepared proposals to the decision body.137 Predictable policy win-
dows include scheduled renewals of certain programmes. Unpredictable
windows open frequently, if briefly, after changes in political conditions
or leadership environments.

The EU’s agenda-setting process is much friendlier to policy
entrepreneurs than individual national systems.138 This is mainly due
to: the high number of national and transnational participants in
policy-making and multitude of alternative solutions; the numerous
access points; and the general fragmentation of policy-making with no
exclusive leadership.

Particularly the multiple access points and fragmented nature of
policy-making open opportunities for agenda-setters. However, this
openness can also lead to indeterminacy, stalemate, or political insta-
bility. More precisely, while the likelihood to put issues on the
agenda might be higher than at national level, there is no guaran-
tee that such issues will move to the decision-making stage.139 The
EU’s loosely articulated policy-making system and blurred functions
between the Commission, Council, and EP lead to competing concep-
tualisations of the same issue and make it difficult to push an issue
on the active agenda. The resulting combination of multiple oppor-
tunities and powerful constraints triggers a need for strong political
entrepreneurship.

Policy entrepreneurship by the Commission has so far been the focus
of most studies.140 This is due to its important agenda-setting pow-
ers in terms of drafting legislation but its lack of decision-making
power. Potential entrepreneurship by the Council presidency has been
ignored by most analysts,141 particularly by the two main integration
schools neofunctionalism and intergovernmentalism. While the former
has argued that supranational entrepreneurship is one of the major
factors shaping decision-making in the EU, the latter finds that its
role is ‘greatly exaggerated and sometimes even counterproductive’.142

Instead, governments with the greatest interest in reaching agreement
are believed to initiate, mediate, and mobilise negotiations and agen-
das.143 How does the presidency fit into this debate? Is it a ‘fairly passive
[manager]’144 and neutral broker that changes its ‘national hat’ for a
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supranational one while at the EU’s helm? Or is it a ‘double-hatted’
active policy entrepreneur that tries to shape policy outcomes in line
with its domestic preferences?

II. Conceptualising the presidency: neutral broker versus
policy entrepreneur

Formal rules: The presidency as a neutral broker

The explanatory strength of the neutral broker conceptualisation of
the presidency relies on formal rules and procedures. Implicit in this
approach is that the presidency does not seek to widen its influence and
is heavily constrained because: it is formally required to be neutral; it
has a weak legal base and lacks formal powers of legislative initiative; it
is a heavily organisational/administrative task; and it represents the EU
externally.

The neutrality constraint

According to the Presidency Handbook ‘the presidency must, by def-
inition, be neutral’ and ‘cannot favour either its own preferences or
those of a particular Member State’.145 The country in the chair is asked
explicitly to distance itself from speaking for its government. It occu-
pies two seats in the Council, one as president and one as the national
delegation whose position may not be the same.146 The neutral broker
approach further contends that the EU’s challenging negotiating set-
up leaves little room for presidency interests. Effective co-operation is
achieved by impartial brokerage by the presidency – a trusted player
from amongst the Council members. Agreements contribute to a shared
political project, which distinguishes the EU from other multilateral
negotiations.147 The Member State in the chair is thought either to
have been socialised to behave impartially or to fear ‘sanctions’ by its
principals148 should it break the ‘neutrality norm’:

States which appear to engage in the ‘aberrant’ behaviour of nakedly
pursuing national [. . .] objectives ahead of those of the EU face heavy
criticism and a difficult presidency. Thus, paradoxically, the presi-
dency may not provide a good opportunity for advancing national
[. . .] policy objectives.149

Small states, it is argued, are particularly constrained by the neutral-
ity norm given that they ‘cannot afford to affront the more powerful
members of the system’.150 The fact that the presidency has remained
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unreformed for so long is seen as evidence that sanctions for pursuing
national interests have not been necessary.

Limited formal powers

The second constraint stressed by the neutral broker approach is the
presidency’s restricted formal powers and weak legal foundations. To
date the Council presidency does not have formal institutional status.151

Brief references to it are spread throughout the treaties. In addition,
the presidency lacks formal powers of legislative initiative (in Pillar I)
or shares it with the Commission (in Pillars II and III). The Commis-
sion’s agenda-setting power is particularly significant under conditions
of QMV when the Council can only alter it by unanimity.152 Agenda-
setting in the EU is a collaborative process between the EU institutions
and the Member States. The customary presidency tour of the European
capitals ahead of each term and the major Summits, for example, serve
to collect Council members’ opinions:

The tour des capitals allow you to get other Member States’ input. You
cannot ignore other Member States – the agenda is a compromise
agenda and also follows the Commission work programme.153

Furthermore, the EU’s agenda is a rolling agenda. Unfinished initiatives
have to be continued and the general Community timetable (includ-
ing annual budgetary and agricultural price reviews or the renewal of
external trade and co-operation agreements) has to be followed. Enlarge-
ment or economic and monetary union (EMU), for example, had been
on every presidency agenda for a decade. Thus, many analysts see the
presidency as ‘phases of an ongoing process’154 or ‘cheerleader for a well-
established programme, rather than a powerful executive position’.155

Voss and Bailleul argue,

The daily running of Europe cannot be split up in six-month parts. It
has its own dynamics and these are to a large extent determined by
the rolling programme. Especially in the [. . .] first pillar, a legislative
proposal can be ‘pending’ for months, even years.156

In terms of policy outcomes, the neutral broker concept argues that six
months are too short to leave a mark, particularly as each presidency
acts in a climate of constant flux. Unexpected events can rapidly change
presidency priorities and goals.
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In sum, the presidency’s agenda-setting capacity and ability to steer
integration is downgraded. Agenda-setting is interpreted as an impar-
tial collection of sufficient points to continue EU business and conclude
broad package deals on issues that impose themselves on the agenda.
The presidency is thought to identify the ‘ingredients’ of the package
and set the bargaining process in motion157 with the aim of serving the
EU rather than steering it. The scope for pursuing national priorities is
minimal. As Voss and Bailleul conclude,

The European agenda is governed mainly by its own dynamics, which
are dissociated from the president’s wishes, demands, or priorities.158

The presidency’s administrative burden

The neutral broker approach regards the presidency’s administrative role
as a burden rather than a comparative advantage:

At the heart of the Union business is the daily running of a great
number of meetings. Chairing these meetings skilfully and efficiently
is perhaps what the duties of the presidency, in the final analysis,
come down to.159

Each incoming presidency faces the organisation and chairing of 1500–
2000 meetings at all levels. At present, there are about 240 working
groups and individual committees. COREPER I (the deputy Permanent
Representatives) and COREPER II (the Permanent Representatives) meet
at least once a week. On average there are between 35 and 40 ministerial
Councils and two Summits per presidency. In addition to these formal
meetings, the presidency organises around nine to ten informal sectoral
Council meetings in its home country. Sometimes presidencies convene
emergency ministerial meetings, as the case after the outbreak of the
Russia–Georgia war in 2008, the disagreements over the Iraq war under
the 2003 Greek Presidency, or the September 11 terrorist attacks in 2001.
All require logistical arrangements, chairmanship, and the preparation
of agendas, minutes, decisions, statements, and press conferences. The
meetings held outside of Brussels, where the presidency cannot rely on
the organisational apparatus of the Council Secretariat, are a particular
strain on resources.

The financial burden is also considerable, particularly for the small
Member States. Finland spent in the region of 50–60 million euros
on its 1999 presidency.160 After the May 2004 enlargement presidency
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costs increased even further. Ireland’s 2004 presidency bill, for example,
approximated 90 million euros.161

Furthermore, the neutral broker approach downgrades the powers
of initiative of the presidency and stresses the importance of smooth
management instead:

The smooth management of business in the Council is the least
glamorous but most important function of the presidency.162

Representing the Union

The final constraint highlighted by the neutral broker approach con-
cerns the presidency’s representational task. The presidency speaks for
the EU in bilateral and multilateral meetings and regularly issues pres-
idency declarations on behalf of it. It represents the EU within the
established frameworks of political consultation with the US, Canada,
and Japan and co-operation with the Ukraine and Russia. Presidency
declarations are usually elaborated with the General Secretariat and
demonstrate the EU’s concerns about external events, human rights
issues, or natural disasters. The neutral broker approach stresses that
in its relations with third states, the presidency serves the Union as a
whole guarding its character of an economic and political union defend-
ing peace and democratic values. Thus, it sees limited opportunity for a
presidency to use its representational task to pursue domestic interests.

Overall, by relying heavily on formal roles and constraints, the neu-
tral broker conceptualisation disregards differing cultural norms/styles
and national preferences and the informal powers that a presidency
can exploit, especially in the agenda-setting process. This contrasts
sharply with new institutionalist analysis and the policy entrepreneur
framework.

Informal practices: the presidency as a policy entrepreneur

New institutionalists take informal practices into consideration and
examine how the presidency country with its differing styles and
preferences operates within formal institutional constraints. The pol-
icy entrepreneur concept argues that the presidency actively seeks to
enhance its influence and circumvent formal constraints. It stresses: the
biased nature of the presidency; its informal agenda-setting powers and
the strategic dimension of its formal administrative/organisational task;
and the presidency’s information advantages.
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Presidency bias

In line with principal agent theory, the policy entrepreneur approach
assumes that the presidency seeks a degree of autonomy from the
other Member States. Rather than being ‘self denying in the chair’163

it ‘adapt[s] to other sources of power as [it tries] to find [its] place in the
larger order’.164 Instead of being neutral, it develops its own initiatives,
participates in shaping ideas, and engineers consensus behind them by
adjusting to, and working with, other actors in the system. Member
States’ general attitude to the EU, certain policies, and other players will
influence their behaviour and strategies.165 The result is a certain bias
in favour of one’s own government’s position no matter which Member
State holds the presidency.166

Illustrative cases challenging the neutral broker position are found
across the EU’s policy areas. In the area of JHA, for example, the
Greek 2003 Presidency drafted a compromise on visas for sailors that
reversed the 2002 Spanish Presidency approach. Concerned about com-
bating illegal immigration more effectively, Greece wanted to free border
authorities from the responsibility to issue visas to sailors by handing
this task to embassies. Spain, in contrast, had tried to cut red tape by
authorising border guards instead of embassies to supply visas.167

In the foreign policy arena, the 1998 UK Presidency aligned itself
with the American position threatening military action in Iraq without
any previous consultation. Rather than representing the EU, Blair was
accused of ‘seeking to impose the views of Mr Clinton on Europe’.168

This example is no exception. A strong ally of Israel, Italian PM Silvio
Berlusconi made little effort to play an even hand in the Middle East
conflict under his 2003 presidency.169 Contrary to EU policy he also
praised Russian President Vladimir Putin’s actions in Chechnya – widely
criticised for human rights abuses. Similarly, past Greek Presidencies
have not shied away from defending national foreign policy interests
during their terms in office.

Other examples of presidency bias include presidencies’ attempts to
shape IGC agendas. During the 1991 IGC on Political Union the Dutch
Presidency introduced a draft Treaty on European Union that reflected
the federalist convictions of politicians within the Dutch coalition
government rather than built upon that of its Luxembourg predeces-
sor.170 Similarly, during the 2000 IGC Council President Jacques Chirac
‘unashamedly championed his country’s own interests’ rather than con-
tinuing the discussions from the Portuguese Presidency.171 All but impar-
tial, Chirac advocated ‘a shift in the balance of power in Community
decision-making decisively towards the larger Member States’.172
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Thus, the formal expectation of neutrality is no credible constraint
on a presidency’s actual behaviour. Neutrality may instead be highly
issue specific. For example, the 1998 Austrian Presidency was judged
by the Member States’ ambassadors as a passive, honest broker wait-
ing for initiatives by others in many areas, while in its key priority
areas (employment, tax, and security affairs) it was seen as a defender
of national interests.173 The 2000 French Presidency was perceived as a
genuine broker in the negotiations on the flexibility dossier; however, it
was strongly biased in case of extending QMV. Hence the government
holding the presidency may only be a genuine neutral broker in dossiers
where it has few key interests at stake or when its concerns are close to
the centre ground.174

Finally, to avoid the neutrality constraint the presidency can mobilise
other Member States to speak for its interests. A practitioner confirmed,

If there is an issue we do not really like, but we know other Member
States will do the opposing for us, why should we openly form part
of the group being accused of hindering the progress? Therefore we
can use them as assets. If subsequently there are issues that we really
want, they know that we have been a good presidency and are not
the ones always hindering everything.175

The above suggests that the presidency’s leadership is subtle. It aims at
pursuing its priorities without alienating other negotiating parties and
guarding the EU’s decision culture of consensus. Institutionalised col-
laboration with supranational actors and other Member States may not
necessarily lead to rivalry, but the pooling of resources. The presence
of formal constraints stressed by the neutral broker advocates does not
prevent seeking informal ways to exercise power.

The presidency’s informal agenda-setting powers and the strategic
dimension of its organisational task

Despite dismissed by the neutral broker conceptualisation, closer exam-
ination of the presidency’s informal powers reveals considerable agenda
influence. Such informal powers include the fine-tuning of agendas,
moving items onto active agendas, and structuring debates around
certain proposals. The combination of these informal with formal pro-
cedural powers allows the presidency to exclude items from the discus-
sion or hinder its progress, emphasise/understate issues, and introduce
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new issues.176 The exclusion of issues is probably the most obvious
presidency power. As various analysts put it:

Agenda-setting is an initial crucial veto point in the policy making
process at which political and administrative leaders can exercise
their power, whether to make policies happen, or to prevent any-
thing from happening [. . .].177

Some issues are organised into politics – others are organised out.178

‘If a government holding the presidency does not like a Commis-
sion proposal, the presidency can simply refuse to put it on the
agenda.’179 One of the most prominent examples is the 1965 French
Presidency which ignored the Commission proposals on agriculture.180

More recently, the Barroso Commission ‘begged’ the 2005 UK Presidency
to continue the EU’s 2007–2013 budget negotiations – a request the UK
ignored until its final presidency month.181

In case of Member State proposals it may be more difficult to exercise
the power of exclusion. A British official said,

It is the presidency’s prerogative to set the agenda. However, if we feel
something has been omitted, we ask for it to be put on the agenda. It
would be very unwise for a presidency not to accept this. This ensures
that issues are not simply dropped off the agenda.182

Nonetheless, presidencies do sometimes ignore issues raised by other
Member States. Tallberg (2003) cites the case of the Swedish 2001 Pres-
idency in this context. Despite British and Dutch demands to dedicate
part of the March 2001 Stockholm Summit to the growing crisis over
the spread of foot-and-mouth disease, the presidency did not change its
focus on employment – one of Sweden’s key priorities. Similarly, despite
the importance some Member States attached to the proposal to scrap
the right to opt out of the maximum 48-hour week contained in the
EU’s working time directive, the 2005 UK Presidency stalled discussions
on it by excluding it from Council agendas.

A more subtle power than outright exclusion is the facilitation of
‘non-decisions’183 and hence the use of the chair position to hinder
progress in areas it dislikes. This can be done in at least two ways. First,
the presidency will have a decisive impact on whether a proposal falls
or is adopted by deciding if and when an issue is put to the vote.184

Second, the presidency can present or push forward proposals that lack
the ingredients of a real compromise.185 Consequently, progress is put



50 Small States and EU Governance

on halt for six months not to compromise national interests. The failure
of the 1999 German Presidency to reach agreement on the liberalisa-
tion of the railway sector and freight traffic and on the end-of-life car
directive, for example, were attributed to some details being against Ger-
man interest.186 The Italian 2003 Presidency was accused of preventing
any progress on the introduction of a Europe-wide arrest warrant out of
national interest.187 The initial lack of progress under the 2003 Greek
Presidency with regard to relations between the EU and NATO (Berlin
Plus) was ascribed to ‘Greece hiding behind the presidency to stir things
in the way it would like’.188 Another prominent example is the 1983
Greek Presidency, which – partly because of its stance on enlargement –
delayed Spain’s accession to the EU by facilitating a ‘non-decision’ on
the accession date.

While excluding dossiers or hindering progress may be the presi-
dency’s most obvious power, the possibility to emphasise some issues
while understating others is its most important comparative advan-
tage. Once a government decides which areas to emphasise/understate,
resources are allocated accordingly.189 This will affect which, when, and
if certain issues move onto decision agendas during the six months.
Sometimes this has longer-term effects. An illustrative example is the
1988 German Presidency – the first to use its time in office to drive
forward the road to EMU, calling for a strengthening of the European
Monetary System (EMS) and a European Central Bank (ECB). The June
Hanover Summit subsequently established a committee charged with
exploring how and when EMU could be phased in which kept it firmly
on the EU agenda. The French 2000 Presidency, in turn, diverted atten-
tion away from the liberalisation of energy sectors, which had been
on previous presidency agendas. Momentum towards liberalisation of
energy sectors thereafter slowed considerably not only in 2000, but
also in 2001.190 Contrary to the neutral broker proposition, the rolling
nature of the EU agenda does not hinder this subtle, informal presidency
power.

While formally given the task to rank the items on the agenda of
each meeting and allocate time of discussion to it, informally, the pres-
idency can do so according to its own perception of priorities. National
interests at stake, the 1997 Luxembourg Presidency, for example, ranked
the dossier dealing with banking secrecy highly on the Council agenda
and the 2004 Dutch Presidency focused the Council’s attention on flood
prevention measures. Contrarily, the 2000 Portuguese and French Pres-
idencies did not show much enthusiasm for harmonising energy taxes
and the Dutch 2004 Presidency was not prepared to pay much attention
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to the Community Patent or the harmonisation of alcohol taxation.
Thus, while issues close to a presidency’s national interest are likely to
‘top the agenda’ in Council meetings191 and given more time for debate,
issues that a presidency is not particularly interested in move to the
bottom.

In addition, while formally asked to organise all meetings, the presi-
dency can exploit this task informally by selecting its preferred themes
for individual events. This leverage is particularly visible in informal
Council meetings – often dedicated to a particular topic. The Austrian
1998 Presidency, eager to give impetus to the discussion on a European
security policy, organised an informal Defence Council. To commit the
EU to an Action Programme for flood protection, the 2004 Dutch Pres-
idency scheduled an informal Environmental Council on this issue.
During informal Councils the presidency holder is most likely to be
in a position to push national priorities and generate allies,192 as they
are used to pool ideas and facilitate the free exchange of views without
being accompanied by too many officials.193 Thus, informal Councils
are also frequently used to brainstorm new initiatives. Although no
decisions are taken at informal Councils, broad agreements reached are
usually followed up at COREPER level.194

In the past, presidencies have also formed new sectoral Councils to
draw attention to certain policy areas.195 For example, the consumer pro-
tection Council was initiated by the 1983 German Presidency. Following
the informal meeting on cultural affairs under the Greek Presidency in
November 1983, a cultural affairs Council was formally set up under the
1984 French Presidency. Other Councils, that have a history of meet-
ing infrequently, depending on the priorities of the presidency, include
youth and tourism. The latter is usually convened by economies with
a large tourist sector.196 Instead of being a burden, as the neutral bro-
ker approach suggests, convening meetings and deciding their themes
turns into an opportunity to advance Council members’ thinking on
issues close to the presidency country.

Presidencies pay particular attention to European Council agendas
attempting to plan them to their own advantage in terms of content
and publicity.197 European Council meetings are the most important
events, as their logic is to define the main policy orientations, new
areas of activities, and guidelines for integration. For example, the
2000 Lisbon Summit initiated a decade-long economic reform process
aimed at increasing Europe’s competitiveness and the 1993 Copenhagen
Council decided to enlarge to Central and Eastern Europe. Enjoying pro-
cedural control over the EU’s most authoritative institution and holding
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a privileged position to manipulate its agenda should clearly not be
underestimated.

Tallberg detects ‘agenda structuring’ along three lines.198 First, pres-
idency initiatives reflect the culture, tradition, or values of the office
holder. Mirroring the distinct levels of transparency of their national
administrative cultures, Council transparency, for example, progressed
significantly under the Nordic Presidencies, but received little concrete
impetus under the recent Portuguese or French Presidencies. Belgium, a
strong advocator of the federalist principle, made the ‘Future of Europe’
the theme of its 2001 presidency, while Denmark, a euro-sceptic state
concerned about its sovereignty, did virtually not pay any attention
to the work of the Convention on the Future of Europe under its
2002 presidency.199 Second, governments differ in the levels of impor-
tance and approach to broad policy areas, such as economic, social,
or environmental policy.200 Environmental policy, for example, figured
prominently under the recent Scandinavian and German Presidency,
but received little attention under the 2002 Spanish Presidency. UK Pres-
idencies have had IM and further liberalisation high on their agenda
while Greece has taken a more sceptical approach on IM issues stressing
the creation of a ‘proper European Social Area’ instead.201 One official
emphasised,

It does make a difference if the chair takes a more liberal market
approach or is more protectionist. This can clearly affect the outcome
of the negotiations and the final decision taken.202

Third, presidencies vary according to their regional priorities. They tend
to focus on their immediate neighbourhood or countries with former
colonial links. Amongst the priorities of Spain’s past Presidencies (1989,
1995, and 2002) was strengthening EU ties with Latin America.203 The
relaunch of the Barcelona Process featured highly on the 2003 Italian
and 2008 French Presidency programmes.204 The 1998 Austrian Presi-
dency, concerned about a possible flow of refugees, concentrated on the
situation in Yugoslavia.

Finally, the presidency may attempt to introduce new initiatives by
organising open Council debates or special conferences on them. To
float its ideas, it can submit ‘papers’ or ‘non-papers’. A paper is an
informal document to provoke discussion and a presidency or Com-
mission initiative. A non-paper is intended to propose solutions, which
may ultimately lead to either a modified Commission proposal or a
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Council decision.205 The 2001 Belgian Presidency, for example, issued
a non-paper in preparation for the Laeken declaration on the future
of the Union. To tackle disagreements concerning the CAP, the 2000
French Presidency circulated a non-paper on the sustainable develop-
ment of agriculture. While Member States and the Commission also
enjoy the right to submit such papers, this measure is mostly used by
the presidency.206

Awareness raising campaigns about new issues usually commence well
before a presidency takes office given that ‘recognised community prob-
lems are closer to being agenda items than unrecognised ones; discussed
problems closer than un-discussed ones’.207 Indeed, putting a new issue
on the agenda without previous discussion can be counterproductive:

A bad agenda-setter is somebody who suddenly puts a new issue on
the agenda. At working group level this is a great source of irritation,
because frequently we have no instructions from our capitals on these
points. Ad-hoc initiatives are usually not a good idea.208

Examples of presidencies promoting new initiatives include past Spanish
Presidencies and the EU’s Mediterranean policy, the Northern Dimen-
sion under the Finnish Presidency, or the 2003 Greek Presidency’s
initiative to introduce the southern Mediterranean countries into the
EU’s so-called ‘New Neighbourhood Initiative’. A preliminary conclu-
sion is that new initiatives are pursued particularly in the area of foreign
policy where countries enjoy greater expertise on regional problems
than other Member States. This increases their power to persuade them
that EU action is necessary. Despite the potential institutional constraint
of the unanimity rule that prevails in Pillar II, the presidency country
has more leverage in this area because of the lighter institutional struc-
tures. Thus, contrary to the neutral broker line of argument, presidencies
may well attempt to leave their imprint on the EU’s agenda by focusing
on foreign-policy initiatives:

The rotation principle ensures that each country can add a special
touch and personal flair, particularly in the area of foreign policy.
Each country has an angle from which to approach the themes on
the agenda. Thus the Nordic countries promoted Nordic dimensions,
Greece focuses on the Balkans and this will continue during the
Italian Presidency.209
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Information advantages

The last aspect stressed by the policy entrepreneur concept is its
information advantage:

The presidency clearly has a big information advantage. We did not
quite realise how drastic this is. The presidency started and it was
a radical change. The phones were ringing all the time. The infor-
mation traffic was crazy. [. . .] We knew exactly what would happen
tomorrow and how Member States would react – which was not the
case before. We could then take this into consideration. This is a good
possibility of influencing things, which is a liberty given to the pres-
idency. It gives it a lot of influence.210

The presidency means the privilege of knowing more than others.
You know more than others through the bilateral contact and Com-
munity structures. Then you have to think, elaborate, and really work
on how to achieve a common position.211

The chair’s information advantages can help it to develop focal points
of discussion and compromise solutions that are closest to its national
interests and around which bargaining can converge.

Besides the sheer running of the office, the tools which the presidency
can employ to establish information advantages include the tours des
capitals, ‘confessionals’, and questionnaires. Rather than being a neu-
tral exercise to collect agenda points and priorities of all Member States,
touring the capitals helps a presidency to detect potential negotiat-
ing positions of other Member States and subsequently to identify its
negotiation strategy:

The tour des capitals are very useful. People explain what they think to
you. They are more relaxed and you have the opportunity to establish
what to expect in the future. It is a tool to determine the negotiation
margin.212

‘Confessionals’ are private sessions between the presidency and the rep-
resentatives of selected Member States. They consist of confidential talks
to establish where a compromise may be found and what the mar-
gins of manoeuvre are. The president is under oath not to reveal a
Member State’s position to any other player.213 During the Nice IGC
negotiations the French Presidency made extensive use of confessionals
which significantly altered negotiation texts.214 Sometimes, presidencies
issue questionnaires to determine Member States’ positions. The 2003
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Greek Presidency, for example, issued a questionnaire facilitating the
exchange of views on education, youth, and cultural policy. The 2002
Danish Presidency prepared a questionnaire on actions taken by Mem-
ber States to eliminate barriers to the cross-border provision of services.
Thus, the very task of chairing is not necessarily constraining, but can
be seen as providing information advantages over the other players at
the negotiating table.

To conclude, in contrast to the neutral broker conceptualisation, the
policy entrepreneur approach captures the inherent conflict between
self-interest and neutrality. It accepts the limitation of formal powers
and is based on a more subtle idea: the leadership capacity to exploit
informal powers. Rather than a neutral operation, each agenda is care-
fully constructed and contains important nuances or ideas. These reflect
the presidency’s emphasis of certain issues despite the formal neutral-
ity requirement, the predetermination of much of the EU’s systemic
agenda, and the possibility of externally imposed crises that may alter
pre-established agendas. The lack of formal powers, the requirement
of impartial chairmanship or the rolling nature of the EU’s agenda do
therefore not constrain presidencies from being a strategic actor and
‘national interests can find a legitimate and acceptable position on the
presidency agenda and may lead to new initiatives or debates within the
EU’.215 Hayes-Renshaw and Wallace (1997) argue,

The presidency is the one clear and only occasional opportunity for a
member government to imprint a particular style on the Council, to
impose a particular topic on the colleagues, or to ride an individual
minister’s hobby horse.216

Only in cases when the presidency’s national position is very close to
the Council’s centre of gravity and when it has no vital interests at
stake, it is likely to be a genuine neutral broker. The overall mixture
of formal agenda-setting powers, managerial and administrative duties
gives the country in the chair clear scope informally to select priorities
in line with national interest, expedite or delay negotiations on par-
ticular issues, or introduce new ideas. Table 8 illustrates these informal
presidency powers.

III. Conditions for Success

Although the presidency’s informal powers are considerable, not all
presidencies will be equally successful in their agenda-shaping efforts.



56 Small States and EU Governance

Table 8 The Council Presidency’s Informal Powers

Functions Informal Power/Manipulation

Leadership/
Initiative

• Emphasise/understate issues depending
on national perceptions

• Introduce new issues/debates of interest
to the office holder

• Lead debates towards preferred focal
point (exploit information advantage
and heterogeneity of viewpoints)

• Initiate votes when outcome is clear

Management/Co-
ordination

• Advance/hinder policies by proposing
biased compromises or strategic timing

• Rank/allocate time to items according to
national priorities

Organisation/
Administration

• Decide themes and number of meetings
in line with national priorities

Representation • Forge inter-institutional and
international alliances to pursue
national priorities

Their level of influence depends on the resources and constraints the
office holder faces which vary according to time, issue, and country.
These can be grouped into four sets of factors: (a) the leadership environ-
ment; (b) the heterogeneity, intensity and distribution of governmental
preferences in the Council; (c) inter-institutional relations with the
Commission and the EP; and (d) the office holder’s skill and use of the
Council Secretariat.

The leadership environment

Any country assuming the Council presidency has to fine-tune its
ambitions with the leadership context at the time.217 If political and
economic developments in the presidency country and other Member
States, the state of the EU’s internal affairs, or external events are hostile
to the exercise of leadership, the extent of presidential agenda influence
is likely to be modest. A favourable environment, in turn, allows for the
incoming presidency country to exploit the presidency institution – and
hence the window of opportunity that opens with the office – to shape
the EU agenda and legislation.
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During the 1989 French Presidency, for example, its stable economy
enabled France to take the risk of abolishing exchange rate controls
and achieve agreement on EMU (despite revolutionary external events).
Conversely, domestic turmoil and presidential elections during the 1995
French Presidency prevented it from being wholeheartedly present in
Community matters. Similarly, the UK Presidency in 1992 found it
difficult to pursue a consistent policy line on the European level because
of severe domestic pressure. PM John Major faced a large parliamen-
tary opposition, a split government over the new Maastricht Treaty, a
severe economic recession, and speculative attacks against the British
Sterling leading to the withdrawal of the pound from the exchange-rate
mechanism of the EMS.

Political and economic developments in other Member States have
also had an impact on the presidency’s agenda-shaping capacity. Refer-
enda on EU issues or elections, for example, can greatly upset Council
business. The Danish ‘No’ to the TEU interfered with the work pro-
gramme of the 1992 British Presidency which had already made plans
for its implementation. The rejection of the Constitutional Treaty in
France and the Netherlands put the 2005 Luxembourg Presidency into a
difficult situation and the Irish rejection of the Lisbon Treaty derailed
a key issue on the French 2008 presidency agenda. France had been
keen to chair the negotiations on who would occupy the new post of
European Council President during its term. Similarly, elections have
had a paralysing effect on presidency objectives.218 The 1996 Irish Pres-
idency, for example, had to scale back its ambitions for the IGC due
to forthcoming elections in the UK. As the Irish Times argued, a high-
profile draft Treaty and ‘stark choices would [have been] a gift to British
Euro-sceptics’ election campaign’ which no one with high aspirations
for the IGC wished for.219 The Finnish and Portuguese Presidencies in
1999 and 2000 had to deal with tensions in the Council following the
1999 Austrian election result which led to a new coalition government
including the far Right. The struggle for Germany’s chancellorship after
the failure of the 2005 German election to produce a clear majority com-
plicated Council business under the UK Presidency. Similarly, after its
2007 election Belgium was plagued by difficulties to form a coalition
and remained without a government for six months. This complicated
the work of numerous presidencies.

Regarding the economic situation of other Member States, in peri-
ods of prosperity the Member States may be more inclined to make
costly compromises than in periods of economic hardship. During
the severe recession of the 1970s and early 1980s, for example, the
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Council members became more inward looking and searched for
national rather than European solutions. Consequently, presidencies
had to scale back their ambitions. More recently, divisions over how
to respond to the global financial crisis and grim economic outlook
for 2009 have become visible. A number of Member States rejected
proposals by the 2008 French Presidency to create a eurozone ‘economic
government’.220

The aspirations of the presidency are further circumscribed by inter-
nal EU affairs. European integration has not been a smooth process.
The ‘empty chair crisis’, during which French ministers did not partici-
pate in any Council meetings and the French permanent representative
was withdrawn from Brussels, paralysed the presidency. More recently
the resignation of the Commission over allegations of fraud and mis-
management threw the EU into a deep crisis affecting the German
and Finnish 1999 Presidencies. Similarly, the rejection by the EP of a
number of Commissioners for the 2004–2009 Commission and the sub-
sequent reshuffle meant that the Dutch 2004 Presidency was without a
fully functioning Commission for some weeks. Other recent examples of
internal crises affecting the presidency’s agenda-setting capacity include
the breakdown of the IGC negotiations in December 2003 or the 2005
budget dispute.

Finally, external events can act as powerful constraints hindering
any advancement of predetermined national priorities.221 The French
2008 Presidency unexpectedly had to deal with the Russia–Georgia war.
The Iraq war heavily overshadowed the 2003 Greek Presidency. The
Belgian Presidency in 2001 was not the same after the September ter-
rorist attacks in the US. The Kosovo war and NATO intervention in
1999 dominated the German Presidency, and the Bosnian crisis ham-
pered the aims of several presidencies. The presidency’s agenda-setting
capacity will depend on its skill to take advantage of favourable devel-
opments and deal with unexpected events. The latter are powerful
constraints as they cannot be prepared for or manipulated by the pres-
idency and require flexibility and additional resources by the office
holder.

Governmental preferences

The second category of factors influencing presidential success con-
cerns the heterogeneity, intensity, and distribution of governmental
preferences. Progress on EU dossiers will depend on the ability of the
presidency country to reconcile the views of 27 Member States with
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diverse interests stemming from their different geographic, political,
and economic situation. Especially when unanimity-voting applies, ini-
tiative to find out delegations’ negotiation leverage as well as active
persuasion and brokerage is required.222 But even with QMV, there
is a need to accommodate many interests and the evolution of the
EU’s voting system and increased diversity has made coalition-building
more complicated.223 Hence, while the voting arrangements, especially
unanimity, are formal constraints specific to the presidency as an insti-
tution, the skill to facilitate agreement largely depends on the individual
office holder.

A presidency’s capacity to shape policy outcomes in line with its
own preferences is highest the greater the heterogeneity of views in
the Council – given that it can effectively pick out of several coalitions
the one closest to its own preferences and use its informal powers to
push it into the dominant position. Conversely, should the presidency
find itself isolated in the Council with a majority of Member States con-
verging on an alternative compromise, it is unlikely to be successful in
shifting the balance in favour of its own viewpoint.

The intensity and distribution of preferences also matters. The
greater the intensity of Member State preferences, the less the likeli-
hood that the presidency can persuade them to change their views.
States will be particularly unlikely to compromise if they have vital
national interests at stake. Indeed, the presidency country does
well to accommodate Member States with ‘real national interests’
to guard a consensual climate and set informal norms for future
presidencies.224

As to the distribution of preferences, a presidency must avoid big state
opposition against its initiatives given their political clout and weight
in the Council. Instead it should generate big state support and exploit
existing coalitions to get initiatives and proposals adopted. Of particu-
lar relevance has been, in many cases, in how far the Franco-German
axis could be won as an ally for presidency initiatives and compro-
mises.225 Since the creation of the Community the Franco-German axis
has often set the broad direction of European integration, despite occa-
sional tensions and changing leadership.226 If France and Germany are
against an initiative, the presidency can be thrown into the shadow by
the Franco-German couple who may try to rule the Council through
their bilateral relations. Werts found this to be the case on a number
of occasions between 1974 and 1981 when President Giscard d’Estaing
and Chancellor Schmidt had the habit of presenting their own agreed
agenda.227 More recent examples of Franco-German ‘mastery’ include
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their suspension of the euro rules in November 2003 or their alliance in
the Convention and subsequent IGC.228

Since the 2004 enlargement the UK has shown eagerness to join the
Franco-German axis and institutionalise regular trilateral meetings.229

It aligned itself with France and Germany in the Convention’s institu-
tional reform debates and joined them in their diplomatic mission to
halt Iran’s suspected nuclear weapon’s programme. In addition, despite
a recent fall out over the EU’s budget and future economic model, the
three countries have attempted to co-ordinate their approach in Euro-
pean defence affairs.230 Particularly small state presidencies will need to
be vigilant of potential coalitions formed by the EU’s big Member States.

Inter-institutional relations

Active collaboration with the Commission and the EP are also crucial
for a presidency country to maximise its entrepreneurial success. Both
institutions compete with the presidency for agenda influence and can
either act as a resource or as a constraint.

The presidency shares policy initiation, implementation, and repre-
sentational functions with the Commission. Presidency initiatives in
Pillar I have no legal powers unless they go through the official stage
of Commission proposals. While the presidency can invite the Com-
mission to prepare a text, it cannot dictate it and – at least legally –
the Commission need not respond. If a presidency wants to have
any influence on the precise content and timing of a Commission
proposal, a close relationship with the institution is therefore indispens-
able. A number of practitioners described the interdependent nature of
Commission–presidency relations:

The presidency cannot do it alone, but the Commission cannot do it
alone either.231

Sometimes you are in the hands of the Commission, for example
when they are late to present their proposal and you were really
counting on it. Of course, the presidency can push the Commis-
sion for proposals. Being pushed by the presidency is actually in their
interest as well, as they realise you are eager to take a certain proposal
forward.232

Thus, there are in-built incentives to co-operate and both the Com-
mission and the presidency share the striving for agreements. In addi-
tion, the Commission participates in Council negotiations as the 28th
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member and with its additional expertise and knowledge of Member
States’ negotiating positions may help a presidency to identify the ingre-
dients of a compromise.233 In this sense both institutions potentially
have a mobilising effect on decision-making:

[The presidency and the Commission] always have very strong polit-
ical agendas. What unites them is that both want to drive the
agenda forward, thus there is usually a high degree of areas of
communality.234

While the Commission’s influence is greatest at the outset of the legisla-
tive process, its proposals change – often significantly – in subsequent
Council negotiations and the co-decision procedure.235 The Commis-
sion’s power to shape final policy outcomes will partly depend on the
voting and amendment rules in the Council of Ministers – highest in
cases of QMV with unanimity amendment.236 Should the Council try to
change a proposal without unanimous agreement, the Commission has
the possibility to disagree or withdraw it. Hence, despite incentives to
collaborate, the Commission–presidency interdependence can also lead
to antagonistic relations.237

Particularly small states generally consider the Commission as an
important ally. As the Council presidency, the Commission is perceived
as an important counter-weight to the predominance of the large EU
members. Ireland during its 1996 presidency, for example, co-ordinated
its priorities closely with the Commission contributing to the pres-
idency’s success to put the issue of organised crime firmly on the
Community agenda.238 Similarly, after the Maastricht ratification cri-
sis the Belgian 1993 Presidency worked closely with the Commission
resulting in the 1993 White Paper. The British 1992 Presidency, on the
other hand, proved rather conflictual. The UK’s and the Commission’s
viewpoints converged on few issues, relations between Commission
President Jacques Delors and British PM John Major were tense on a
personal level, and the British even proposed a reform to downgrade
the role of the Commission.239 The 2003 Italian Presidency also openly
clashed with the Commission.240

In Pillars I and II the presidency’s leadership is less constrained
given the dominance of the Member States. Indeed ‘due to its inter-
governmental and relatively unbureaucratic nature, foreign policy may
be an area in which the presidency feels able to leave its mark’.241

However, here leadership is also shared. The High Representative
assists the presidency in the co-ordination and representation of the
CFSP. The External Relations Commissioner – although denied the
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monopoly right of initiative – is ‘fully associated’ to all aspects of
CFSP, including implementation and representation. Hence, in CFSP
matters, potential Commission–presidency antagonism concerns not
so much in the policy formulation phase, but in the implementation
process:

Although the Commission and Member State governments may
make policy proposals, policy initiation [of CFSP matters] tends to fall
to the presidency. However, policy implementation almost invariably
involves major input from the Commission. Since the Commission
does not regard itself as the servant of the Council, this arrangement
is a source of considerable cross-pillar tension.242

Depending on the issue concerned, the presidency represents the EU in
five different configurations: by itself (communicating presidency decla-
rations and common positions); with the Commission (in trade or Pillar
I issues); with the High Representative (inaugurating and implementing
CFSP projects); with both the Commission and the High Representa-
tive (to discuss the political, security, and economic situation of a third
state or to meet with acceding or candidate countries); or with the Com-
mission, the High Representative, and the succeeding presidency (when
horizontal issues are likely to require follow-up under the next pres-
idency).243 To succeed, presidential foreign policy initiatives therefore
need the backing of multiple actors, including the other Member States,
the Commission, and the High Representative.

In case of the EP, its co-legislator status also grants it agenda-setting
powers – albeit restricted ones. By placing before the Council provisions
that it can more easily adopt than amend, the EP is in a position to struc-
ture the choices of the Council members.244 A presidency does therefore
well to generate support within the EP while at the same time strik-
ing a deal in the Council.245 In addition, as the EP is the only directly
elected EU institution, one can argue that a presidency initiative gains
significantly in legitimacy and weight if it has its support.

Overall, inter-institutional relations and the level of collaboration
with the Commission and the EP will depend on the presidency in
office.246 The successful policy entrepreneur will adapt to the institu-
tional environment and ensure that the Commission and EP do not
turn into powerful constraints, but into allies instead.

Skill and use of the Council Secretariat

Finally, a presidency’s ability to act as a successful policy entrepreneur
is, in part, influenced by its level of preparation and skills, including
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co-ordination, political finesse, and credibility. Thus, country-specific
factors impact the entrepreneurial potential of the presidency.

However, the office holder’s size is not necessarily one of them.
Different advantages and disadvantages may arise in connection with
size. In terms of material resources small states are generally far more
constrained than bigger Member States. A Finnish official explained,

One problem we have is that we are a bit thin on the ground. Where
larger countries have a unit of three or four people we have only one
single desk.247

An additional small state handicap is the lack of political clout and
bargaining power, particularly needed in foreign affairs or to solve
major deadlocks.248 Small state Council presidencies may have difficul-
ties to access US officials and be taken seriously in foreign affairs.249

On occasion, even other EU members have chosen to bypass small
state presidencies. The recent Greek Presidency was not consulted
before Tony Blair and seven other leaders published a statement call-
ing for Europe to support the US over the 2003 Iraq crisis. Similarly,
at the outset of the 2001 war in Afghanistan, the large Member States
made direct arrangements with the US without involving the Belgian
Presidency.

However, presidency influence (or the lack thereof) is not systemat-
ically related to size. The 1997 Luxembourg Presidency, for example,
was judged as ‘the best of the last few years’.250 Similarly, Belgium and
Ireland have the reputation of effective Council presidents. The effi-
ciency of the recent Nordic presidencies has also been praised. The 2000
French Presidency in turn was judged as chaotic and ‘probably one of
the worst in the history of the EU’.251 As a practitioner argued, ‘[much
depends upon] how you play the cards you have been given’.252

A more systematic comparison of the Council’s legislative activity
under small and big presidencies since 1999 shows no evidence that
small states systematically adopt less/or more directives, regulations,
decision, or other types of legislation than big states (see Appendix).
While the 2002 Spanish Presidency adopted 36 directives, for exam-
ple, the Irish 2004 and Finnish 2006 Presidencies adopted 47 and 43
directives respectively. However, to manage the immensely demand-
ing presidency tasks small states are often prepared to put domestic
politics ‘on hold’ during their term. One commentator wrote in case
of Luxembourg’s 1997 Presidency: ‘Almost every day of Jean-Claude
Juncker’s days was dedicated to Europe – no head of government of a
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large country could dedicate all their days to Europe, nor chair person-
ally two Council sessions a month, in addition to the Summits.’253

More important factors than size to conclude dossiers and shape
them in line with domestic interests, seem to be effective inter-
ministerial co-ordination; efficient organisation/administration and
management; the contacts, political judgement and power to persuade
of the president-in-office; and the strategic use of the Council
Secretariat. Effective inter-ministerial co-ordination is necessary to
ensure consistency in a presidency’s agenda-shaping effort. Arguably a
presidency will be more influential the more effective its national inter-
ministerial co-ordination.254 Co-ordination weaknesses in the manage-
ment of EU affairs were clearly visible during the German presidency in
the first half of 1999 or the 2000 French Presidency. In small administra-
tions, in turn, information flows are often easier and quicker resulting in
better communication and a more effective handling of the presidency
tasks.

Each system of inter-ministerial co-ordination has its own merits and
faults. Amongst the key differences is the extent to which and how
the presidency country involves its Permanent Representation. Some
countries run their presidency almost entirely from their Permanent
Representation. They tend to select chair persons from the Permanent
Representation due to their expertise and negotiation skills gained in
the pre-negotiating phase of policy proposals and their familiarity with
the other decision-makers. The latter reduces the potential conflictual
nature of the negotiations.

On the other extreme are countries that keep tight control in the
capital. They tend to select people from the ministries as chairpersons
and tightly circumscribe the decision power of working group chairs.
The concern here is that officials based at the Permanent Representa-
tions might sacrifice national positions more easily (‘go native’) due to
their personalised relations with their counterparts at the other Perma-
nent Representations. In addition, although they theoretically receive
instructions exclusively from the organs responsible for inter-ministerial
co-ordination, they are in close contact with individual ministries which
sometimes try to circumvent inter-ministerial co-ordination, thus reduc-
ing the efficiency of negotiation outcomes. In pursuing their objectives,
presidencies are best served by systems that rely heavily on their Perma-
nent Representations without undermining or debilitating the overall
control by the capital.

To increase the likelihood of success, efficient organisation and man-
agement ensuring that dossiers move up the Council hierarchy is also
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key. This includes tasks such as delivering documents on time. Under the
1999 German Presidency, for example, many envoys felt in no position
to negotiate given the late distribution of documents.255 Similarly, the
2005 UK Presidency was criticised for the lack of providing information
ahead of the Hampton Court Summit.256

Efficient organisation and management furthermore implies the effec-
tive use of the Mertens and Antici groups. Chaired by the presidency, the
latter are composed of members of the Permanent Representations and
the Commission. They prepare the timetables and agendas for COREPER
I and II respectively as well as Council meetings. At the same time
they are highly confidential forums in which the presidency will inform
the Member States how it intends to handle particular problems. They
ensure that permanent representatives are fully briefed, new issues are
commented upon, and problems are identified. They also enjoy close
contacts with the Commission and hence allow the Member States and
the Commission to co-ordinate their negotiating positions before the
formal Council meetings.257 Thus, the Antici and Mertens can be seen
as the ‘transmission belt’ between the political, negotiating sphere and
the administrative, advisory sphere.258

Co-ordination and organisation in the context of the presidency are,
however, disputed. Some find that the contacts, skills, and personality of
the chairpersons are more important in shaping policy outcomes than
national co-ordination mechanisms:

Much depends on the role the heads of government plays and what
kind of contacts he has and uses.259

Bilateral informal contacts have frequently served to solve major
impasses in the past. During the 1984 French Presidency, for exam-
ple, Mitterrand engaged heavily in bilateralism. He organised at least 30
meetings with other government heads resulting in a highly successful
Summit resolving major stalemates at the time.260 Member States differ
in the time they devote to such informal consultations.

Individual skills include not only contacts but also political judge-
ment and the power to persuade. Political judgement is vital to decide
when an issue is ripe for decision. A skilful chairperson will use his or
her temporary authority to keep the attention of his or her colleagues
on the presidency priorities and will know when to intervene, call for
a vote, and accelerate or delay negotiations. Some of the formal tools
the presidency has to do this have already been examined (restricted
sessions and confessionals). The presidency can also ‘stop the clock’
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and keep all negotiating parties in the room until agreement has been
found. Any policy initiative – however necessary it might appear to its
initiator – is doomed if the presidency misreads the constraints of the
day. Equally, if an office holder fails to act in a favourable situation, the
opportunity could be missed.261

The power to persuade, in turn, is the ability ‘to induce [others] to
believe what the president wants of them is what their own appraisal of
their own responsibilities requires them to do in their own interest, not
his’.262 Therefore, it is more than mere reasoned argument. Additional
expertise, the presidency’s information advantages, and skilful mar-
keting increase its power to persuade. General diplomatic, mediation,
and communicative skills are crucial. These were completely lacking
during Italy’s 2003 presidency. The Foreign Press Association named
Berlusconi ‘miscommunicator of the year’,263 his mismanagement of the
constitutional talks contributed to the break down of the IGC, and his
presidency was judged a ‘personal failure’.264

The power to persuade can also increase with a country’s reputa-
tion and style. Small states generally have a good record of reconciling
competing interests and more unassuming style gearing all their efforts
towards effective consensus building. As the scope of their interests
tends to be narrower, they are often perceived as better placed to facil-
itate compromise and can afford to be neutral on issues that either do
not concern them or are of lesser importance for them:

You have to be flexible and adaptable [under the presidency]. This is
often more difficult for the bigger countries than for smaller coun-
tries which have less political luggage to carry and often not so many
strong national positions to defend.265

The 1977 and 1981 UK Presidencies, for example, found it hard to medi-
ate in Community negotiations. Wallace (1986) argues that the British
political style was ill-suited to the role of coalition-building.266 This may
have to do with the UK’s lack of experience of coalition government.
Even though the efficacy of the British Civil Service, inter-ministerial
co-ordination, and implementation records are admired, their style of
running the presidency after years of experience still causes awkward
situations. At the launch of the British 1998 Presidency Blair caused an
outcry by stating:

I see this presidency as a test for Britain to show that we can and do
offer strong leadership in Europe. I want our presidency to lead the
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process of change and reform. [. . .] Our presidency is an opportunity
to demonstrate that Britain now has a strong voice in Europe.267

Empirically, presidencies that manage to guard a consensual style have
been most influential. Due to the EU’s logic of repeated games to broker
compromises a presidency does well to ‘gain the confidence of [its]
peers’.268 To generate such confidence, the seniority of the head of
government can play a role, a country’s reputation, political colour or
personal factors. However, a presidency can also pursue several strate-
gies. It may try to portray the image of an impartial broker, for example
‘by convincing the Member States that it is also pushing on their pri-
orities’ or creating a ‘positive-sum’ atmosphere so that all feel they get
something out of the negotiations.269 It may look for unanimous agree-
ment even in matters governed by QMV and refrain from isolating any
group of Member States. Several interviewees indicated that the princi-
ple of diffused reciprocity and hence knowing that one day they may be
in a similar position (or, indeed, if they enjoyed similar support at some
time in the past, that they are repaying an old debt) is at work in the
Council especially under small state presidencies. One official described
his government’s strategy:

When there was a real national interest at stake for a country, then
we tried to accommodate it even if we already had a QMV.270

In sum, the particular combination of skills and strategies of the
presidency-in-office will influence the abilities to use the power
resources and institutional setting to find opportunities to influence the
EU agenda.

Puchala concludes that the effectiveness of a policy entrepreneur
stems inter alia from its command of information, technical expertise,
and ability efficiently to orchestrate and mediate collective international
problem-solving.271 Rather than on size, this will partly depend on train-
ing, preparation, and strategic planning, which differ from country to
country:

Very much depends on the level of preparation. Preparation [. . .] is
key to success. Member States must be confident that the presidency
knows what it wants.272

Sometimes Member States are against, sometimes in favour [of an ini-
tiative], but with extensive planning you can get things your way.273
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Even issues that may not be relevant to the country holding the chair
need thorough examination to identify cross-sectoral trade-offs and
establish the reputation of a competent chair. An awareness of differ-
ent negotiating strategies and styles of the national delegations is an
additional advantage.274

Finally, presidential influence will depend on its effective use of the
Council Secretariat. The Council Secretariat assists the presidency in the
preparation of its term and ensures that Council activities correspond
closely to the presidency’s work programme.275 Initially it had a low-key
servicing role, but as the presidency functions grew, it developed into
an important presidential resource with over 2000 staff.276 The Council
Secretariat’s prime motivation is to enable the presidency to broker con-
sensus. In addition to supplying technical and secretarial back-up for
meetings (including providing conference rooms, interpreting services,
and drafting documents), it briefs the president before each meeting,
offers policy advice, formulates compromise proposals and generally
performs a wide range of activities that are necessary to ensure that deci-
sions are taken in the Council.277 Most important for the presidency are
the Council Secretariat’s reports and notes on progress made in working
parties, its assessment of the discussions between Member States and
knowledge about Member State attitudes, its procedural advice and pro-
posals of alternatives. Thus, it also has an active political dimension,
which distinguishes it from an ordinary Secretariat.

Crucially, the General Secretariat assists the presidency in building
up extensive information advantages. Having followed many dossiers
over several years, it is the Council’s ‘institutional memory’ and can
offer the presidency in-depth knowledge and expertise on these dossiers.
Moreover, as its members are in constant contact with the perma-
nent representatives and national experts, their insider knowledge is
extensive. A practitioner summarised,

The Council Secretariat is a reliable and professional resource for the
presidency. [. . .] They usually have a good feeling of ‘what will fly’.278

In addition, it provides the presidency with legal advice. Having a legal
service at its disposition enhances the acceptability of presidency con-
duct and initiatives. Small states in particular rely heavily on technical
and legal assistance from the Council Secretariat and have developed
the custom of working closely with it. Luxembourg and Ireland, for
example, have among the best records of using the Council Secre-
tariat and its legal service. Some of the larger states such as the UK, in
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turn, often rather rely on their national administrations instead. How-
ever, it is doubtful that even the largest administrations can match the
Council Secretariat’s knowledge of procedures, overview of the machin-
ery, and assessment of other States’ attitudes.279 The extensive use of
the Council’s resources can compensate small states’ relative lack of
resources to some extent and allows them to run consensual presiden-
cies. As seen above, a consensual climate in turn enhances the likelihood
that a presidency is successful in pursuing its aims and priorities.

However, in three ways the Council Secretariat may also act as a
potential constraint on the presidency. First, it is communautaire and
does not take any instructions from the governments.280 Its master is the
Council not the presidency. Thus, it will remind the presidency of its for-
mal role if an initiative takes on excessive national colouring.281 Second,
it ensures that a presidency does not drop agenda issues on which policy
decisions have been taken previously. It thereby provides an important
degree of continuity in the Council’s legislative activity. Third, contrary
to early assessments of the Council Secretariat as a provider of totally
impartial advice282 or a neutral assessor of other State’s attitudes,283 the

Table 9 Expectations of High/Low Levels of Council Presidency Influence

High level of presidency
influence

Low level of/no
presidency influence

Leadership
environment

• the leadership
environment is
favourable (domestic
and external political
and economic
developments are
positive)

• the leadership
environment is
unfavourable (the
office holder faces
internal and
external crises)

Heterogeneity,
intensity, and
distribution of
governmental
preferences

• the heterogeneity of
views in the Council is
high and the intensity of
preferences low,
allowing the presidency
country to construct
winning coalitions
around its favoured
viewpoint

• the presidency mobilises
big state support

• the presidency
country is isolated
with its viewpoint
and the other
Member States
converge around a
different
compromise

• the presidency
faces big state
opposition
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Table 9 (Continued)

High level of presidency
influence

Low level of/no
presidency influence

Inter- institutional
relations

• presidency–Commission
relations are
collaborative

• the presidency mobilises
support in the EP

• presidency–
Commission
relations are
antagonistic

• the EP opposes
a presidency
compromise or
initiative

Skill and use of the
Council Secretariat

• the presidency country
prepares its priorities
well, legitimises them at
EU level, ensures
efficient domestic
co-ordination and
skilfully exploits its
information advantages
through extensive use of
the Council Secretariat

• the presidency
country is
unprepared, openly
pursues its national
interests, lacks
effective
inter-ministerial
co-ordination, and
fails to exploit
its information
advantages by
under-using the
Council Secretariat

Council Secretariat is not always unbiased itself. Its political powers have
grown over the years hand in hand with the complexity and diversity of
the issues the Council had to deal with. Several interviewees compared
it to an evolving ‘second Commission’.284 Thus, each presidency must
‘use the Secretariat without letting it dominate [its] agenda’.285

Overall, relying extensively on the Council apparatus offers the pres-
idency – no matter whether small or big – positional advantages over
the other Council members. The extensive use of the Council Secre-
tariat is particularly important for small states to overcome their lack of
resources, to find compromise solutions, co-ordinate work, and arrive at
an overall view before each Council meeting. Table 9 summarises when
to expect high and low presidency influence.

Conclusion

This chapter has conceptualised the Council presidency as a hybrid
or ‘double hatted’ policy entrepreneur that attempts to influence the
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EU’s agenda and shape policy outcomes according to domestic prefer-
ences while at the same time preferring consensus. The institutionalist
policy entrepreneur framework captures the presidency’s biased nature
and key roles of proposing initiatives and rallying consensus behind
them. The Council presidency presents a window of opportunity for
national governments to shape the EU agenda through the institution’s
combination of formal and informal powers. However, once in office,
a presidency does not – as Kingdon’s theory assumes – patiently wait
for further opportunities to shape the agenda. This chapter has argued
that individual presidencies actively seek to create such opportunities or
policy windows to shape legislation. These stem from the presidency’s
procedural powers and the information advantages of the chair posi-
tion which grant the office holder a comparative advantage over other
potential entrepreneurs in the EU, such as fellow Member States, the
Commission, or the EP.286 Thus, it is not ‘merely one amongst equals’,287

but primus inter pares or the ‘spindle in the web’.288

However, the level of presidency influence will vary. The second part
of the analysis has focused on the conditions that either smooth or
impede the way for successful policy entrepreneurship. Some of them
have to do with the political and economic context, others with the
EU’s institutional environment, and a third category of factors are coun-
try specific. The chapter argued that the influence of the country in the
presidency chair is likely to be highest when the leadership environment
is favourable; the heterogeneity of views in the Council is high, the
intensity of preferences low, and the presidency country can mobilise
big state support; inter-institutional relations are collaborative; and the
office holder is highly skilled. Key skills include thorough preparation,
efficient domestic co-ordination, a consensual style, and the effective
use of the Council Secretariat. While the presidency cannot control the
leadership environment or the intensity of preferences in the Coun-
cil, the other conditions can be manipulated by the chair, for example,
through ally building and collaboration with the Commission and the
EP. ‘The initiative with the greatest chance of success is one that can
mobilise combined national and [supranational] leadership.’289 Figure 2
illustrates the theoretical framework and arguments that emerge from
this analysis.

Contrary to the arguments raised by opponents of the rotating presi-
dency, the size of the presidency country does not seem to condition
its success to pursue national interests. Instead it directly affects the
behaviour and strategies chosen by the office holder. Smaller states
have strong incentives to overcome their lack of resources through
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extensive use of Council assets, close collaboration with the Commis-
sion, intensive preparations, and efficient inter-ministerial and vertical
Council co-ordination – precisely the factors that promise a successful
presidency.

Overall, the above analysis shows that the presidency does not act
in an institutional vacuum. Its operating modes are highly structured
by the overall decision-making system and culture, as well as the
presidency’s operating environment. Hence, the presidency does not
shape the agenda by imposing its will, but by using its combination
of procedural powers and coalition-building skills. Given that these are
particularly important for small states, they tend to invest heavily into
their presidency. How influential they are in their priority areas com-
pared to other agenda setters in the EU, in particular the Member States,
the Commission, and the EP, and what kind of policy outcomes are
generated is the subject of investigation in the following case studies.



4
The 1999 Finnish Presidency:
Internal Market and Foreign Policy
Priorities and Achievements

The EU Council presidency will be Finland’s chance to stamp its
brand of Nordic entrepreneurship and diplomacy on the region.290

Introduction

The Finnish Presidency from 1 July to 31 December 1999 was Finland’s
first time in the Council chair. Since joining the EU in 1995, Finland has
developed into the only ‘mainstream’291 Nordic member firmly com-
mitted to Community projects despite its lack of federalist political
culture and often critical public. It views the EU as an ‘ever develop-
ing union of independent states’ granting it – a small country long
caught between two power blocs – security, market access, and increased
influence in international affairs.292 The presidency was regarded as the
‘greatest international challenge since Finnish independence’293 and a
means to complete the country’s integration into the West, cease being
a newcomer, and promote distinct Nordic interests.

This chapter examines the Finnish Presidency’s objectives and lead-
ership in the areas of the IM and foreign policy. Within the IM,
Finland prioritised the information society (InfoSoc), in particular the
e-commerce and copyright directives. In the area of foreign affairs
the ND was Finland’s main emphasis. The chapter investigates the
extent to which Finland managed to use the presidency to push
domestic concerns onto the EU agenda and shape policy outcomes
in line with its national preferences. In addition, it analyses the
nature of the decisions taken. The chapter starts by identifying the
link between Finland’s presidency priorities and its domestic interests.
Second, the obstacles the presidency faced in pursuing its aims are out-
lined, including its leadership environment, diverging preferences in

74
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the Council, and inter-institutional relations. An analysis of Finnish
strategies and resources to overcome these obstacles and the condi-
tions for success follows. The chapter closes with an assessment of the
presidency’s achievements, which critically considers the role of other
decision-makers.

The chapter shows how Finland, despite its small size and a chal-
lenging context, exploited the presidency office to pursue initiatives
of national interest and succeeded to adopt the e-commerce direc-
tive. No agreement was reached on copyright, although negotiations
progressed significantly. In case of the ND, Finnish entrepreneurship
is even clearer. Finland anchored the ND on the EU agenda after
legitimising it in anticipation of its presidency. In both policy areas,
Finland attempted to shape the EU according to its own ideals by
generating positive-sum outcomes. Besides relying upon its expertise,
mediation, and marketing skills, it minimised constraints by careful
preparation including enhanced inter-ministerial co-ordination, effec-
tive use of Council resources, and a solid alliance with the Commission.
The biggest constraints to success in case of the copyright directive
were the intensity of preferences in the Council and external events in
case of the ND.

I. Finnish internal market and foreign policy
presidency objectives

Developing the InfoSoc

Developing the InfoSoc and a ‘smooth-running digital market place’
had been an EU goal since the 1994 Corfu Summit.294 To do so, the
Finnish Presidency prioritised the adoption of the draft directives on
certain legal aspects of e-commerce and on the harmonisation of cer-
tain aspects of copyright.295 Neither of them was new. The Commission
had first published the e-commerce directive in November 1998.296 It
was to ‘contribute to the proper functioning of the IM by ensuring
the free movement of InfoSoc services’ through the approximation
of national legal provisions.297 These related to the establishment of
service providers, information requirements, commercial communica-
tions, electronic contracts, the liability of online service intermediaries
(telecommunication operators and access providers), codes of con-
duct, out-of-court dispute settlements, court actions, and co-operation
between Member States. The cornerstone of the directive was the
country of origin principle which requires providers to comply only
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with the laws of their country of origin as opposed to all the countries
where they offer their products.

The copyright directive had been on the EU agenda since 1997.
Its rationale was to adapt existing legislation to the growing impact
of digital technology on the dissemination of information and ease
of reproducing copyright-protected material.298 Adequate protection of
copyright materials and harmonisation of diverse national laws were
needed to facilitate cross-border trade, guarantee undistorted com-
petition, and address costs associated with rising piracy levels. The
directive covered reproduction rights, communication to the pub-
lic, distribution, exceptions (copying for private use), and techno-
logical measures (coding and encryption) to control unauthorised
copying.

Prioritising the development of a single market in online services
reflected both Finnish economic preferences and sectoral expertise.299

Finland keenly supports the IM and is amongst the leading nations
in producing and using information and communications technologies
(ICTs). In the 1990s the Finnish electronics industry was the coun-
try’s largest export earner and generated more than 30% of economic
growth.300 Within the EU, Finland headed the statistics of online users
in 1999 with more than 30% of its population301 (compared to the EU
average of 8.3%).302 Unsurprisingly, the country felt well suited to drive
this area forward:

There are a couple of things that we will stress strongly [during our
presidency]. One is [. . .] the information society [. . .] and there we feel
that Finland is well placed to set the tone.303

In the light of the above, it was crucial to Finland that the final shape
of the directives would benefit its electronics market. In the case of
e-commerce this meant that Finland wanted to limit the legal liabilities
of intermediaries. As to copyright, Finland favoured – in addition to lim-
ited liability for intermediaries – international rather than Community
exhaustion of the distribution right. Community exhaustion implied
that authors, who accept the sale of their works in one Member State,
agree that they may be sold throughout the EU. With international
exhaustion the distribution right is exhausted wherever work was mar-
keted for the first time with the author’s consent. Furthermore, Finland
preferred an open list of exemptions of copyright-protected material and
flexibility for individual national decisions.
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Constructing the Northern Dimension

The ND was a new Finnish initiative. It sought to strengthen EU foreign
policy in the North, especially towards Russia. Other partner countries
included Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Norway, and Iceland. The
aim was to create an umbrella to coordinate existing regional activities
more efficiently.304 As the Commission put it:

Within the framework of [the] existing contractual relationships,
financial instruments, and regional organisations, the Northern
Dimension is a concept than can [. . .] contribute to the strength-
ening of the Union’s external policies and reinforcement of the
positive interdependence between Russia and the Baltic Sea region
and the European Union, notably by achieving further synergies and
coherence in these policies and actions.305

Being rather vague at the outset, Finland’s objective was to fill
the ND with content during its presidency. It envisaged enhanced
co-operation in the areas of: infrastructure; environment and nuclear
safety; education, research, and human resources; public health; cross-
border co-operation; trade and investment; the fight against cross-
border crime; and Kaliningrad. Hence the ND cut across policies
and overlapped with the Common Strategy on Russia which con-
centrated on integrating Russia into a wider economic area and
addressing common interests and challenges.306 The ND was a tool
to give additional impetus to the common strategy’s specific ini-
tiatives and to integrate its objectives into a broader regional
framework.

At least four reasons account for Finland’s interest in developing an
ND for the EU. First, the disintegration of the USSR had brought new
soft security threats with it.307 The ND was regarded as an instrument to
stabilise the region, integrate Russia and the Baltic States into European
security structures, and continue Finland’s traditional pragmatic Russia
approach on the EU level.

Second, Finland was interested in closing the large gap between
Finnish and Russian living standards – a further source of potential
instability – through increased trade and economic co-operation, effi-
cient exploitation of Russia’s vast natural resources, the development
of infrastructure, and social programmes. Indeed, Finnish PM Paavo
Lipponen saw economic possibilities for it in return for a more stable
and prosperous Russia:
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Finnish national interests are very much involved. [. . .] Finland
will be involved as business centre for the region, with global
opportunities.308

In addition, facilitating greater economic stability in Russia and its for-
mer satellites meant a more secure market for Finnish exports. In other
words, Finland saw it as a means to reduce its economic vulnerability
caused by its export dependence on the region.

Finland’s third motivation was the environmental threat in the Baltic
Sea and Russia. Finland was especially concerned about the pollu-
tion by Russian energy production and two ageing power plants with
poorly maintained Chernobyl-type reactors near the Finnish border.
The Kola region also contained enormous deposits of nuclear waste
while lacking reprocessing facilities and safe storage capacities. Given
Russia’s limited financial resources to address these problems, Finland
saw the ND as a means to direct political attention to the need to
co-operate with Russia in the area of nuclear safety and environmental
protection.

Finally, sharing a 1300-km border with Russia, Finland wanted to
strengthen border management and prevent illegal immigration and
drug trafficking.

In sum, developing closer relations with Russia and the Baltic region
was more important for Finland than for any other Member State. The
EU seemed the most adequate forum for the pursuit of an ND, as it
offered supranational institutions, which were seen as best equipped
to monitor and co-ordinate the activities and objectives by the diverse
actors in the region. In addition, the funds the EU had at its disposal
were much larger than the small budget the Nordic Council of Ministers
or the Nordic Investment Bank offered for joint Northern initiatives.309

Unsurprisingly, the presidency programme declared the promotion of
this new initiative an important goal:

Promoting the new Union policy of a ND will be an important objec-
tive for the Finnish Presidency. The aim is to get the ND concept
firmly incorporated into the external relations of an enlarging Union
especially with regard to Russia and the Baltic region.310

Given that both the InfoSoc and the ND had ‘a strong national back-
ground’,311 Finland invested heavily in them. Nonetheless, neither the
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adoption of the InfoSoc directives nor the construction of the ND were
foregone conclusions.

II. Obstacles: the leadership environment, institutional
hurdles, and preference divergence

The InfoSoc directives

As Chapter 3 showed, each presidency faces a unique leadership envi-
ronment arising from the internal and external economic and political
situation of the office holder and the EU. Domestically, Finland assumed
the office with considerable assets. Finnish GDP growth almost doubled
the EU average and the re-election of the ‘Rainbow Coalition’ in March
1999 under social democrat Lipponen provided for continuity.312 The
EU’s internal state, however, provided for a challenging leadership con-
text for a newcomer. At the start of the Finnish Presidency, the EU was in
an unprecedented state of uncertainty caused by the Commission resig-
nation over fraud and mismanagement and complicated further by the
low voter turn-out in the EP elections, the new Amsterdam Treaty, and
a weak euro.

Given the joint Commission resignation, there was uncertainty
whether the InfoSoc directives could be amended before the new college
had taken office. The shape of the new Commission remained unclear
during the whole first month of the Finnish term and the traditional
July presidency–Commission meeting to co-ordinate their agendas had
to be postponed. Finland was reportedly so worried about the likely
inability to advance with the EU’s IM agenda that Permanent Represen-
tative Antti Satuli suggested that the EP should convene the hearings to
approve the new Commissioners in August (the EU’s traditional holiday
month) rather than September – causing an outcry amongst MEPs.313

The EU’s legitimacy crisis deepened after the June EP elections regis-
tered the lowest voter turnout since 1979. The new influx of inexperi-
enced MEPs and the post election vacuum made a slow start inevitable.
The Treaty of Amsterdam, which came into force on 1 May 1999, added
to the challenges as it turned the EP into a genuine co-legislator. Finally,
at the start of Finland’s presidency there was a scare about the weak euro
and Italy dropping out.

Apart from this directional uncertainty, Finland picked up the InfoSoc
directives from a crowded IM agenda and at a difficult point in the
decision-making process. Both directives were complicated and highly
political trying to strike a balance between the divergent interests of
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software companies, service providers, publishers and recording com-
panies, authors/artists, and consumers. Disagreements between the
Finnish Presidency, the EP, the Commission, and the Council members
developed on a number of aspects of both directives.

Contrary to Finnish interests, the EP sought to modify the legal liabil-
ity of intermediaries in the e-commerce directive. It rejected the Com-
mission’s series of exemptions to intermediary liability. Its approach was
more consumer- than business-oriented and it sought clarification on a
number of issues to protect consumers.

The issue of the responsibility of intermediaries was also a major point
of conflict in the Council. Austria, Denmark, Italy, the Netherlands, and
Sweden rejected the argument that providers do not have the resources
to control information on the networks. In addition, they argued that
future technological developments might allow any intermediary to
monitor the transmitted information, so that limiting intermediaries’
liability may become inappropriate.314 Sweden, in particular, expressed
fears that the directive could limit the scope of combating computer
crime and child pornography315 and requested to review criminal law
aspects of the e-commerce directive by the Justice Ministers.316

Furthermore, the compatibility of the draft directive with the frame-
work for distance selling of financial services presented a major problem.
Italy, Belgium, and Spain argued that the two directives were incom-
patible and wanted to exclude financial services. Some delegations
also questioned the coherence of the text in relation to international
law317 and Finland still had to settle 162 technical notes.318 Finally, the
e-commerce directive was dependent upon agreement on a directive on
electronic signatures.

The copyright directive was not less conflictive. The EP had voted sig-
nificant amendments placing greater emphasis on the interests of right
holders. They related to ‘fair compensation’ of right holders in case of
private copying, the prohibition of circumventing technical protection
measures, and the need to obtain permission from the right holders for
temporary copies. The Commission rejected the provision that autho-
risation would be necessary for temporary copies and any additional
exceptions and provisions that called into question its general approach
and balance of interests.319 Contrary to Finnish preferences, the Com-
mission also pursued a closed list of exemptions to the exclusive rights
of authors to authorise or prohibit reproduction and distribution of their
works leaving little flexibility for national decisions.

The article on exemptions also emerged as a serious point of
divergence in the Council. Germany supported the Commission and
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defended an exhaustive list of exemptions, whereas the UK, Ireland,
and the Nordics preferred an open list. Just ahead of the Finnish
Presidency term, the UK asked for a substantial re-discussion of all
exemptions.

As in the case of e-commerce there was discussion to what extent
intermediaries were to be held liable in the event of infringements.
In addition, the relationship between the legal protection of technical
measures and the exception (Article 6) was difficult. The German Pres-
idency had not yet opened discussions on Article 6, so that there was
still confusion about its meaning. In essence, Article 6 made it illegal to
de-activate technological measures and to produce, sell, and distribute
equipment for neutralising them. In case of digital copying, legal pro-
tection for technical measures would prevail over the exception and
right holders could apply protection measures to stop private digital
copying. However, in the case of analogue copying, Article 6 proposed
that de-activating a technological measure would be allowed. Sweden,
France, Italy, Spain, Greece, and the Commission were in favour of this
proposal. Other delegations had their reservations.320

Further points of conflict included the exhaustion of the distribu-
tion right and the EP’s introduction into the copyright directive of
the concept of fair compensation. The UK, Austria, France, Spain,
Italy, Germany, Greece, and Belgium supported Community exhaustion,
whereas Finland, Sweden, Denmark, Portugal, the Netherlands, and
Luxembourg recommended international exhaustion. As to fair com-
pensation, only Finland, Belgium, Spain, Austria, and Greece accepted
the directive’s wording and concept of fair compensation. Denmark, the
UK, Ireland, Sweden, and the Netherlands objected it given the con-
cept’s unclear scope as to Member States’ obligations. The Council’s
draft merely stated that to determine the form, arrangements, and level
of such compensation, the circumstances of each case would have to
be taken into account.321 The wording ‘fair compensation’ was also
questioned by France and Germany who preferred ‘fair remuneration’.

Another handicap to achieve agreement on the InfoSoc directives was
the generally tense climate in the Council caused by a dispute between
the UK and Spain over Gibraltar and the UK’s red-line negotiation
style. The Finnish Presidency had to spent valuable time on reconciling
tensions between the UK and the other Council members.

The German Presidency’s progress reports presented at the June IM
Council indicated that neither directive was anywhere close to agree-
ment. Finland had set itself ambitious presidency goals prioritising
issues of national interest which promised to be complicated and
troublesome.
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The Northern Dimension

The hurdles the ND encountered were even greater including external
events in Kosovo and Chechnya, as well as enlargement issues. Even
though Finnish President Martti Ahtisaari had secured a peace deal for
Kosovo, its situation remained precarious. The reconstruction process
imposed itself on top of the agenda inflicted spending cuts in existing
EU programmes and risking that there would be ‘little spare cash for the
Northern Dimension’.322

In addition, the ND became ‘hostage’ to Russia’s decisions. EU–Russia
relations were already strained after NATO’s air campaign over Kosovo,
but worsened after Russian military action in Chechnya. Both the
Council and the EP distanced themselves from Russia making it diffi-
cult, if not impossible, for Finland to pursue efforts to ‘enhance positive
interdependency’ in the North.

Other pressing issues on the EU’s external agenda included prepa-
rations for the next round of WTO negotiations, the renewal of the
Lomé agreement, and enlargement which had been neglected under
the German term due to Kosovo. Against this difficult external climate
and heavy agenda, it seemed inadequate to prioritise a new, national
initiative.

A further obstacle was the Commission’s scepticism towards the
ND.323 Given its horizontal nature, the ND relied upon effective
co-ordination between different Directorates General (DGs) with con-
flicting views on the EU’s approach to regional co-operation. The ND
exposed this weakness in the Commission, which – much to its reluc-
tance – had to establish an Interservice group composed of officials
belonging to all relevant DGs under the supervision of the DG for
external relations. In short, the ND triggered the need to increase
co-ordination – the ‘very thing that [did] not go down well in the
Commission’.324

The Commission was also reluctant to set up a new fund for the
ND’s implementation. It did not regard the ND as a new regional ini-
tiative, but as a ‘concept within the framework of existing contractual
relationships, financial instruments, and regional organisations’.325

Moreover, Finland faced Member State and partner country scepti-
cism. Spain, fearing a distraction away from the Barcelona Process, was
particularly hostile. France questioned the role the US would play in the
ND and the UK thought the ND would not concern all Member States.
Italy and Belgium – while not opposed – were very uninterested at most.
Even the Nordics’ initial reaction to the initiative was unenthusiastic.
Both Denmark and Sweden felt that they had not been consulted prop-
erly about the ND and preferred intergovernmental forums, such as the
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Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS).326 As to the partner countries,
Russia complained that the ND saw the country solely as a source of
raw materials327 and national parliamentarians portrayed the ND as neo-
colonialist. Overall, the ND’s reliance on close dialogue with applicant
and non-applicant states, regional organisations and sub-regional bod-
ies were new elements that caused suspicion amongst the Member States
and the Commission.328

How then did Finland try to overcome this long list of obstacles in
case of both the InfoSoc and the ND and to what extent did it reach its
goals?

III. Overcoming the obstacles: the strategic process

Ex-ante presidency preparations

To overcome the numerous obstacles, meticulous strategic planning
began well before the Finnish Presidency term. In case of the InfoSoc
this meant a careful assessment of the state of play. As to the ND the
most important step was to ‘denationalise’ it ahead of the presidency.

The InfoSoc directives: Assessing the state of affairs

The decision to dedicate considerable resources to the InfoSoc directives
was the result of careful inter-ministerial consultation before the pres-
idency. As early as in 1997 the ministries, together with the Finnish
Permanent Representation, were invited by the PM’s office to submit
‘ground memorandums’ on all potential presidency projects. The aim
of these consultations was to establish ‘what were the things on the
table, what [Finland] would really like to push, and what [it] did not
like that much’.329 The memorandums highlighted the elements Finland
would have to take into consideration to achieve its aims, including the
opinions of other Member States and EU institutions. They were gener-
ally done, and regularly updated, in close collaboration with the future
working group chairs – selected one and a half years before the pres-
idency to accumulate expertise. Once the PM’s EU co-ordination unit
(see below) had determined that ‘all ministries wanted something on
the information society’, an expert group was convened which singled
out e-commerce and copyright as the two areas of action for the Finnish
Presidency.330

As soon as it was clear that the InfoSoc would be a priority, Finland
contacted the Council Secretariat and the Commission to agree upon
a joint approach and investigate countries’ negotiation positions.331

Given that the InfoSoc directives fell under the co-decision procedure,
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presidency preparations also included early informal contact with the
relevant EP rapporteurs.332

Another ally that Finland could use in its goal to advance the InfoSoc
was the business lobby whose interest in e-commerce had increased
steadily. A number of business initiatives, such as the Memorandum of
Understanding on Open Access to E-Commerce and the Global Business
Dialogue (GBD) on e-commerce, served as platforms to build consensus
on the directives.

Denationalising the Northern Dimension

The ND originated at the PM’s office. Contrary to the InfoSoc, the ND
was a new concept which Finland first had to legitimise at EU level given
the neutrality expectation of the presidency. The strategy became to get
‘its pet proposal ready’333 by anchoring the ND on the EU’s systemic
agenda before the Finnish Presidency to then push it onto active decision
agendas and forward it legitimately during its term of office:

We realised that the only legitimate way to push forward [the ND]
was to make it an integral part of the EU agenda beforehand. There-
fore we thought we should start with the concept of the ND early.
Right now [during the Finnish Presidency] we can be active on
the ND without people thinking that we are pushing forward our
national agenda.334

The two most important means to anchor the ND on the EU agenda
and ensure its content would reflect Finnish ideas were to overcome
Commission scepticism and get the blessing of the European Council.
This was achieved through close bilateral contacts with the Commission
and other PMs and Heads of State, which commenced two years ahead
of Finland’s presidency.

In April 1997 Lipponen proposed the ND in a letter to Commission
President Jacques Santer. However, ‘the political will had to come from
the Member States’.335 Thus, a month before the Luxembourg Summit,
in November 1997, Lipponen toured EU capitals to discuss the concept
with his counterparts and the Council presidency. When Finland put the
ND forward as part of the EU’s external relations, the European Council
reacted favourably. Luxembourg supported the inclusion of the ND in
the Summit Conclusions and requested the Commission to submit an
interim report which was presented a year later at the December 1998
Vienna Summit. The Vienna Summit was the political breakthrough to
get the ND concept acknowledged. It stressed the importance of the ND
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for the EU’s internal and external policies, especially towards Russia and
the Baltics. The Council of Ministers was invited to identify, on basis of
the Commission report, guidelines for action in the relevant fields.

The Commission’s interim report resembled the initial concept of
the Finns closely. It recalled the EU’s activities and instruments with
regard to the ND and set out the region’s challenges and where the
EU could provide added value. In addition, it established the guide-
lines and operational recommendations for future activity in this area.336

Most importantly, it recommended that ‘contacts are taken within the
appropriate forums with Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Iceland,
Norway, and the Russian Federation to further exchange views and
develop the ND concept’337 – even though these countries were not
called ‘partner’ countries yet.338 However, contrary to early Finnish
hopes, it became clear that the Commission was unwilling to set up
a special fund for the ND’s implementation and the interim report was
still vague.

Throughout this period the Finns increased their diplomatic activity.
The post of Ambassador for the ND was specifically created in view
of the presidency339 and the ND was introduced in many seminars
and conferences by regional organisations.340 The ND was also on the
agenda of all key bilateral meetings.341 Germany was won as an ally early
on. Chancellor Helmut Kohl strongly supported co-operation with the
Baltic Sea Region and the reconstruction of the countries East of the
Baltic Sea.342 Since reunification, Germany had assisted Russia as a con-
sequence of the agreements about the former GDR. The UK turned out
to be especially supportive of the ND’s nuclear dimension. At the end
of the 1998 UK Presidency, it organised a meeting for Finland, inviting
the Commission, Austria, and Germany to analyse how to take the ND
forward. This was significant as the Austrian and German Presidencies
preceded Finland’s term.

To overcome the scepticism of the Mediterranean countries of the
ND, Finland pursued a strategy of ‘reciprocal solidarity’ by show-
ing an active interest in the Barcelona Process. Finland hosted, for
example, the first ministerial Euro-Mediterranean meeting on the envi-
ronment in the winter of 1997 and advanced various projects related
to the Barcelona Process (the association agreements, negotiations on
the MEDA II Regulation and the preparations for a common strategy
on the Mediterranean) during its presidency. Bilateral meetings also
served to dismiss Spanish and Portuguese fears about adverse effects
of the ND on Mediterranean co-operation.343 Portuguese PM Guterres
announced his support of the ND at the Luxembourg Summit arguing
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that the Barcelona Process should be complemented by ‘something in
the North’.344

Similarly, high-level meetings took place with Russia345 and the other
partner countries. The latter were offered an opportunity to influ-
ence EU policy-making without being members. They were urged to
produce papers to feed into the ND. Finland thereby gave them the
feeling of being ‘pre-EU not post-Soviet [republics]’.346 Never before had
third states been offered ‘to influence EU policy in such a direct and
institutionalised manner’.347

The Finnish ‘marketing strategy’ rested on three pillars: emphasising
the positive-sum nature of the ND; using Community language and
existing structures; and highlighting its cost-effectiveness.348 Finland
devised an initiative that would make better off not only the North-
ern region, but also the EU in general through additional soft security
including increased stability, the exploitation of resources of the area,
enhanced nuclear safety, and a strengthened external presence. In addi-
tion, Finland stressed that the ND would contribute to clarifying Russia’s
understanding of the EU.349 It launched the ND when accession nego-
tiations with the CEECs were soon to start – the idea being to link
it with enlargement which was to dominate the EU agenda for some
time to come. The Finnish administration argued that relations with
Russia would increase in importance with the accession of the Cen-
tral and Eastern European Countries (CEECs) when the Russian border
would become the EU’s permanent external border. A senior official
summarised,

You have to present your initiative as a European one in order to be
influential.350

The second and third pillars of Finland’s marketing strategy served
to demonstrate the ND’s compatibility with existing EU policies and,
after the Commission had established that the ND would be promoted
through existing budget frameworks, the Finnish strategy became to
highlight the initiative’s cost-effectiveness. Combined this made for a
‘politically correct’ strategy that proved effective.

Once Finland had the backing of the European Council, the next
crucial task became ‘to work [its] way down the Council hierarchy’351:

The European Council sets the agenda, but to establish an official
position we needed a decision to be taken in the General Affairs
Council which was much more complicated because the Member



The 1999 Finnish Council Presidency 87

States now started to study the substance of the ND, not having
seen the details yet. Only during the German Presidency did we start
to look at all the details, and the problems are always in the small
details, priorities, and financing programmes.352

Finland’s aim was not only to get the General Affairs Council (GAC) to
examine the ND, but also obtain its backing for a ministerial confer-
ence and an action plan. This was partly achieved by the GAC on 31
May 1999 which agreed the main guidelines for ND policies and sectors
that were of particular importance. These reflected those that Finland
had lobbied for. The May GAC further decided that the implementation
and development of the ND should be done in close consultation with
the partners – now formally accepted as such – through the existing
agreements (Europe Agreements, PCA, EEA) and within regional bod-
ies such as the CBSS and the Barents Euro-Arctic Council (BEAC).353 At
the Cologne Council a few days later, EU leaders reconfirmed the polit-
ical backing for the ND initiative and welcomed Finland’s intention of
holding a ministerial conference on the ND and drawing up an action
plan. The significance of the May GAC and the Cologne Summit was
that Finland could now carry the ND further without being accused of
introducing a new national initiative under its presidency. In sum, the
Finland successfully ‘denationalised’354 the ND before its presidency:

The ND is an example of something that two years ago was a Finnish
initiative, but which has now, in due time before the presidency,
become joint EU policy.355

However, at the start of the Finnish Presidency the ND was still lacking
policy content.356 To fill the ND with concrete measures, Finland used
the Council presidency’s formal procedural and informal agenda-setting
powers.

The presidency’s agenda-setting powers

E-commerce and copyright: Towards political agreement?

The agendas of Council, COREPER, and working group meetings as
well as special presidency events closely reflected Finnish priorities. By
putting the InfoSoc on the agendas of all IM and industry-related events,
as well as meetings concerning education and courts of law, Finland
developed it into a key horizontal theme. The Finnish Presidency
first explored the significance of the InfoSoc at informal ministerial
level. The discussions were accompanied by a series of conferences and
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expert meetings. Their results were subsequently fed into working group
discussions before pushing the dossiers up the Council hierarchy again.

In the case of e-commerce, Finland scheduled an informal Industry
Council at the outset of its presidency (2–3 July), in the high-tech city
Oulu, where it presented a paper on how to increase EU competitive-
ness through ICTs. The ministers agreed that ‘in Europe the legislative
framework for [. . .] the InfoSoc is still rather undeveloped’ and urged the
adoption of the InfoSoc directives.357 A forum and conference on dif-
ferent aspect of growth and competitiveness through technology com-
plemented the Council discussions on e-commerce. Both events were
organised with the Commission and put forward recommendations on
how to promote entrepreneurship through technology. The conclusions
of the forum were subsequently discussed by COREPER358 before being
forwarded to the Industry Council, which agreed to integrate the issue
into the EU’s annual competitiveness debate.

The most important meeting to give the copyright directive renewed
impetus was the Informal Council on Cultural and Audio-visual affairs
which Finland focused specifically on copyright. The ministers decided
to investigate the obstacles to the free mobility of production within the
IM and agreed that measures at both EU and national level were needed
to address illegal copying. The debate continued in monthly events: a
forum for authorities responsible for audio-visual policy and enterprises
in September, an expert meeting on copyrights in the digital environ-
ment in October and at the November Culture/Audio-visual Council. To
bridge the different interests the presidency brought together govern-
ments, copyright authorities, and the providers of telecommunication
services at these meetings.

As the development of the InfoSoc (e-commerce in particular) was
linked to legislation negotiated in the Telecommunications Council,
Finland also had the Telecommunications Council deal intensively with
the issue. The presidency scheduled a debate titled ‘The information
society of the future: responding to the challenges of global electronic
commerce’ in the November Council and presented a paper high-
lighting the fundamental changes e-commerce is creating for citizens,
business, and government. The discussions built upon recommenda-
tions that were made at the GBD’s annual Conference concerning
problem areas in e-commerce (such as consumer confidence, intellectual
property rights, jurisdiction, and liability).

Crucially, the November Telecommunications Council formally
adopted the directive on electronic signatures. While most of the work
on this had been done by the German Presidency, Finland ensured
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that co-decision worked smoothly. The EP’s amendments in the sec-
ond reading were minor and acceptable to both the Council and the
Commission.

Finally, part of Finland’s strategy was to set a positive example in the
area of the InfoSoc by relying heavily upon communications technol-
ogy itself. The Foreign Ministry’s Press and Culture Department ran the
most extensive presidency internet and extranet service to that date pro-
viding access to Council agendas and submitting live press conferences.
Overall, the informal ministerial meetings, conferences, as well as the
presidency website developed the InfoSoc into a leitmotiv for the Finnish
Presidency. The long list of e-commerce and copyright-related events
generated momentum towards the adoption of the directives.

However, to solve the outstanding technical issues, Finland had to
broker a compromise in the Council. Hence it increased its efforts
at working group level. In case of the e-commerce directive, Finland
raised the working group meetings from monthly discussions under
the German Presidency to almost weekly sessions.359 At COREPER level
it dealt three times with e-commerce360 and set a strategic target for
each meeting.361 Each COREPER meeting was staged beforehand with
the chairperson imagining which country would come in when and
deciding at what point the Commission would comment. Having meet-
ings between COREPER and the Commission was unusual – COREPER
normally just meets with the Council Secretariat.362

Tensions over intermediary liability dominated much of the Council
discussions. As seen above, Finland favoured the exclusion of service
providers’ liability for the information they transmit or store. Enjoy-
ing procedural control over the agendas, the Finnish Presidency did not
give in to Swedish requests of discussing liability at the JHA Council. It
asked Sweden to improve its inter-ministerial co-ordination instead.363

To overcome Sweden’s fear about the directive’s potentially adverse
implications for combating computer crime and Member States’ general
concerns about exempting intermediaries from liability, the presidency
compromise strengthened the Member States’ role of supervision and
their ability to establish certain obligations for intermediaries.

To address reservations that in the future technological development
would enable all service providers to effectively monitor the informa-
tion they transmit and thus make exemptions of liability inadequate,
the presidency compromise expanded the directive’s ‘re-examination’
clause. This clause asked the Commission to adapt the directive to devel-
opments in InfoSoc services as necessary. To accommodate Sweden,
Finland integrated into this provision a particular focus on crime
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prevention and the protection of minors. In addition, it added that
Commission reports should analyse ‘the need for additional condi-
tions for the exemption from liability provided for in Articles 12
and 13 in the light of technical developments’.364 These changes
removed Member States’ reservations regarding the liability issue and
ensured that Finland’s objective of exempting intermediaries was not
compromised.

To dismiss Italian, Spanish, and Belgian concerns about the com-
patibility of the draft directive with the framework for distance sell-
ing of financial services, the presidency convincingly argued that the
e-commerce directive would contribute to the creation of a legal frame-
work for the online provision of financial services rather than contradict
the directive on distance marketing of financial services. Finland’s com-
promise clarified that the e-commerce directive did not pre-empt future
initiatives in the area of financial service. Crucially, it made explicit that
Member States can – under certain circumstances – restrict the freedom
to provide InfoSoc services to protect consumers and that this would
cover measures aimed at protecting investors. This allowed financial
services to be included despite initial reservations.365

To disregard doubts regarding the directive’s relation to interna-
tional law, it was changed in line with recommendations by the
Council’s legal service. Trying to accommodate all Member States by
offering important safeguards, the Finnish Presidency pushed for a
positive-sum compromise that would be a considerable advancement
to the status quo. This strategy worked. At the December IM Coun-
cil Finland reached unanimous agreement on the e-commerce directive
with Belgium abstaining366:

We identified the most critical points at each stage and if they went
right we would move to the next stage. And, stage after stage went
right and in the end we had the deal we wanted. Everybody was on
board.367

COREPER was invited to finalise the text for its adoption without further
discussion at the next Council meeting.368

Finland pursued a similar strategy with regard to copyright. From
September onwards it increased working group meetings to almost
weekly sessions369 and issued a non-paper on the issue as the basis for
debate. As in the case of e-commerce it was pushing for a common posi-
tion by December. Contrary to the German strategy, Finland postponed
the discussion on exemptions (Article 5) and opened the debate on
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other politically sensitive issues, such as obligations as to technological
measures (Article 6). The July and September discussions centred almost
exclusively on Article 6.

However, progress on the copyright dossier was slow.370 Differences
continued on the issue of exceptions, fair compensation, the exhaus-
tion of the distribution right, and legal protection for systems designed
to outlaw illegal copying. Agreement could, however, be achieved on
other technical details and the liability issue. Once the liability of inter-
mediaries was limited in the area of e-commerce, this also applied to
copyright. But as some of the issues Finland had planned to solve at
working group level could not be agreed, only one COREPER meeting
dealt with the copyright directive, mainly to elaborate a progress report
on it for the December IM Council. Despite Finland’s considerable effort
and the high number of meetings it organised to advance the directive,
it failed to agree the dossier.

The Northern Dimension: from systemic to active agenda?

In case of the ND, Finland managed to engage the relevant institutions,
Member States, and partner countries in a constant dialogue despite the
crowded agenda.371 The ND’s horizontal nature and links with the Com-
mon Strategy on Russia gave it ample opportunities to do so. The ND
featured on the agendas of seminars, EU meetings with third states, rel-
evant Council of Ministers meetings, the Helsinki Summit, and a special
foreign ministerial conference.

The seminars were important stepping stones for concretising the
ND. They included an unprecedented EU–Russia seminar on migration
right at the start of the Finnish term.372 In other sectors (forestry and
energy) Finland seized upon expert seminars by the BEAC and the CBSS
and invited them to present their results at the ministerial meeting
on the ND.373 The Finnish Presidency also organised an ND Business
Forum in November which brought together key players from com-
merce, investment, transport, and energy to discuss the problems and
prospects for developing business opportunities in Europe’s North. The
Forum examined the specific needs of commercial growth, financial
bases for this growth, and the development of business relations with
Russia.

The EU’s bilateral meetings which discussed the ND included sum-
mits with Russia, the US, and Canada. Within the framework of the
Common Strategy on Russia, the ND was examined when the EU Troika
met with Russia’s Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov and Deputy PM Viktor
Kristenko and at the EU–Russia Summit in October 1999. To consolidate
transatlantic co-operation on Northern Europe, the Finnish Presidency
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discussed the ND at the EU–Canada and EU–US Summits. Both issued
joint statements reaffirming their shared objectives in the region. Inter-
estingly, in 1998 the Clinton administration had developed a parallel
framework, the Northern European Initiative (NEI), to help the Baltic
states integrate into European and Euro-Arctic institutions, enhance
co-operation between the US, Europe and north-western Russia as part
of an American strategy to engage Russia and reinforce US–Nordic
relations.374 The NEI and US support for more effective institutions in
the North aided Finnish attempts to concretise the ND.375

Further results on the ND were achieved at sectoral Councils. Most
notably, the Finnish Presidency put the ND on the agendas of the
November Health and December Energy Council. At the Health Council,
the Member States took note of the latest developments on health
questions in relation to the ND and the common strategy on Russia.
The Council also agreed on a negotiating position in view of the
Euro-Mediterranean Conference of Health Ministers as part of the
Barcelona Process. The December Euro-Mediterranean Conference was
important as it touched upon the same health issues that concerned the
ND. A meeting of high-level health experts from the EU and applicant
countries about possibilities of intensifying co-operation in the health
area had been organised a month before.

More significant was the outcome in the energy field. A ministerial
conference on Energy and Co-operation in the Baltic Sea paved the way
for the adoption of the priorities of energy co-operation at the Decem-
ber Energy Council. It brought the EU delegations together with the
energy ministers of the Baltic Sea states and representatives from the
candidate states, the US, international organisations, and financial insti-
tutions to discuss further integration of the northern energy market. The
Commission subsequently adopted a communication on the ‘ND of EU
Energy Policy’.376 It examined what action to promote and existing EU
initiatives. The conclusions adopted at the Energy Council were based
on this communication. The Commission highlighted the energy role
of the Baltic Sea and insisted that the EU enhance energy co-operation
with the region. It was agreed to entrust the practical measures to imple-
ment these recommendations to a group of senior officials in which all
the Member States of the CBSS would be represented for the following
two years. The Commission, too, was participating in the group’s work.

Most important to advance the ND, however, was Finland’s initiative
to hold – in partnership with the Commission – the first ministerial
conference on the ND in Helsinki. By means of this high-level meeting
Finland hoped to consolidate the dialogue on Northern issues, establish
clear commitment of the Member States, the Commission, and the
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partner countries towards the ND and lay the groundwork for future
implementation. It served ‘to take the ND beyond general discussion to
concrete action’.377

The conference participants were the EU Member States, the ND part-
ner countries, and the Commission. The Committee of the Regions,
the Economic and Social Committee (EcoSoc), the CBSS, the BEAC,
the Nordic Council of Ministers (NCM), and the Baltic Council of
Ministers (BCM) had observer status. Financial institutions (the EBRD,
the EIB, the NIB, and the World Bank) also participated as observers.
Bringing together these different actors was a new format under which
to draw up the ND action plan. The participants focused on the promo-
tion of stability through economic integration, trans-border challenges,
and perspectives for regional co-operation.

The conference clarified the ND’s institutional framework, priority
areas, and future steps. The presidency conclusions highlighted energy
networks and market development, natural resources, industrial devel-
opment, and trade as priorities. Transport and communication, nuclear
waste management, public health, and social issues were also under-
lined. As to future steps, participants emphasised the need for deeper
multilateral co-operation between socio-economic organisations, the
growing interest in the ND at the sub-national level, the necessity to
establish closer contacts between regions at sub-national level and cor-
responding North American initiatives. The central role of international
financial institutions in the EU was highlighted with regards to the
implementation of the policy.

The most significant outcomes of the ND ministerial conference were
the support it generated for an action plan to ‘be taken into account
by relevant actors wherever appropriate’378 and the future commit-
ment it secured towards the ND by the Commission, the Member
States, and the partner countries. Commissioner Patten congratulated
the Finns ‘for pushing the ND up the EU agenda’ and stressed the
Commission’s determination ‘to play an active part both in the prepa-
ration and implementation of the action plan [. . .] to take forward this
important initiative’.379 Illustrating its close co-operation with Finland,
the Portuguese delegation presented the concluding statement of the
conference and made the adoption of the ND action plan one of its
presidency aims for the 2000 Feira Summit. Denmark indicated that
it would organise a special conference on Kaliningrad to be fed into
the action plan in May 2000 and Sweden announced its intention to
hold a follow-up ND conference and Business Forum during its 2001
presidency.
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As to the partner countries, they expressed eagerness to contribute
to the ND’s development. Russian Foreign Minister Ivanov stressed its
reciprocal nature:

Apart from huge resources of raw materials, wood, oil and gas, we
have many other things to offer ranging from industrial and scientific
potential to skilled labour force and advanced technologies. Here we
hope for reciprocity. We would like to get down to modernisation
of our industry, agriculture and social and cultural spheres, to the
conversion of our defence industries and facilities.380

Overall, the preconditions for ensuring the consolidation of the ini-
tiative were set. The results were forwarded to the Helsinki Summit
which acknowledged the conclusions of the conference and repeated
the intention to draw up an action plan.381

However, Chechnya clearly overshadowed the ND conference.
Amongst the major disappointments was that although the partner
countries were represented by their foreign ministers, the EU countries –
apart from the presidency – were not. The EU ministers were report-
edly busy at other events. The more obvious reason for their absence,
however, was the strain Chechnya had put on EU–Russia relations.382

While the war in Chechnya did not derail the agenda of the ND
conference – primarily because of Finnish persistence and because it
did not invalidate the importance of the initiative’s long-term goals –
the absence of the ministers diminished the conference’s political and
symbolic significance and the war reduced the feasibility of successful
implementation. Unsurprisingly, the international press dismissed its
results.383 After diplomatic relations between the EU and Russia wors-
ened ahead of the European Council, it became clear that the prospects
for the initiative’ future success would depend upon Russia. One official
concluded,

While nice words were said at the Helsinki summit and in its
communiqués [. . .] the ND initiative still [had] a long way to go.384

IV. Conditions for success

The leadership environment, skill, and use of the Council
Secretariat

Although the challenging leadership environment was beyond the
presidency’s control, Finland handled the EU’s internal crisis and
adverse external developments skilfully. The political void caused by
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the Commission resignation meant that the Council members had to
rely more than usually on the presidency.385 Finland used its position
to pressure both the EP and the Commission. As a result the EP hear-
ings started on August 30 and the EP approved the new college by
mid-September. Upon Finnish insistence that even the ‘care-taker’ Com-
mission was legally bound to revise the InfoSoc directives after the EP
vote, the proposals were amended in time to forge the compromise on
e-commerce.

In case of its foreign policy objectives, Finland tried to divorce
Chechnya, as far as possible from the ND. It discussed the issue in
private with Russia’s foreign minister and the Commission and held
a separate GAC on Chechnya. Finland insisted that the dialogue with
Russia needed to be maintained386 and a month later even agreed a
joint action establishing a cooperation programme on disarmament
with Russia.387 The Commission was an important ally to fend off Mem-
ber State reservations and EP calls to cut off funding to Russia.388 Patten
stressed repeatedly that interrupting relations with Russia could under-
mine the democratisation process and the ND’s long-term goals. Hence,
Finland managed to reduce the potentially detrimental impact of inter-
nal and external crises on a presidency’s agenda influence. Finland’s
newcomer status and reputation as a constructive Member State was an
important asset.

Moreover, Finland’s expertise in the InfoSoc was well respected in the
Council and its past experience as bridge-builder in the Cold War era
lent it high credibility in the area of external relations. As Greek MEP
Katiforis said,

Finland is a country with great experience of surviving peace-
fully under difficult conditions and with difficult neighbouring
countries.389

In addition, through exceptionally early preparations Finland skilfully
overcame its size constraint:

If you prepare well, it brings results. As a small country, if you want
to have results, that’s what you have to do.390

To exert agenda influence the three most important factors singled
out by Finnish officials as part of these presidency preparations were:
(a) well-trained staff; (b) efficient organisation and administration; and
(c) effective inter-ministerial co-ordination. All three were taken very
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seriously. Seminars on the presidency with scholars, MEPs, Commission
staff, and former presidency representatives commenced in 1996. Chair-
persons attended negotiation simulations and hundreds of officials
received language courses. Closer to the presidency term, officials were
encouraged to attend Council meetings. Training was especially intense
at working group level. In addition, a group of special presidency aids
was recruited and staff from all ministries was sent to the Finnish Perma-
nent Representation to get to know their Brussels counterparts and their
daily routine. To overcome potential personnel shortages during the
presidency, Finnish civil servants were asked to either put their summer
holidays on hold or stagger them.391

Furthermore, efficient administration and a consistent policy line –
two requisites to facilitate agreement – were key objectives. This
included ensuring that documents were delivered on time to enable the
respective governments to formulate a co-ordinated approach before the
next meeting:

Organisation is key. It serves political aims and is necessary to achieve
political victories, to get results.392

Finnish administrative skill and professionalism was acknowledged
throughout393 and undoubtedly contributed to advancing the negoti-
ations on both the InfoSoc dossiers and the ND.

To enhance consistency and ensure that Finland spoke with a
single voice in Brussels, Finnish inter-ministerial co-ordination was
improved for the presidency term. The importance of inter-ministerial
co-ordination for small states was stressed by various practitioners:

A country’s institutional arrangements of policy co-ordination are
likely to have an impact on the capacity to reach its policy objectives
and on the relative capabilities of various political actors.394

Big countries can afford doing a little this here and a little that there.
Small countries cannot. If we give a splintered image or the idea that
we do not know what we are talking about, we can much more easily
be ignored as the presidency.395

Three major changes were undertaken to aid presidency co-ordination,
preparation, and running. First, a new EU co-ordination unit was set
up at the PM’s Office in 1997. It consisted of the State Secretary and
Under-secretary for European Affairs, two counsellors, an advisor, and
two administrative assistants. It supported the PM by overseeing the
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presidency preparations and political co-ordination. The State Secretary
for EU Affairs, Alec Aalto, was the PM’s former advisor. The State Under-
Secretary, Antti Peltomäki, was a former MP from the second largest
party of the government coalition (KOK), which ensured close contact
with the Finnish Parliament.

To avoid potential friction or overlap with the EU Secretariat at
the Foreign Ministry, the unit’s function was narrowed down to the
co-ordination of the presidency agenda. The EU Secretariat, in turn,
oversaw the overall co-ordination of EU affairs. It also prepared the
European Councils and – together with the relevant ministries – the
instructions to the Finnish Permanent Representation. It served as
the secretariat for the main decision-making bodies in the Finnish
co-ordination system: the Cabinet EU Committee directed by the PM
and the so-called Committee for EU Affairs. The former defines the
ministers’ room of manoeuvre in Council meetings and consists of the
ministers, the State Secretary for EU affairs, the Permanent Represen-
tative to the EU and other permanent experts. The latter – situated
directly below (see Figure 3) – is an advisory body headed by the State
Secretary for EU affairs and includes high-level officials employed by
the ministries (their Permanent Secretaries or deputies), the PM’s Office,
the Office of the Presidency of the Republic, the Bank of Finland, the
Office of Attorney General, and Åland.

The key strengths of the new EU unit were that it created with
little bureaucracy: (a) a direct informal network between the people
responsible for the substance of EU matters in the ministries; and
(b) a link between the PM and the individual ministries. This was par-
ticularly important for the ND which was ‘so horizontal that it [would]
not really [have been] possible to co-ordinate it through the EU Secre-
tariat’.396 It also mattered in the case of the InfoSoc, where not only
the Ministry of Trade, but also the Ministries of Labour and Social
affairs, of Justice and Education had a stake. In addition, the new
EU unit was perceived as a more neutral mediator than the Foreign
Ministry:

The EU unit was key to solve disputes between ministries. The Prime
Minister’s office is more neutral – it is not even called Prime Minister’s
office, but Council of State.397

The second change was the creation, in July 1996, of a Secretariat
for the EU Presidency charged with organising all events taking place
in Finland. For political and practical reasons Finland opted for an
unprecedented fully centralised system. This set up avoided competition
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Figure 3 Finnish System of Inter-ministerial Co-ordination During the 1999
Presidency
Source: Adapted from EU Unit, Prime Minister’s Office, State Under-Secretary Antii Peltomäki.

between the ministries for resources and ensured efficient co-ordination
between them regarding meetings and their practical arrangements.
It further allowed Finland to create one visual image and was also
more economical in terms of personnel and more practical to overcome
interpretation bottlenecks.398

The final change undertaken to enhance co-ordination was the forma-
tion, in 1997, of a presidency steering group bringing all key units (the
directors from the Secretariat of the EU Presidency, the EU Secretariat,
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and the Finnish Permanent Representative) together. The group was
chaired by the PM’s EU unit and although it had no right of decision,
uniting people from the PM’s office with those responsible for organ-
isation, permitted identifying problems early and in-depth discussion
of any agenda item and the events held on it. Figure 3 describes the
national co-ordination of EU affairs during the Finnish Presidency.

The set-up encouraged the formation of non-hierarchical teams con-
sisting of the COREPER chairs, their counterparts in Helsinki and
the relevant minister and resulted in a direct line of communication
between the different levels.399 This system worked well, so that the
Foreign Ministry’s EU Secretariat was moved permanently to the Coun-
cil of State in 2000 and the set-up was repeated for the 2006 Finnish
Presidency.400

In addition, co-operation between the key co-ordinators was judged
as a key asset. As the EU Secretariat and the Permanent Representation
were under the political backing of the PM’s Cabinet EU Committee, a
clear chain of political command was ensured. Since Ambassador Sat-
uli participated in the Cabinet EU Committee, he was more integrated
in domestic EU policy co-ordination than the norm in other Mem-
ber States.401 Although the overall steering of policy was done from
Helsinki, the day-to-day management of the presidency could therefore
be entrusted to the Permanent Representation:

We trusted our Permanent Representation and their expertise and
had very good co-operation with them. What facilitated this good
co-operation was of course that we knew our people – there are not
so many of them.402

Nonetheless, the link between administrative efficiency and policy effec-
tiveness is not as straightforward as the foregoing analysis may suggest.
A presidency’s success is also conditioned by a number of other country
specific factors, including its style, relations with the Council members,
and the use of the Council Secretariat.403

Finland’s presidency style was consensual and pragmatic404 showing
itself in both the area of foreign policy where the unanimity rule dom-
inates and the negotiations of the e-commerce and copyright dossiers
where QMV sufficed. Despite the QMV rule, Finland attempted to
accommodate all Member States and sought positive-sum outcomes:

We tried to have everybody on board for as long as possible, particu-
larly where we felt a Member State had a key interest at stake. Only
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in the final stages, if not everybody was on board, the presidency
searched for a qualified majority.405

In addition, rather than merely concentrating on generating support by
the countries with most votes, the Finnish Presidency also consulted the
small states.

However, despite Finland’s attempt to generate a consensual climate
in the Council, some ‘beginner mistakes’ could not be avoided.406

An unforeseen political conflict broke out over the languages used at
informal Councils. For practical reasons and following custom, the
Finns had limited the working languages at informal ministerial ses-
sions to English, French, and Finnish. This offended Germany and
Austria who decided to boycott some of the informal meetings. After
their successive presidencies both countries had assumed that Ger-
man would continue to be used. In the end, the language problem
only concerned four meetings407 and Finland increased the languages
‘where necessary’.408 However, it refused to raise German to the level
of English or French particularly given Spanish and Italian concerns
about favoured German treatment. The language row overshadowed
the start of the Finnish Presidency, particularly the informal Industry
Council.

Finally, the Finnish Presidency’s use of the Council Secretariat was
extensive. This was in many ways a natural strategic step by a small,
inexperienced presidency. As a practitioner said,

It was our first presidency and we needed a lot of help. So we wanted
to use all the resources we had as much as we could.409

This was particularly true for the InfoSoc directives. In case of the ND,
Finland relied less on the expertise of the Council Secretariat. It was after
all its own initiative.

However, while relying heavily on the Secretariat’s traditional services,
such as organising meetings and taking notes, Finland did not allow it
to dominate the course of the negotiations410:

The Commission and the Council Secretariat really tried to take more
space and powers, [because we were] a small, new chair.411

The Council Secretariat can help to strike a deal, but it is not instru-
mental in striking the deal. It is very much the presidency which
does this.412
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A senior official from the Council Secretariat confirmed,

The presidency brokers the deals, but with input from the Commis-
sion and the Council Secretariat.413

Various interviewees suggested that the power of the Council Secre-
tariat depends on the way a presidency is run: the greater the control of
the presidency’s capital, the smaller the Council Secretariat’s influence.
Since Finland seemed to have developed a healthy balance between
direction from Helsinki and input from Brussels and as the InfoSoc
was one of its areas of expertise, it is unlikely that it let the Council
Secretariat dominate its priority dossiers. Crucially, a number of offi-
cials argued that the Council Secretariat was sceptic about rushing the
InfoSoc dossiers given their complicated legal side:

During the 6 months you really try to speed things up and get
things done in the little time you have. Some people complain that
this results in bad quality legislation. The Council Secretariat, for
example, is often unhappy about this.414

This was confirmed by an official at the Council Secretariat responsible
for the IM who complained about the ‘great tendency to rush things’.415

Heterogeneity, intensity, and distribution of governmental
preferences

The heterogeneity, intensity, and distribution of preferences in the
Council were favourable in the e-commerce directive, unfavourable in
the copyright directive, and could be manipulated in case of the ND.
As seen above, the views on the e-commerce directive in the Council
were sufficiently heterogeneous to rally consensus behind Finland’s pre-
ferred viewpoints. On the issue of intermediary liability, Finland had
the additional advantage, that it did not face major big state opposition
(except Italy) and had the Commission on its side. This made it easier
to convince the Member States that limiting intermediaries’ liability –
with some addition safeguards – was the approach that best reflected
the ‘common interest’. Where Finland faced greater big state opposition
with regard to the compatibility of the e-commerce directive with the
framework for distance selling of financial services, it made sure that
their concerns could be dismissed through further clarification within
the directive. Even though Belgium abstained, the compromise did not
make the country worse off and it did not veto it.
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With regard to copyright, preferences were less heterogeneous and
opposing camps were forming on the issues of the exhaustion of the
distribution right and the concept of fair compensation. On both points
Finland was in the minority facing Franco-German opposition. In the
first case France and Germany were joined by the UK, Spain, and Italy.
Hence, Finland was unable to broker a compromise in line with its own
preferences.

As to the ND, once Spain’s scepticism could be overcome through
reciprocal strategies, there was no intense Member State opposition to it.
Precisely the success of the Finnish Presidency was to design a positive-
sum initiative that was hard for anybody to oppose and contained some
initiatives for everybody in priority areas as diverse as nuclear safety and
the environment, immigration, and energy.

Inter-institutional relations

Close relations with the EP and the Commission was undoubtedly
another factor that contributed to Finland’s success. The Finnish Pres-
idency agenda was well-received in the EP and was judged as ‘bal-
anced’, pragmatic, and forward looking.416 Finnish ministers regularly
attended parliamentary plenaries and committee meetings417 and the
presidency’s many informal discussions with the EP led to the adoption
of a number of directives. As seen above, ever since the first read-
ing of the InfoSoc directives close contact with the EP was sought
and – partly thanks to extensive lobbying by Finnish MEPs – the
EP was also supportive of the ND.418 In the July discussions of the
Finnish priorities, MEP Harbour attributed Finland a leading role in
the area of e-commerce419 and Finnish MEPs stressed the importance
of furthering the ND.420 In addition, even though the EP’s role in
the EU’s foreign policy is limited, Finland encouraged it to present
its opinions and involved it in the policy preparations.421 Nonethe-
less, after Russia’s military action in Chechnya the EP heavily criti-
cised Finland for not taking immediate action to suspend TACIS and
increase humanitarian aid.422 This put into questions the ND’s future
implementation.

Close co-operation with the Commission had been key to Finland
ever since it became a member of the EU. Halonen said repeatedly that
a strong Commission is the best support for a small Member State wish-
ing to keep an eye on the ‘bigs’.423 According to Rehn, Finland regards
the Commission ‘as the defender of small states’ equal rights in the EU
decision-making’.424 However, the Commission does not systematically
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defend small state or a presidency’s interest. Much depends on the
specific proposal or initiative under consideration.

In the case of the InfoSoc, using the Commission as a resource was
not difficult. Finland’s preferences coincided with the aims of the Com-
mission to establish a legal framework that provided ‘sufficient legal
security, encourage on-line innovation and trust in order to accelerate
the growth of e-commerce in Europe’.425 Both the emergence of a clear
legal framework for e-commerce and the adequate protection of intel-
lectual property rights featured within the institution’s new IM Strategy.
In addition, the Commission was an obvious ally because it had already
done the preparatory work to eliminate legal obstacles to e-commerce
in other difficult dossiers (on regulatory transparency mechanisms,
protection of personal data and conditional access services, electronic
signatures). This had involved extensive lobbying of Member States
and other institutions in favour of developing the InfoSoc. While the
Commission’s approach in the e-commerce directive broadly reflected
Finnish preferences, in the case of copyright, the Commission, joined by
the big states, formed a powerful alliance against the Finnish Presidency.

Despite the limited Commission powers in foreign policy, presidency–
Commission relations over the ND were tense at the beginning and
subsequently developed into a collaborative relationship. Finland had to
convince the institution of its ambitious initiative and liaise closely with
the people who drew up the interim report. The institution’s eventual
backing of the ND at the ministerial conference suggests that Finland
managed to bring the Commission on its side.426

V. Revision of achievements: assessing the counterfactuals

To check the robustness of the causal process developed above,
the counterfactuals are analysed next. How does Finnish Presidency
entrepreneurship in the InfoSoc and the ND compare with the lead-
ership by other Member States, the Commission, and the EP?

The InfoSoc directives

Presidency achievements and the role of other Member States

The Finnish Presidency clearly elevated the adoption of InfoSoc legisla-
tion into a key priority. By exploiting the procedural powers of the chair
and scheduling numerous meetings related to the directives, Finland
contributed to the recognition that e-commerce urgently required a
clearer legal framework. Its approach, including long-term preparation
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and the strategic use of the Council Secretariat and the Commission, was
successful in generating agreement on the e-commerce directive. In line
with Finnish interest, the presidency compromise limited the legal lia-
bility of intermediaries and ensured a high level of consumer protection.
Given Finland’s expertise in e-commerce, the other Council members
did not challenge Finnish leadership in the dossier. None of them put
forward their own compromise solution or input papers around which
the final compromise on the e-commerce directive was constructed.

Despite the strength of its strategic approach, Finland did not reach
agreement on the copyright directive. The distribution of preferences in
the Council was the biggest constraint to presidential success. Nonethe-
less the dossier ‘got a considerable push’ by Finland.427 In particular, the
presidency solved the sensitive article on liability, so that the Portuguese
Presidency could relatively swiftly move the directive to COREPER level
and adopt it by June. However, Portugal’s common position on the
copyright directive differed on two key aspects. First, Portugal brokered
agreement on an exclusive list of exemptions rather than an open list,
as Finland had preferred. Second, contrary to Finland, Portugal bowed
to the big-state coalition that favoured Community exhaustion over
international exhaustion. None of the following presidencies turned the
InfoSoc into a major priority theme on their presidency agendas.

The role of the Commission

The Commission was an important actor to generate momentum
towards advancing the InfoSoc. Finland co-hosted a number of events
with the Commission and the Commission took some initiatives itself.
For example, it held a public hearing on ‘Electronic Commerce: jurisdic-
tion and applicable law’ to address questions such as which court has
jurisdiction to hear a dispute and which law that court applies to deter-
mine the rules applicable to that dispute. In addition, it launched its
so-called ‘eEurope – An Information Society for All’ initiative proposing
ambitious targets to maximise citizens’ benefits of the InfoSoc. But was
it the Commission who set the priorities, pursued them vigorously, and
brokered the final compromise on e-commerce?

A Commission official admitted that they are unable to elevate certain
issues over others. Instead, the Commission adjusts its agenda to the
presidency priorities:

The Commission sets the agenda in the sense that it proposes the ini-
tial agenda. However, it is the presidency who has the possibility to
set the priorities on the agenda. The presidency gives direction to the
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process. It tells us what their views are and what they would like to
focus on. Our response then is, for example, to advance putting for-
ward certain proposals or the date for adoption. This speeds proposals
up that may have otherwise been adopted or emerged 6 months or
more later.428

Hence, it is unsurprising that the Commission launched its ‘eEurope’
initiative under the Finnish Presidency. A strategic actor itself, it knew it
would receive adequate attention under the Finnish term.

On the detailed content of the e-commerce directive the Commission
proposal broadly reflected the Finnish Presidency approach. Especially
on the liability issue, the Commission defended – as Finland – the
exemption from liability for intermediaries where they play a passive
role as a ‘mere conduit’ of information from third parties and limit
service providers’ liability for other intermediary activities such as the
storage of information. Hence it is difficult to isolate Commission or
indeed Finnish Presidency influence.

However, two aspects suggest that Finland was key in both the draft-
ing and negotiation phase of the directive. First, particularly on the
liability issue Finland had actively lobbied the Commission during the
drafting stage of the proposal doing the ‘pre-influencing’.429 Generally,
small states are most likely to be heard by the Commission: (a) when
they form coalitions with at least one or two big states; (b) when they
have well-developed networks within the Commission; and (c) when
they can offer special technical expertise on an issue.430 Finland ful-
filled all three conditions. On the liability issue it enjoyed the support
by the UK, France, and Germany. Within the Commission Finland
found reliable allies in both IM Commissioner Bolkestein and Finnish
Commissioner for enterprise and information society Erkki Liikanen.
The Commission also respected Finland’s expertise on the issue. Fur-
thermore, Finland was backed by the business lobby and the Cologne
Council conclusions which had specifically demanded ‘an [e-commerce]
directive which has the support of the industry’.431 In sum, the shape of
the proposal already reflected the Finnish Presidency’s key interests, so
that the Commission–Presidency tandem worked smoothly.

Second, the Commission proposal did undergo some important
changes in the Council negotiations suggesting that the presidency was
more influential than the Commission. The Finnish Presidency com-
promise did not only strengthen Member States’ role of supervision
and ability to establish certain obligations for intermediaries, but more
importantly, it deleted a number of articles granting the Commission
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additional powers. These included provisions 6 of Article 19 and
Article 20. The former stated that the Commission would lay down
the rules governing cooperation between national authorities. The latter
gave the Commission the power to take measures to ensure the proper
functioning of electronic media between the Member States.

In case of copyright, Commission influence was also limited. While
it got its way on the list of exemptions, the Portuguese compro-
mise entailed Community rather than international exhaustion of the
distribution right as the Commission had defended.

In sum, the evidence regarding the power of the Commission in shap-
ing final policy outcomes is mixed. A practitioner argued that the success
of a Commission proposal depends on ‘the quality of the initial proposal
and how well it reflects the overall balance of interests’ in the Council.432

This means in essence that neither the presidency nor a major delega-
tion is against it. In contrast, whether a presidency is successful or not
will depend to a large extent on its leadership capacity including:

how well the presidency structures the debate, how good it antici-
pates problems, how good it is in bilateral contacts, and how well it
formulates a compromise.433

In the case of the InfoSoc Finland was well placed to lead and anticipate
problems, formulate compromises, and tend bilateral contacts. Over-
all then, it seems to have been the Finnish Presidency rather than the
Commission who brokered the final compromise on e-commerce:

The presidency often asks/consults the Commission, but it is the pres-
idency who is in the lead. I have to stress that we had an extremely
able Minister who was on top of the issues because of his personal
commitment. He knew every nuance of every word in the compro-
mise and their implications. I have seen opposite examples where the
presidency does not play a role at all. Then other Member States or
the Commission try to jump in to fill the leadership gap.434

The role of the EP

The EP’s influence in shaping the e-commerce directive was even more
limited. Only those amendments that were acceptable to the Commis-
sion and the Finnish Presidency made it into the final compromise.

The vast majority of EP amendments was minor and did not ques-
tion the Commission approach. They included, for example, reference
to the fact that the development of e-commerce can enhance Europe’s
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competitiveness and benefit European citizens. Other amendments
suggested inserting that e-commerce is an opportunity to provide pub-
lic services in the cultural, education and linguistic fields and that
the free movement of InfoSoc services is ‘a reflection of the free-
dom of expression enshrined in the European Convention for the
Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms’.435 As the
Finnish Presidency, the EP was also trying to increase transparency.
Hence Finland supported the EP amendments regarding information
requirements about prices and unsolicited commercial communica-
tions. They ensured a higher level of transparency and could generate
greater consumer confidence in e-commerce. Indeed the majority of EP
amendments were minor and could be accepted in whole or in part.

However, the EP’s more substantial amendments regarding the legal
liability of online service providers acting as intermediaries were
rejected. As seen above, the EP argued that intermediaries should be
held liable for the content they transmit or store. This was rejected by
both the Commission and the Finnish Presidency. Once the Finnish
Presidency reached a unanimous common position on limiting inter-
mediaries’ legal liability, the EP did not propose any further changes to
it – perhaps because the new centre-right EP was more business oriented
than the previous Socialist-dominated one.

The Northern Dimension

Presidency achievements and the role of other Member States

By mid-2006 a second ND Action Plan had been implemented and
a Northern e-Dimension, an ND Environment Partnership, and an
ND Partnership on health and social welfare agreed. In addition, an
ND Information System was launched in 2004. Most important for
Finland, the nuclear waste disposals of Kaliningrad and North-West
Russia became recipients of significant amounts of ND funding, and
a project was launched to finalise the construction of St Petersburg’s
south-west waste water treatment plant to clean up the Gulf of Finland.
On Finland’s border with Russia the ND’s most significant project has
been the new border crossing station in Salla.

Although analysts disagree on the ND’s overall effectiveness given
its mixed implementation record, the overriding fact remains that
Finland – in the presidency chair – succeeded in translating the Cologne
Summit’s general approval of the ND into a concrete initiative for deeper
co-operation in the North. Particularly the adoption of the Commis-
sion’s inventory of ND activities at the ministerial conference and the
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decision to prepare an action plan were key Finnish achievements in the
efforts to concretise the initiative.

By placing the ND on active Council agendas and closely co-operating
with the Commission, Finland advanced the initiative particularly in
the energy sector.436 Long-term projects such as plans to build the
Northern Gas pipeline combining Russia, the countries in the Northern
Region, and central Europe progressed. Both can be seen as stepping
stones towards the EU–Russia energy dialogue launched a year later.
Moreover, the ND developed in the health and environmental sectors.

While some of the ND projects may have come about within existing
bilateral frameworks, bilateral contacts are unlikely to have achieved at
least three of the ND’s key aims: to encourage greater synergies between
the programmes in the region; to generate better inter-operability
between the different Commission DGs and their financial tools;
and to alert the Commission to Kaliningrad. Working towards better
co-ordination between INTERREG, PHARE, and TACIS has been a dis-
tinct feature of the ND. A guide for project applicants on how to link
the three together was presented in April 2001 and follow-up initiatives
have since taken place. As seen above, an Interservice group was cre-
ated within the Commission to bridge co-ordination difficulties between
the institution’s DGs. It was within the ND context that the Com-
mission first started thinking about Kaliningrad’s problematic position
after enlargement. Neither Russia nor the Commission, or other Mem-
ber States had brought up the issue before Finland put it – through the
ND – on the agenda.

Three further achievements are noteworthy. First, Finland created a
new format under its presidency consisting of ministerial conferences
that bring together the candidate states, regional and financial institu-
tions. Second, Finland ‘normalised’ the ND under its presidency, laying
the groundwork for subsequent chairs. Portugal endorsed the first ND
action plan at its Feira Summit in June 2000 – a remarkable achievement
considering that the initiative was initially seen as a ‘rival initiative’ to
the South. The Gothenburg European Council, in turn, adopted a ‘Full
Report on ND Policies’ that took stock of the activities to implement
the Feira Action Plan and outlined proposals for the ND’s continuation.
It also asked the Commission to produce annual progress reports on
the implementation of the ND, which it has done since 2002. Finally,
Denmark produced the draft of the ND’s second action plan to pursue
the initiative beyond 2003. The ND’s second Action Plan underlined the
initiative’s importance in the context of EU enlargement and its contri-
bution in carrying forward the Union’s new neighbourhood policy in
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the region. It was endorsed by the European Council under the 2003
Greek Presidency and came into effect on 1 January 2004.

Finally, the ND encouraged contacts at administrative level, especially
with Russia. Never before had Russian authorities been as involved with
a presidency. Regional bodies became more closely engaged and their
expertise was used to establish priorities and continues to be vital in the
implementation process.

However, Finland did not achieve everything during its term. While
it secured the continuation of the ND, the Finnish Presidency did not
secure the joint financing of the initiative between the Community,
EU Member States, partner countries, regional bodies, and international
finance institutions. When asked if Finland would have done anything
differently in retrospect two senior officials stated,

I think we have been a little too modest with the ND in the sense that
we were very careful not to propose anything that would need more
money and make things more complicated. If you look at the Spanish
Presidency and their way of handling what is known as the ‘Mediter-
ranean facility,’ but what they are developing very determinedly into
a Euro-Mediterranean Development Bank – I think there has been a
lot of activism in and from the South which outnumbers ours.437

This is a complicated issue. The implementation process suffers from
the lack of a single budgetary instrument. We are now discussing the
possibility of a new financing instrument, building on TACIS, PHARE,
and INTERREG. We think we need a new start in this sector. However,
the reality in 1999 was that the budget package was just in place,
Agenda 2000 had just been agreed, there was little chance for us to
get a separate budget for the ND.438

In addition, despite Finland’s heavy dialogue with the Russian admin-
istration, co-operative initiatives by Russian parliamentary bodies at
federal and regional level were still lacking. By the end of the Finnish
term, many reforms necessary to facilitate further co-operation in line
with the ND concept had been either rejected or postponed by such
parliamentary bodies.

The ND was a Finnish initiative, developed with little input from the
other Member States who were lacking the level of expertise Finland had
on the region’s problems. It took a lot of marketing by the Finns to inter-
est the Member States and partner countries, overcome their scepticism
or opposition, and convince them of the long-term benefits of the ND.
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Before the Finnish Presidency, the initiative was still lacking a con-
cise focus. Up to this point it was a ‘notion used in many different ways
and a variety of different contexts’439 rather than a routine item that
any Member State or other EU institution would have readily invested
in. Unsurprisingly, despite Finland’s progress at the Luxembourg and
Vienna Councils, the German Presidency in the first half of 1999 did
not even refer to the ND in its presidency programme. In addition, fol-
lowing the Chechnya war, Russia’s human rights abuses and doubts
about Russia’s ability to implement the ND, Member States’ attitude
towards the initiative cooled markedly. Only after great efforts during
the Finnish Presidency term, Sweden and Denmark decided to hold
follow-up ND conferences. The only enthusiastic Nordic supporter was
Norway as the ND offered it influence in the formulation of EU policies
without being a member.

The role of the Commission

The Commission’s contribution to the development of the ND included
its interim report, inventory of EU policies affecting the ND, a posi-
tion paper on the environment in the ND, a document on gas supplies
and energy policy, and the subsequent action plan. However, the ini-
tiative behind these contributions did not come from the Commission
who was initially resistant to the ND because it challenged its traditional
working modes. While the ND enjoyed the ‘intergovernmental push’ by
the Finnish Presidency, it was left without the ‘supranational pull’ that
could come from the Commission had it fully embraced the initiative.440

Most of the work was done by Finnish civil servants, so that the
interim report and action plan reflected closely Finnish intentions
and emphasis.441 Patten recognised the Commission’s limited role in
the development of the EU’s foreign policy and regional co-operation
organisations and the leadership of the Council presidency:

There are legal limits to our competence in regional co-operation
organisations. We must therefore rely on strong leadership from the
EU Presidency to keep up the momentum and to ensure the involve-
ment of non-EU partner countries. The Finnish government has set
an excellent example.442

The role of the EP

The EP issued a resolution and report on the ND in the spring of 1999 in
response to the Commission’s interim report.443 Its contributions agreed
with the ND objectives and sought to concretise the Commission report,
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for example, by proposing greater inter-regional and cross-border coop-
eration. They focused on the Baltic Sea region and stressed the role
of national organisations in cooperation projects. Contrary to Finland,
however, the EP wanted the ND to develop into a regional policy
rather than anchoring it firmly into the EU’s foreign policy and security
dimension. In addition, it sought to flesh out a greater role for itself:

The Northern Dimension should not remain a matter of high foreign
policy. It is about real issues affecting the daily lives of our citizens.
It therefore cries out for treatment and involvement of elected repre-
sentatives at a more immediate level. It is more regional policy than
foreign policy.444

Other substantial suggestions included the creation of a ‘Northern Sum-
mit’ as a follow up to the Finnish Presidency’s ministerial conference.
The ‘Northern Summit’ was to be attended by all countries encompassed
within the ND, Canada, and the US. To date no such Northern Summit
has been convened. In addition, the ND is still within the EU’s for-
eign rather than regional policy realm. While Finland acknowledged the
EP’s opinions, its influence in shaping the initiative was highly limited.
Indeed, as seen above, towards the end of the Finnish Presidency, the EP
questioned the ND’s heavy focus on Russia and demanded a freezing of
funds.

Interestingly also, the EP did not present any input papers for the ND’s
first action plan. To develop ‘a clear voice in the ND process’ it only
became active during the preparations for the second action plan.445

During the initial years of the ND, the EP did neither challenge Finnish
leadership in introducing nor developing the initiative.

Conclusion

Both in the area of the IM and foreign policy, Finland used the presi-
dency as a window of opportunity to orient the EU to Finnish economic
and political concerns. Although the IM agenda mirrored the EU’s
ongoing legislative process, the Finnish Presidency set its own distinct
priorities. The Council chair served as a tool to develop the InfoSoc
into the presidency’s leitmotiv and focus the Member States on the
e-commerce and copyright directives.

According to our categories of presidential influence set out in
Chapter 1, in the e-commerce dossier Finland had a high level of influ-
ence. Despite considerable obstacles including a challenging leadership
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environment and Member State differences, the directive was agreed
and its key controversies – such as the legal liability of intermediaries –
were solved in line with the presidency’s preferences and the interests
of the Finnish telecommunications and electronics market. Finland’s
influence over the copyright dossier, in turn, was low. The directive
progressed considerably and – as in the e-commerce case – limited
the legal liability of intermediaries. However, no overall agreement was
reached. Indeed, the succeeding Portuguese Presidency compromise dif-
fered from Finland’s preferred solutions on the issues of exemptions and
exhaustion of copyrights.

The presidency’s power to set the active agendas for six months and
its extensive dialogue with other decision-makers was crucial to facilitate
results on the directives. Its combination of formal and informal powers
granted it a comparative advantage to move the dossiers from work-
ing group level up the Council hierarchy. The triangular relationship
between Council, Commission, and Parliament shaped the strategies
employed by the presidency. Given Finland’s proactive IM approach, it
could pool resources with the Commission to raise awareness about the
significance of the InfoSoc. To detect individual Member States’ posi-
tions and find a compromise on the dossiers, Finland relied heavily on
its Permanent Representation and the Council Secretariat. Influencing
other Member States and the EU institutions was considered easier while
holding and preparing for the presidency:

When you have to prepare for the presidency it is much easier to
approach the Commission and other Member States. You have a
system for doing that and a programme.446

Nonetheless, the failure to adopt the copyright directive illustrates that
the presidency cannot impose its will. The intensity and distribution of
Member State preferences were the biggest constraints to presidential
influence in the copyright dossier.

Finnish Presidency leadership was even more evident in the case of
the ND. Despite initial opposition to the ND, Finland developed it from
a catchword and peripheral Finnish interest to a central theme in the
EU’s external relations.447 Apart from some initial concession to the
Commission with regards to the financing of the initiative in the period
before the presidency, Finland’s influence in concretising and shaping
the ND during its presidency was high. The Commission interim report
reflected Finland’s original approach, drew upon Finnish expertise on
Northern issues and the idea of an action plan was endorsed. As in the
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case of the InfoSoc this success was achieved through exploiting the
presidency’s formal procedural power and the informal power to empha-
sise its regional interests after effective and ‘politically correct’ marketing
of the ND, much of which preceded the presidency.448

The content of the ND and the intergovernmental institutional frame-
work meant that Finland first had to legitimise the initiative at the
highest level. Once it generated European Council approval, it needed
to concretise it lower down the Council hierarchy. Linking the ND to
enlargement, the Common Strategy on Russia, and the Mediterranean
Dimension gave it ample opportunities to develop it during its term.
Influencing the Commission was crucial to shape the precise content
of future EU action in this area and secure the implementation of the
initiative. Member State scepticism was overcome by choosing a recip-
rocal and pragmatic approach avoiding the neglect of other foreign
policy issues and continuity of the ND was achieved by winning future
presidencies as allies.

Despite the challenging leadership environment, this chapter has
shown that a small, inexperienced presidency could handle the pres-
idency office well and achieve results by careful preparation, efficient
co-ordination, and seeking positive-sum outcomes. Cherishing a special
legislative dossier or idea did not automatically lead to results. In both
pillars Finland’s own entrepreneurial activity was central to adopt the
e-commerce directive, advance copyright, and concretise the ND.

In sum, even within the constraints of the EU institutions and the
preferences of other Member States, the Finnish Presidency acted as an
important agenda setter:

My biggest criticism of Finland has always been that we were too reac-
tive and not proactive enough. We did not really have an EU policy;
we reacted to other countries’ EU policy. During our presidency we
had for the first time an agenda. We had fixed positions. It forced us
to think before hand and be pro-active.449



5
The 2001 Belgian Presidency:
Internal Market and Foreign Policy
Priorities and Achievements

The presidency of the Council of the European Union [. . .] is for us an
exceptional opportunity to put our brand on the European integration
project.450

Introduction

Belgium is one of the EU’s founding members with a positive presi-
dency track record in terms of policy breakthroughs and managerial
capacity. It is also the most outspokenly federalist Member State that
has placed European integration at the centre of its economic and
foreign policies. Initially Belgium saw it as key to contain potential
future Franco-German hegemony. Later Europe grew into a means ‘to
adapt [Belgium’s] increasingly open economy to globalisation while
preserving some features of the European socio-economic model’ and
‘to enhance its influence in foreign affairs’.451 The 2001 Belgian Presi-
dency from 1 July to 31 December was the country’s eleventh Council
presidency.

This chapter analyses the 2001 Belgian Presidency’s achievements in
its most important IM and foreign policy priorities: the postal services
directive and the development of the EU Africa policy, in particular the
peace process in the Great Lakes. As the previous chapter, this chapter
investigates the extent to which Belgium could use its presidency to
shape policy outcomes in line with its national preferences and reflects
on the nature of the decisions taken.

The analysis shows that in the chair Belgium facilitated agree-
ment on further opening the postal sector without compromising its
own positions and despite an ideological split in the Council. The
Council Secretariat was its key ally in building bridges between the two

114
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camps and constructing a near unanimous compromise. As to
the EU’s Africa policy Belgium focused attention on the Great
Lakes and pushed for a more holistic policy with a diplomatic,
development, and conflict prevention dimension. Its presidency ini-
tiatives, including the first EU troika to the region, the first minis-
terial meeting at continental level, and increased diplomatic activity
with regional organisations led to the adoption of a series of
Council conclusions and more pro-active EU Africa policy than ever
before.

I. Belgian internal market and foreign policy
presidency objectives

Liberalising postal services

The adoption of the postal services directive of May 2000 formed part
of a gradual liberalisation effort that the EU had started in 1997. The
1997 directive on common rules for the development of Community
postal services452 had liberalised 3% of the market and set up a common
regulatory framework by defining:

• the minimum characteristics of a mandatory universal postal ser-
vice; quality standards for cross-border services; tariff principles; and
principles governing the transparency of accounts;453

• the maximum limits for those services where competition was delib-
erately restricted (reserved areas) to fund unprofitable universal
service activities (effectively 350 g); and

• the principles to govern the licensing of the provision of non-
reserved postal services.

The 2000 postal services directive proposed liberalising an additional
20% of the sector by 2003 through decreasing the weight/price limits
of letters and direct mail from 350 g to 50 g and fully opening express
and outgoing cross-border mail to competition. Universal services would
continue and a compensation fund would pay for the less commercially
viable sectors. Moreover, special services (for example, express mail or
delivery on appointment) were to be fully liberalised and the directive
set a timetable for further market liberalisation. A follow-up directive
was to be presented before 2005, adopted by the EP and the Council
before 2006, and enter into force before 2007.
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In its presidency programme Belgium emphasised postal liberalisation
as a key area of concern454 and PM Verhofstadt said in his July EP speech:

[. . .] to exploit the advantages of the single market to the full, we
must also integrate the financial markets, liberalise gas, electricity,
telecommunications, post, and transport [. . .].455

This was a U-turn. Belgium had opposed the 1997 directive and formed
part of a veto alliance led by France against postal liberalisation. Even
though the Belgian economy is highly integrated into the IM, the
country has been hesitant to liberalise. As a Belgian official said,

We have got some problems [. . .] when it comes to liberalisation. We
have a background of monopolies. 51% of our basic services remain
under state control. We do not want them to be too expensive, but we
want basic guarantees for a minimum service and protect consumer
rights.456

The change of government in 1999 which broke 40 years of conserva-
tive rule had much to do with this turnaround. Verhofstadt had – for
most of his political life – been a fervent free-market supporter and ‘the
nearest Belgium [had] to a Thatcherite’.457 His party’s key themes were
deregulation, privatisation, and slimming down social security. To be
elected, he had to moderate his discourse, but driving forward liberal-
isation remained his priority. In the area of postal services Verhofstadt
wanted to go much further than some of his coalition partners. The
Council presidency offered him a tool to do so. Ludlow argued,

Verhofstadt was in a difficult coalition together with Socialist parties
who did not favour postal liberalisation. There was no consensus in
Belgium on this issue. Thus Verhofstadt’s strategy was to push it on
the EU agenda. Once agreement on the EU level would be reached he
could use this as a political tool to forge internal consensus.458

This became increasingly important, as investigations of the Belgian La
Poste for abuse of its dominant position were underway. These led to
formal antitrust proceedings in June 2001 and in December the Com-
mission fined the Belgian Post Office 2.5 million euros. Paradoxically, La
Poste was also asking for additional financial support from the Belgian
government to guarantee the universal service – the reason for having a
monopoly in the first place.
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The Belgian Presidency goal was to reach a common position on
the new postal directive by the October Telecommunications Council.
Verhofstadt favoured a gradual lowering of the weight threshold below
which Member States would be allowed to hold a monopoly and setting
2009 as the deadline to reach full liberalisation.

Peace and conflict prevention in the Great Lakes

In the foreign policy realm, the Belgian Presidency’s main goal was a
more pro-active and coherent EU Africa policy. A Belgian official stated,

We saw the need to europeanise Africa policy. [. . .] The most impor-
tant for us was to generate a body of Council conclusions on the
issue. We wanted to bring together the very divergent views. I call it
policy building or developing a shared vision.459

In particular, Belgium wanted to commit the EU more deeply to the
peace process in the Great Lakes (Burundi, the Democratic Republic of
Congo (DRC), Rwanda, and Uganda). It pursued two objectives: sketch-
ing out a European policy towards the Great Lakes focussing on peace
and conflict prevention; and enhancing the EU–Africa dialogue.460

Economic relations between the EU and Central Africa date back to
the 1950s. The Rome Treaty provided for the association of the overseas
countries and territories (OCTs) with the Community and a European
Development Fund (EDF). After most OCTs gained their independence,
EU–Africa relations gradually changed. The Yaoundé Conventions of
1964 and 1971 (Yaoundé I and II) established preferential trade agree-
ments with the associated African States and Madagascar. They also
promoted regional co-operation and created joint institutions to over-
see the Conventions’ work. However, the limited concessions failed to
provide the developing countries with a greater share of world trade and
enhanced the dependency relationship.461

In the mid-1970s and early 1980s – mainly due to UK accession –
the EU restructured its relations with the developing world through the
Lomé Conventions of 1976 and 1981 (Lomé I and II) which now also
included the Caribbean and Pacific states. The new group of ACP states
were to be put on a more equal partnership and their economies inte-
grated into to the global market. This implied dropping the principle
of political conditionality – characteristic of the previous arrangements.
The main policy objectives became the promotion of trade, agricultural
and industrial development, special aid for the least developed countries
(LDCs), and support for regional co-operation.
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The two follow-up Conventions of 1986 and 1990 (Lomé III and IV)
shifted EU attention from the promotion of industrial development
to self-sufficiency and food security and emphasised new political
issues including human rights and democratic governance. Lomé IV
re-introduced the conditionality principle allowing the retrieval of allo-
cated funds should a country disrespect democracy and the rule of
law. Nonetheless, Africa’s economies steadily declined and Lomé’s poor
results combined with the end of the Cold War, globalisation, and
progressive trade liberalisation eventually led to a more fundamental
revision of EU–Africa relations: the Cotonou Partnership Agreement of
June 2000.

Cotonou placed even greater emphasis on the political aspects
of development.462 While retaining Lomé’s institutional structure, it
included institutional capacity building, the support of civil society, the
role of non-state actors in promoting development, gender equality, and
sustainable resource management. Second, the principle of trade lib-
eralisation effectively replaced that of non-reciprocal privileged access.
The agreement covers the period until 2020. However, a genuine polit-
ical dialogue with the Great Lakes and the whole African continent,
as Belgium advocated, was slow to develop. As one interviewee stated,
‘We have had no real Africa policy – for decades we just had economic
relations.’463

The first steps towards a political dialogue with the Great Lakes and
the whole continent were taken in 1996 and 2000. In 1996 the EU sent
a Special Envoy to the region and, on initiative of the Portuguese Pres-
idency, the first EU–Africa Summit was held in Cairo in April 2000. It
brought together the African countries of the ACP group with those of
the Mediterranean littoral and sought to ‘develop an effective frame-
work for promoting a constructive dialogue on political, economic,
social, and development issues’.464 The Summit agreed common pri-
orities in the Cairo Action Plan. To monitor their implementation it
decided to hold a follow-up summit in 2003 and have ministerial and
bi-regional group meetings at senior official level in between summits.
In sum, while a continental dialogue had barely started, the Belgian Pres-
idency could build on four decades of economic relations with Central
Africa and the mechanisms laid down at Cairo.

At least two interlinked reasons account for Belgium’s empha-
sis on the Great Lakes. First, Belgium has had colonial ties with
the Congo since 1885 when King Leopold created the Congo Free
State as his own private empire. Under the Verhofstadt government
new evidence of the cruelties of Belgian colonialism and Belgium’s
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involvement in the assassination of the Congo’s first democratically
elected PM, Patrice Lumumba, was revealed. It caused an outcry
and forced the country to re-evaluate its colonial past. The response
of the new government, particularly Foreign Minister Louis Michel,
was to launch a new ‘ethical foreign policy’ and embark on fresh
relations with Belgium’s former colonial territories. He repeatedly
stressed Belgium’s ‘moral responsibility to demonstrate solidarity with
the region in Africa it knows best and where it still has numer-
ous ties’.465 Verhofstadt’s and Michel’s recommendation of an offi-
cial parliamentary inquiry into Belgium’s role in Lumumba’s death
and their visit to Rwanda in April 2000 to publicly apologise for
the lack of action to prevent the 1994 genocide were to mark the
beginning of Belgium’s new ethical foreign policy. The Council Pres-
idency was seen as a platform to pursue Belgium’s new approach
internationally.

The second motivation for prioritising Africa was to restore Belgium’s
international reputation by taking the lead in peace initiatives, con-
flict prevention, and humanitarian aid. Michel wanted to reorient
Belgian and the EU’s Africa policy on the defence of human rights
and encourage the international community to get involved in the
Great Lakes peace process. He was particularly interested in inten-
sifying the EU’s diplomatic relations with the DRC and had per-
sonal ambitions to carve out Africa as an area for Belgium and for
himself:

From the beginning Michel decided that Africa should be his
remit. He wanted to put both himself and Belgium into the pic-
ture. Mr Africa in the GAC. It is no coincidence that he is now
Commissioner for Development.466

The Belgian presidency programme dedicated various paragraphs to
Africa:

The Presidency will work to ensure that the EU becomes more closely
involved in accompanying the peace processes in Central Africa and
in the Great Lakes region. [. . .] it plans to draw up an inventory of all
humanitarian needs and the requirements for rebuilding the health
sectors, national infrastructures, judicial systems, and the democrati-
sation process. The Presidency will submit proposals to its partners
with a view to developing a plan of action for peace and development
in Central Africa.467
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Other sections highlighted Belgium’s intention to launch discussion on
conflict prevention in Africa, hold a ministerial meeting on issues con-
cerning the future of Africa, to intensify dialogue between the EU and
African regional organisations, and to ‘[make] the Cotonou Agreement
operational via thematic cooperation plans with countries involved in
conflicts and the involvement of civil society in helping identify, plan,
and implement cooperation actions’.468 In addition, Belgium hoped to
send the first ever EU troika to Africa and generate support for increasing
EU aid to the region.

Central Africa also featured in all key speeches upon assuming the
presidency. During his first EP plenary Verhofstadt argued,

The Balkans and the Middle East may be more important politically.
I am not going to dispute that. From a humanitarian point of view,
however, the tragedy that is unfolding in the Great Lakes region is
a thousand times greater. [. . .] I say to you that the Union can no
longer stand idly by. Political, diplomatic and economic action is
urgently required and the presidency will present an action plan to
that effect.469

Belgium was particularly keen to abandon the conditionality approach
to aid, increase political and financial commitment to the region, and
search a holistic approach with a diplomatic, military, and development
side. As Michel said,

We [. . .] believe it is unrealistic to wait for the ideal conditions before
making a commitment to development co-operation. [. . .] the ideal
conditions for striking a deal will never be achieved unless the inter-
national community is prepared to start funding development.470

In sum, both postal liberalisation and EU-Africa relations were firmly
anchored on the EU agenda. At the same time they closely reflected
Belgium’s national interests and were therefore prioritised despite
numerous obstacles to facilitate agreement on the dossiers.

II. Obstacles: the leadership environment, institutional
hurdles, and preference divergence

Postal services

Both economically and politically the Belgian Presidency faced an
unfavourable leadership environment to further postal liberalisation.
After the September 11 terrorist attacks, business confidence collapsed
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and partly due to the fierce economic slowdown in the US and
German economic weakness, Belgian and EU growth levels fell sig-
nificantly.471 Although unemployment levels were declining, the high
oil prices caused inflation in the euro zone to rise to its highest level
since 1993.472

The political situation was similarly challenging. Even though the
reform-minded centre-right Flemish liberals VLD had the largest num-
ber of seats in parliament, the disparate nature of Verhofstadt’s coalition
combining liberal, socialist, and green parties made disagreements on
liberalisation inevitable.473 Domestic regional tensions were also increas-
ing following Flemish demands for greater fiscal autonomy and the rise
of the right-extremist Vlaams Blok which challenged national unity and
threatened cross-party consensus on European issues.

Furthermore, social tensions became apparent after national rail
strikes and demonstrations following the collapse of Belgium’s national
airline Sabena. The incidents did not help the credibility of the gov-
ernment of a country that was still recovering from a series of judicial,
administrative, and political scandals.474 In short, Belgium could not
afford to put domestic politics on hold during its presidency.

At EU level, Belgium assumed the presidency in the post-Nice climate
marked by unsolved enlargement issues, tensions over the EU’s future
shape, and rising euroscepticism. After Ireland’s rejection of the Nice
Treaty in June 2001 and renewed calls to entrust the elaboration of the
EU’s constitutional texts to a Convention, the Belgian Presidency’s key
pet project became to address the ‘crisis of identity in the EU’475 and
set out a comprehensive agenda for constitutional reform.476 The rising
levels of euroscepticism, in turn, linked to fears of losing the ‘European
Social model’ translated into a lack of commitment towards the Lisbon
goals. When the Commission proposed a new stage of postal liberalisa-
tion there was strong resistance by the EP, EcoSoc, interest groups, and
within the Council.

In its first reading, the EP rejected the postal directive’s key provi-
sions. It inserted an across-the-board reserved area weight limit of 150 g
which would open only 6% rather than 20% of the market. Moreover,
it removed special services and pushed back the directive’s expiry date
from December 2006 to the end of 2008. Finally, the EP insisted on
greater guarantees to preserve a universal service and called for a high
level of social protection to be included among the goals of the postal
industry. The EP was roughly split along geographic lines. The Dutch,
Belgian, and Nordic liberals tended to back the Commission proposal,
while French, Greek, and Portuguese MEPs rejected it.
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The EP’s views were echoed by EcoSoc. Its November 2000 opinion
urged for caution over further opening of the postal sector, questioned
the full liberalisation of special services and outgoing cross-border mail,
and agreed with pushing back the directive’s expiry date.477 While
EcoSoc opinions carry little legal weight, politically Belgium could not
ignore them. European public postal operators supported them and their
voice was much stronger than that of the pro-liberalisation business and
consumer organisations which were slow to organise themselves.

The Commission accepted the amendments related to the Commu-
nity’s social tasks, but discarded anything that would water down its
initial proposal.478 This included the EP’s changes to the weight limit
for monopolies, suggestions to reserve direct and outgoing cross-border
mail below 150 g, and the deletion of special services. In addition, it
rejected any amendments that allowed the extension of postal monop-
olies or weakened the detailed timetable laid out.

The directive was not less conflictive in the Council where the Belgian
Presidency faced two polarised camps: The Nordic-Germanic camp on
the pro-liberalisation side versus the Franco-Mediterranean camp oppos-
ing further liberalisation. Austria, Ireland, and the UK did not fall
clearly into either grouping. British postal unions predicted up to 50,000
job losses as a result of the Commission proposal. With a general
election looming, the government seemed reluctant to side with the
liberal camp.

As the Commission and the EP, the Member States differed on the
proposed weight limits, outgoing cross-border mail, special services,
and the deadline for full liberalisation. France and the UK agreed with
the EP on maintaining a monopoly on all letter mail below 150 g.
Greece, Luxembourg, and Portugal argued for an even higher weight
limit. Sweden, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Austria, Belgium, and the
Netherlands, in turn, considered the 150 g limit too high. The pro-
liberalisation group defended their position referring to the mandate
agreed at Lisbon. The anti-liberalisation camp claimed that the Declara-
tion on Services of General Interest, adopted at the Nice Council, was a
mandate for halting liberalisation.479

Major differences also existed over the full liberalisation of outgo-
ing cross-border mail. Ireland, Greece, Spain, Luxembourg, and Portugal
sought exemptions on the grounds that this category accounted for a
bigger part of the national operator’s turnover than in other Member
States.

As to the provision regarding special services, Spain, France, Greece,
and Italy took a similar position to the EP. They argued that exposing
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all specific services to competition could stifle the universal service’s
ability to evolve. Instead, they suggested fixing a price, whereby ser-
vices above that price would be liberalised. The Commission claimed
this would cause economic, legal, and technical problems.

The most controversial issue, however, was the deadline for full lib-
eralisation. Austria, Finland, the Netherlands, and Sweden supported
Belgian proposals for full liberalisation by 2009, but were prepared to
grant exemptions to some Member States as happened with telecommu-
nications liberalisation. Italy preferred a 2012 deadline, while France,
Greece, Luxembourg, and Portugal were against a deadline at this
stage. Denmark and the UK tried to push for a solution whereby the
Commission would assess in 2006 whether fixing a 2009 deadline
would adversely affect the universal service. If it did, the Commission
would come up with an alternative, but if did not, full liberalisation
would happen in 2009.480

In the light of these obstacles, observers raised doubts whether
Belgium could conclude the dossier during its presidency.481

Central Africa

Similarly, Belgium faced significant hurdles to pursue its foreign policy
objectives. After September 11 the ‘war against terrorism’ and mili-
tary invasion in Afghanistan moved to the top of the Council agenda.
Moreover, it damaged Belgium’s authority as the EU’s external represen-
tative. Although European leaders expressed strong solidarity with the
US, Bush’s handling of the terrorist attacks and his virtual unilateralism
led to transatlantic tensions and exacerbated inter-European rivalries on
who had most influence over the US. France, Germany, and the UK
decided to hold their own private talks on the war without involving
the Belgian Presidency.482

Belgium’s external agenda was complicated further by concerns
over enlargement and the ongoing conflicts in the Middle East and
Macedonia. Finally, the Belgian Presidency had to prepare the EU for the
November WTO meeting and the next round of international climate
change negotiations. Both involved dense diplomatic activity given the
failure of the 1999 Seattle WTO negotiations and US opposition to the
Kyoto Protocol. In the light of this difficult international context, it was
by no means obvious that Africa should move up on the EU’s external
relations agenda.

The developments in the Great Lakes itself were not encouraging
either. War had broken out in the DRC in 1998 involving Angola, Chad,
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Namibia, and Zimbabwe, whose troops aided the Kinshasa government,
and Burundi, Rwanda, and Uganda that supported Congolese rebels. The
Lusaka peace deal of July 1999 was never successfully implemented and
although the new Head of State Joseph Kabila (son of Congolese Presi-
dent Joseph Kabila assassinated in early 2001) restarted the protracted
inter-Congolese dialogue (ICD) during the Belgian Presidency, it was
suspended after a week.

A further obstacle to the development of a coherent EU–Africa dia-
logue was the Belgian Presidency’s lack of African counterparts to liaise
with. The Organisation of African Unity (OAU) – founded in 1963 to
promote development and international cooperation – was ineffective
and largely seen as a dictators’ club by the EU states.483 Even though
the creation of a successor organisation had been decided in March
2001 to promote democratic institutions and good governance, this
new African Union (AU) was not formally launched until July 2002.
Similarly, the initiative of a New Partnership for Africa’s Development
(NEPAD) was in its early stages. Initiated by South Africa, Algeria, and
Nigeria, and later joined by Senegal, it was to facilitate economic devel-
opment and construct a common African platform from which to
engage with the international community. However, at the start of the
Belgian Presidency it had only just been formally presented.

Political violence in Zimbabwe and the repressive nature of the
Mugabe regime also overshadowed Belgium’s intentions to advance the
EU–Africa dialogue. In October 2001 Zimbabwe rejected the EU’s ultima-
tum to decide whether to allow EU election observers into the country.
This led to EU sanctions on the regime a few months later. A senior
official judged,

It is difficult for a presidency to plan anything when it comes to
Africa. Something will always happen that takes away your attention
of Africa and something will happen in Africa that prevents you from
doing anything there.484

Apart from the unfavourable external climate, the Belgian Presidency
was confronted with institutional hurdles, Member State disinterest, and
preference divergence in the Council.

Amongst the institutional hurdles was the fact that so far the Great
Lakes had been looked at from a development rather than foreign pol-
icy perspective. The EU’s development ministers met only three times
a year while the foreign ministers met monthly. Hence, despite insti-
tutionalised relations with Central Africa ever since the Community’s
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creation, Africa had hardly featured on the Foreign Affairs Council.
Michel’s immediate challenge was therefore to move Africa from the
development into the foreign ministerial domain and bridge the much
criticised gap between the EU’s development policies and the CFSP.
A Belgian official stated,

Our view was that the EU’s relations with Africa have been too
development driven. It needed a strong political attitude.485

Moreover, there was a lack of interest in Africa. With the end of the Cold
War, the continent’s geo-strategic importance for Europe declined. The
African countries depended much more heavily on Europe for aid, mar-
kets, and political support than Europe depended on them. With the
exception of the other former colonial powers (mainly France, the UK,
and Portugal), the Member States felt unaffected by African events.486

Instead, Yugoslavia, German reunification, and Eastern Europe domi-
nated the foreign ministers’ agenda in the 1990s. Thus, the Belgian
Presidency had to ‘mobilise interest in the Council’.487

However, France and the UK – two of the EU’s most powerful Member
States and key players in the Great Lakes region – preferred keep-
ing Africa off the EU agenda. Both saw their special relationships
with individual African states as part of their national foreign policy
prerogatives.488 A practitioner confirmed,

The UK and France have for the longest time not been interested
in doing anything on Africa on EU level. They were taking their
own initiatives, for example the UK initiative of a Commission for
Africa. The UK does not want the EU to interfere with what they are
doing. The French are the same. The French financed all their projects
themselves.489

France and the UK were also at odds with themselves on Africa which
manifested itself in the EU and UN Security Council. The UK, generally
supported by Germany and the Netherlands, seemed inclined to support
Eastern Congo’s accession to Rwanda who had allegedly sent troops to
the region to protect itself from continued attacks by those responsible
for the 1994 genocide that had fled to Eastern Congo.490 France, whose
view was shared by Belgium, regarded Rwanda’s security concerns as
an excuse to gain Lebensraum and access to mineral resources in the
Eastern Congo. They supported the ICD, preserving the Congo’s unity
and restoring its sovereignty through the withdrawal of foreign troops
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and protection of ethnic minorities. Unsurprisingly, the EU’s capacity
to formulate a common regional policy had been strongly limited in
the past.

Furthermore, there was resistance to Belgium’s new moral approach.
The year 2001 was the international year of mobilisation against racism
with a UN world conference being held in September. Belgium saw the
event as a unique platform to present its new foreign policy and apolo-
gise on behalf of Europe for the sufferings caused by colonialism. Fearing
excessive financial implications, the UK and the Netherlands, however,
were not ready to issue such an apology.

In the light of these disagreements in the Council, neither Solana nor
Patten was keen to prioritise Africa. Solana had assigned an entire unit
of the Council’s Policy Planning and Early Warning Unit to work on the
Western Balkans and only one staff member on Africa:

Solana was very reluctant. He was afraid that no sufficiently strong
common position could be generated to make it worth while for a
troika to visit Africa. Instead his key foci were the Balkans and the
Middle East. Patten, in turn, used to be development minister for the
UK. But Africa was not at all his priority. Also Patten shared the UK
view, which we did not share. He needed to be convinced.491

How Belgium tried to overcome this long list of obstacles both with
regard to postal liberalisation and the EU’s Africa policy and with what
level of success is examined next.

III. Overcoming the obstacles: the strategic process

Ex-ante presidency preparations

Similar to the Finnish Presidency, to overcome the numerous obstacles,
Belgium planned its presidency long before its term. In case of the postal
directive, policy preparations involved internal dialogue and assessment
of the state of play at EU level. With regard to the EU’s Africa policy,
Belgium carefully analysed potential deliverables.

Postal liberalisation: assessing the state of affairs

Belgian Presidency preparations began a year to a year and a half before
assuming office. To identify the priorities a special presidency cell (SOO)
was set up at the PM’s office in March 2000 (see below). By June/July
2000 the first brainstorming sessions with the ministers and civil ser-
vants were held.492 From September onwards Belgian officials started
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producing notes and dossiers on each of the broad priority issues,
including postal liberalisation.

Internal dialogue on the domestic impact of further postal liberali-
sation commenced six months ahead of its presidency. Particularly the
trade unions feared rising unemployment. However, Belgium’s internal
co-ordination system managed to ‘get everyone to agree that postal lib-
eralisation was necessary’.493 It decided not to go for a ‘brutal opening
of the sector, but something more gradual’.494 The government also met
with the respective Belgian interest groups and attended high-profile
lobbying events on postal liberalisation.495 Finally, in June 2001 the
Belgian parliamentary Committee on Infrastructure, Communications,
and Public Enterprises organised a hearing on universal services at the
Belgian Chamber of Representatives.

To trace the progress of the new postal directive, Belgium started con-
tacting the Council Secretariat and the Commission around September
2000. Most Belgian officials at the Permanent Representation consid-
ered the Council Secretariat the best presidency resource during the
preparation phase of the IM dossiers and while holding the chair
position:

The role of the Council Secretariat was very much that of an adminis-
trative supporter to us. They prepared meetings, sometimes suggested
solutions before and after a meeting and helped prepare COREPER.496

The Council Secretariat wrote the memos on the Member State posi-
tions and aided the presidency. Its role has been ever more important
and growing. I think it can off-set the Commission and any influence
that may come from Commission bargaining.497

The EU–Africa dialogue: assessing deliverables

Similarly, the decision to focus on the creation of a more coherent EU–
Africa dialogue and conflict prevention in the Great Lakes was the result
of careful preparations more than one year before taking office. The
preparations served to ‘anticipate events and assess deliverables, pos-
sible outcomes of ministerial meetings and where Belgium [could] take
initiative’.498 The Belgian government initially thought about a com-
mon strategy on the Great Lakes rather than ‘merely’ generating a body
of Council conclusions on the region. However, it dismissed this idea
after evaluating the poor implementation record of previous common
strategies. Council conclusions were considered ‘a gentler way to bring
about what [Belgium] wanted’.499
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In addition, during the preparation phase Belgium realised that, to
drive forward the EU–Africa dialogue and agree something meaningful,
any event on African issues would have to involve African heads of state
or ministers:

We discovered that the Africans were coming in huge numbers to
meetings but were unable to negotiate anything. They were not
organised enough. By June 2001 we knew that to agree anything
meaningful would be difficult – the only level that counts in Africa is
the level of head of state or maybe the ministers.500

Thus, Belgium decided to pick up under its presidency the ministerial
meeting that had been agreed within the Cairo Action Plan.

As the Finnish Presidency, Belgium tried to overcome a number of
obstacles before its term including the neutrality constraint, the gap
between the EU’s development cooperation and CFSP policies, and the
general disinterest in the region. To ensure its presidency would not
be perceived as blatantly pursuing national interests, Belgium started
a close dialogue on Africa with the Portuguese Presidency in the first
half of 2000 and co-ordinated initiatives regarding conflict prevention
with its immediate predecessor, the Swedish Presidency. The Contonou
Agreement agreed under the Portuguese Presidency already contained
provisions on peace-building and conflict prevention.501 With a view to
operationalising these provisions Portugal, Sweden, and Belgium spon-
sored six case studies of the EU’s political and development response
in conflict-affected countries (including the DRC). The studies were to
provide the basis for discussions during the Belgian Presidency.

Belgium could also build upon the results of the Gothenburg Summit,
which had adopted a programme aimed at improving the EU’s capac-
ity for conflict prevention. In addition, it asked the Council to identify
priority regions for preventive action, invited recommendations for the
further development of the programme and agreed to draw up yearly
surveys on potential conflicts in Africa and deepen cooperation with the
UN. In close collaboration with Sweden, Belgium achieved the break-
through at the May GAC which adopted a new Common Position on
conflict prevention, management, and resolution in Africa502 and man-
dated the Belgian Presidency to develop a conflict prevention concept
focused specifically on the Great Lakes:

The Council [invites] the incoming presidency further to pursue and
develop EU policy in the Great Lakes region as a concrete example
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of the application of the Common Position and to report back to the
Council at an early opportunity.503

The Common Position provided the bridge between development and
foreign policy interventions that Belgium had sought and legitimised
Belgian Presidency attempts further to integrate the political and devel-
opment dimensions of the EU’s Africa policy.

To generate greater interest in the region, in the months ahead of
the presidency, Verhofstadt and Michel were very outspoken about the
humanitarian crisis in the Great Lakes and the international commu-
nity’s responsibility to prevent and resolve conflict in Africa.504 Their
arguments centred on three elements. First, they made the moral case –
hard for any to reject. They stressed Europe’s historical responsibility
towards former colonies and for their difficulties today. Second, similar
to the Finnish case Belgium stressed the positive-sum nature of its ini-
tiatives by highlighting the strategic interest to support peace initiatives
in regions that are geographically close to it. The Belgian Presidency
argued that Europe is the ‘natural partner’ of Africa just as the US is a
natural partner of Latin America and Canada. It introduced the notion
of ‘continental bilateralism’ and insisted that it was implementing and
developing already existing initiatives rather than specific Belgian inter-
ests. Third, Belgium tried to transmit both to the Great Lakes countries
and its EU partners that it did not have a ‘hidden agenda’. As Koen
Vervaeke, then Belgium’s Special Envoy to the Great Lakes region, said,

Our commitment is an honest one without a hidden agenda. Our
only goal is the well-being of the population. Strictly spoken, Belgium
no longer has any vital interests to protect in Central Africa, even in
the DRC, despite its potential riches. But Belgium is convinced that it
has a moral responsibility to demonstrate solidarity with the region
in Africa it knows best and where it still has numerous ties.505

To give weight to its arguments, Belgium took a number of national
initiatives ahead of its presidency. These included a global plan for
intervention in the region titled ‘The Construction of Peace in the
Great Lakes Region: A Belgian Plan of Action’, a new ‘Peace and Justice
programme’, an agreement to liberalise state loans frozen since 1990,
advocating the establishment of a certification system for diamonds
to avoid illegal exportation, and Verhofstadt’s visit to the DRC on 30
June to commemorate its 41st independence anniversary. Since 1988 no
Belgian leader had been to the country.
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Verhofstadt assured the Congolese people that their ‘suffering [had]
gone on long enough’506 and of Belgium’s commitment to engage its
western partners in assisting the peace process:

What we have come to say in humility is that we will do all we can,
with others, with the EU, the US and the whole international com-
munity, to create conditions in which the Congo can be reborn.507

During the visit bilateral agreements totalling 18 million US dollars
were signed. Calling for the demilitarisation of the Eastern provinces
of Kisangani and the resumption of the ICD, Verhofstadt also promised
to lobby for international debt relief and to consider cancelling the
Congolese debt to Belgium.

Belgium’s initiatives were echoed at EU level. Prodi signalled Commis-
sion willingness to look into the resumption of development aid to the
Congo – suspended since the early 1990s. In March 2001 it had already
adopted a 28 million aid programme directed at restoring the rule of
law and two months later the Commission had released 120 million
euros from the EDF for medical care and food supply for a 24-month test
period. Patten further pledged 1.9 million Euro to support the Congolese
peace process and promised to revisit the so-called National Indica-
tive Programme (NIP) for the DRC which had been designed against
the background of the Lusaka peace agreements to provide substantial
assistance to the country.

Belgium’s efforts also sparked positive reactions in the EP:

We acknowledge the fact that, precisely because of its historic respon-
sibility for Africa, the Belgian presidency will be making this a
particular priority. We support this.508

In sum, ahead of its presidency Belgium already started to give impe-
tus to EU Africa policy through its discourse and national initiatives.
In addition, it assessed the tools of conflict prevention that were being
put into place to then put the Great Lakes region at the fore of the
EU’s foreign and development policies providing a test-bed for these
new structures and processes in conflict prevention. As a Commission
official said,

The process drives the whole thing. The structure for co-ordination
had been set up by the Swedish Presidency so that a regular pattern
could start.509
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Thus, by the time Belgium presented its presidency programme with
Central Africa ranking ahead of the Western Balkans or the Middle East,
the country’s heavy emphasis on Africa was respected and took nobody
by surprise.

The presidency’s agenda-setting powers

Nonetheless, the launch of the Belgian Presidency Programme was
widely criticised. To his own team’s surprise, Verhofstadt presented it
in early May.510 This offended the Swedish Presidency who still had two
months ahead. Belgium also presented an unprecedented long list of
16 priorities. Apart from Belgium’s main presidency theme – the future
of Europe – each of its 15 ministers had been asked to communicate
their key priority to the PM.511 Unsurprisingly, many judged the Belgian
Presidency as ‘too ambitious’.512 Verhofstadt’s response was simply to
ask for judgement to be reserved for six months and promise the pub-
lication of a scoreboard at the end of the Belgian term. How then did
Belgium ‘score’ with regard to the postal liberalisation and the EU’s
policy towards Central Africa?

Postal liberalisation: progress and setbacks

Upon assuming the presidency Belgium increased diplomatic activity
on the postal directive. Indeed, few meetings had dealt with the issue
during the previous six months. Belgium ensured that the outstanding
technical issues were taken up at working group level and dedicated sev-
eral COREPER meetings to the directive.513 Its presidency compromise
went considerably further than what the anti-liberalisation camp had
in mind, but weakened the Commission proposal slightly. It contained
three phases – an idea that had first floated under the 2000 French Pres-
idency. The first phase, to commence in 2003, consisted in reducing the
weight threshold for monopolies from 350 g to 100 g. This was lower
than the threshold the Southern countries defended and the 150 g that
France, the UK, and the EP had advocated. In 2006, the second phase
was to start reducing this limit further to 50 g. Thus, the Commission’s
goal to liberalise 20% of the market by 2003 would only be reached in
2006. Full liberalisation was to be achieved in the third phase in 2009.
This was a balanced compromise that pushed for full liberalisation, but
gave Member States, including Belgium, time to prepare their national
postal operators for competition.

Before its October Telecommunications Council, the Belgian Telecom-
munications Minister Rik Daems got involved heavily conducting
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informal bilateral consultations to identify the tricky issues. An official
recalled,

The Council was on a Monday and on the Friday before I had a long
meeting with our minister discussing the sticky points. He asked me
to get him the mobile numbers of all the ministers who still had
concerns. He phoned all of them over the weekend. He held many
informal bilateral last minute consultations over the weekend to
solve any difficulties. These kind of bilateral consultations are normal
for a presidency. This is the reality of politics.514

Belgium successfully brokered agreement on the first two phases and
the full liberalisation of outgoing cross-border mail in 2003. However, to
accommodate the specific characteristics of the postal services of Greece,
Spain, Portugal, Ireland, and Luxembourg, Member States in which out-
going cross-border mail accounted for an especially large part of the
national postal provider’s turnover could get exemptions.

In addition, the Belgian Presidency’s common position deleted the
paragraph about special services. France argued strongly that exposing
such services to full competition would stifle the ability of the public ser-
vice to evolve.515 Spain, France, Italy, and Luxembourg considered that
additional restrictions may be necessary to guarantee legal clarity and
avoid circumvention of universal service. Another group of delegations
(Germany, Finland, the Netherlands, Portugal, and Sweden) rejected the
definition of special services.

The third phase remained the most difficult and the decision on full
liberalisation had to be postponed until 2007. Nonetheless, the Belgian
Presidency laid out a process how to reach this decision. It was decided
that the Commission should assess the impact of full liberalisation on
universal services and present recommendations to the Council and
Parliament by 31 December 2006. On the basis of this assessment the
Council with the EP was then to decide whether to go ahead with full
or further liberalisation. This was a creative solution that made the 2009
deadline favoured by Belgium not impossible, but subject to review and
built on similar suggestions by the UK and Denmark:

We did not achieve to agree on 2009 as the final deadline. How-
ever, due to the creativity of the Belgian Presidency, there was an
agreement that did not rule out the 2009 deadline. I think we are
good at these compromises because we do them a lot internally. Our
approach is not to keep hammering on the nail and insist to the
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very end, but be creative and suggest solutions without excluding
our goal.516

The Commission supported the outcome and other governments argued
that the decision struck ‘the right balance in line with the view of liber-
alising the market while maintaining the universal service’.517 The only
country that voted against the Belgian Presidency compromise was the
Netherlands and Finland abstained. Nonetheless, the nature of the out-
come can be considered positive-sum. The agreement made neither the
Netherlands nor Finland worse off. Both countries simply would have
liked the compromise to go further, but the agreement was preferable to
the status quo.

The Great Lakes: greater coherence and more effective
conflict prevention?

Belgium used its presidency to sketch out a common policy for the Great
Lakes and develop a more pro-active and coherent EU Africa policy. To
reconcile Franco-British policy differences towards the region and gain
support for increasing aid to assist the peace process, Belgium raised
the issue in its tour of the capitals at the start of the presidency and
put the Great Lakes on every GAC agenda.518 At his first GAC Michel
briefed the Council about his and Verhofstadt’s visit to the Congo,
Belgium’s national action plan, and their ideas for the region. He argued
that unless help was given to the DRC, the window of opportunity
that opened with Kabila’s son assuming power could be lost. Belgium’s
presidency conclusions committed the Council to working towards ‘an
extensive, consistent, coordinated EU role in the Great Lakes region’ and
specified that ‘the desired consistency should be found in particular in
[Member States’] political perceptions, [. . .] diplomatic action and [. . .]
aid and cooperation policies’.519 The Council agreed to continue moni-
toring the disarmament, demobilisation, reintegration, and repatriation
(DDRR) plan; the withdrawal of foreign troops; and the ICD. In addition,
Belgium got the Council’s general backing of the gradual resumption of
aid should the peace process progress.

To help Kabila meet EU expectations, the Belgian Presidency assumed
the role of an external mediator. It engaged the presidents of the Great
Lake countries and Zimbabwe in a political dialogue on the main aspects
of the Lusaka accord and sent the EU’s first ever troika to the region.
Under Belgian chairmanship the Council endorsed the troika in support
of the peace process520 and managed to agree the broad aim of the mis-
sion: confirm the EU’s political and financial commitment to the Great
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Lake countries; examine their progress; and inform them about the EU’s
short-term support measures.521

In addition to the DRC, the troika visited Angola, Zimbabwe, Burundi,
Rwanda, and Uganda. In Angola, the DRC’s most important military
ally, the EU delegation affirmed that the Lusaka peace process was
the only solution to the conflict. With Zimbabwe’s President Robert
Mugabe it discussed the withdrawal of troops from the Congo, human
rights, and the respect for the rule of law. While visiting Burundi, the
troika urged the armed rebels to negotiate a ceasefire and promised
to help the government address poverty, rehabilitate its infrastructure,
and strengthen democracy. Rwanda, in turn, was encouraged to engage
directly with the Congolese authorities to dismiss its security con-
cerns. Crucially, the troika established that the ICD would reopen in
early 2002.

By December 2001 the European Council decided to resume aid to the
Congo. After considerable debate between Britain, France, and Belgium,
it committed itself to release 108 million US dollars in development
funds. Given that EDF aid had – unlike emergency funds from the Com-
mission’s Humanitarian Aid Office (ECHO) – been frozen since 1990,
this was a significant success. Other achievements included the adop-
tion of a common position on Rwanda and a Joint Action on Burundi.
The common position on Rwanda established that the EU would pur-
sue a political dialogue with the Rwandan government on its regional
foreign and security policy, commitment to the peace processes in the
region, and troops present in the DRC.522 The joint action on Burundi,
in turn, released EU funds to support the deployment of a special pro-
tection unit for the safe return of exiled politicians. In addition, the
mandate of the EU’s Special Representative for the Great Lakes region
was renewed until December 2002.

Pushing its idea of a more holistic approach that would also include a
military and diplomatic dimension, Belgium linked the formulation of a
common policy towards the Great Lakes closely to conflict prevention.
As provided for by the Gothenburg programme, the Belgian Presidency
scheduled an initial discussion on potential conflict situations in July.
Following a presentation by Solana, Michel led a debate on the EU’s early
warning instruments and how they could be used to strengthen conflict
prevention. The Council welcomed particularly the Commission’s and
the Council Secretariat’s intention to present to the EU’s Political and
Security Committee (PSC) more detailed reports on ongoing or emerging
conflicts and emphasised the need to increase cooperation with relevant
international organisations, NGOs, and civil society.
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The role of civil society in conflict prevention and the implementa-
tion of the Cotonou Agreement had been the subject of two preceding
events held on initiative of the Belgian presidency in cooperation with
NGOs and the ACP Secretariat. Their results included recommendations
to extend the role of NGOs in creating and implementing develop-
ment initiatives and the outline of an action plan enhancing political
and financial cooperation, dialogue on trade negotiations, decentralised
cooperation, civil society, and the implementation of the Cotonou
Agreement.

The discussions of the EU’s ability to respond to crisis situations
continued at a further seminar on the six case studies commissioned
with Sweden and Portugal. It recommended a new framework for
development assistance consisting of a mix of regional and country-
specific strategies and short- and long-term initiatives, the deepening
and extending of the political dialogue and mainstreaming conflict
prevention across the EU’s policy spectrum through addressing it in
a greater number of working groups. To strengthen EU capacity, its
conclusion argued, the number and quality of EU staff working in
conflict-affected regions should be increased and to enable more rapid
responses EU delegations be given more decision-making authority over
local fund management. Reflecting Belgian arguments for greater flex-
ibility regarding the conditionality principle, the seminar conclusions
further suggested donors take risks despite concerns over corruption.

The recommendations and operational conclusions of these seminars
were fed into the November Development Council which welcomed the
action plan and urged the Commission to submit a communication on
the participation of civil society in the EU’s development policies and
refine its development co-operation tools in fragile and conflict-ridden
countries. The Spanish Presidency was invited to further the work done
by Belgium, Sweden, and Portugal.523

Other concrete achievements in the area of conflict prevention
include the Council’s Common Position on combating the illicit traf-
fic in conflict diamonds at the GAC on 29–30 October committing the
EU members to conduct negotiations to establish an international dia-
mond certification scheme in the context of a binding international
agreement.

To develop the EU–Africa dialogue at continental level, the Belgian
Presidency took three initiatives: a working meeting with the NEPAD
initiators and the OAU; high-level meetings with sub-regional organ-
isations such as the Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS); and the EU’s first Africa–Europe Ministerial Conference.



136 Small States and EU Governance

The working meeting with the NEPAD initiators and the OAU took
place on 10 October 2001 to discuss NEPAD’s priorities, perspectives, and
institutional framework and possible links with existing development
and co-operation efforts between the EU and Africa. NEPAD’s develop-
ment strategy and detailed programme of action was hailed as a new
phase in the cooperation between Africa and the developed world, in
which Africa recognised for the first time that it holds the key to its own
development. As the Belgian Presidency programme, the European del-
egation stressed the importance to develop the EU partnership with the
African continent further and expressed strong support for this home-
grown effort to resolve African problems.524 Both sides indicated their
resolve to develop a regular dialogue on the New African Initiative and
agreed inter alia:

• twice-yearly meetings between the initiative’s steering committee
and the EU;

• a permanent link between the initiative and the European
Commission;

• the immediate establishment of a joint reflection group on the
relationship between the New African Initiative and the Cotonou
Agreement and the Cairo process;

• a pilot project to train civil servants;
• a common group on infrastructure, as a priority area for implemen-

tation in the framework of the next European Development Fund
Programme; and

• further to consult on the next WTO round to ensure that it addressed
the development dimension of trade.

In subsequent Council meetings the Belgian Presidency stressed that
NEPAD’s success would depend upon developments in the DRC,
Burundi, and Zimbabwe. Overall:

Belgium seized on the NEPAD initiative to organise a meeting with
the five presidents. While NEPAD was not Belgium’s initiative, they
tried to get something out of it.525

The high-level meeting with ECOWAS was also held in mid-October.
It was the second of its kind to strengthen the cooperation between
the two organisations and follow up the Cairo Summit. The meeting
reconfirmed the heads of states’ desire ‘to work towards a new dimen-
sion in the global partnership between Africa and Europe’.526 The EU
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expressed particular support for ECOWAS’ regional integration efforts
and welcomed its progress in setting up a mechanism for crisis preven-
tion and settlement in the Mano river countries (Guinea, Liberia, and
Sierra Leone). To show the EU’s increased support for the peace process
in this sub-region, a special EU presidency representative for the Mano
River Union (MRU), Hans Dahlgren, had been appointed ahead of the
Belgian Presidency. The EU and ECOWAS undertook to maintain regular
meetings, while ensuring the continuity of the dialogue through addi-
tional meetings with the ECOWAS executive secretary and the EU heads
of mission.

As to the first Africa–Europe Ministerial Conference, Belgium fostered
agreement on hosting the event as well as a second ministerial con-
ference in 2002. Belgium focused the conference on the eight themes
that had been identified at Cairo: regional co-operation, AIDS, food
security, conflict prevention, environment, return of cultural objects,
debt, and human rights.527 The meeting reaffirmed the Union’s soli-
darity with the African continent and its attachment to the dialogue
initiated in Cairo.528 Its main outcome was a communiqué in which the
EU ministers and their African counterparts noted a narrowing of dif-
ferences and a joint declaration on terrorism. In addition, the African
ministers briefed the EU on the transformation of the OAU into the AU
and Africa’s progress towards political and economic integration.529 The
new NEPAD initiative was formally welcomed as the bases for future
cooperation between Europe and Africa. A senior official summarised,

The ministerial meeting served to present reports – it was an inter-
mediary process to establish initial progress. The Belgian’s essentially
built on a motion that started at Cairo. They carried it forward and
did it well.530

Finally, to increase the effectiveness of EU Africa policy, the Belgian
Presidency sought to enhance its co-ordination with UN initiatives and
international financial institutions. At Belgium’s first GAC the Great
Lakes region was also among the EU priorities for the forthcoming
UN General Assembly. During its presidency, Belgium fostered politi-
cal agreement on the Member States’ commitment to achieve the UN’s
official public development aid target of 0.7% of GDP and – in conjunc-
tion with the Commission – to establish a timetable by when to achieve
this target. The October 29 GAC supported an increased coordinating
role for the UN Observer Mission in the DRC (MONUC) in the DDRR
process, the setting up of an inter-agency consultation mechanism in
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association with the main donors, and the speeding up of foreign troop
withdrawal under UN auspices.

In addition, the joint action on Burundi was a result of
co-ordination with the UN. In October 2001, the mediator for Burundi,
Nelson Mandela, had requested the EU’s financial support for the estab-
lishment of an interim multinational security presence in the country
and in the context of the peace process UN Security Council Resolu-
tion 1375 of 29 October energetically supported the introduction of this
multinational presence.

Belgium also participated on behalf of the EU at the Durban UN World
Conference against Racism in early September. Despite British and
Dutch reservations about any formal apology for colonialism, Michel
came up with a text agreeable to everyone. It condemned the suffering
caused through slavery and acknowledged that some effects of colonial-
ism persisted into the present. Indeed, his speech on behalf of the EU at
the conference itself was not far off an apology:

Let us remember the many sufferings inflicted by deeds committed
at different moments in history. Let us bow respectfully before all the
victims. Let us never forget them. Let us pledge to ensure that these
misdeeds shall never again be committed.531

The EU’s conclusions and Michel’s statements were echoed in the final
conference declaration.532 Michel also seems to have played a role in
saving the conference’s face after the US and Israel decided to with-
draw from it on the grounds that it contained hateful language against
Israel.533 Rather than staying for three days, as planned, Michel pro-
longed his stay to a week taking into account that he would be late for
the Gymnich informal Council. A senior official judged that Michel’s
‘personality and commitment made a real difference’.534

As to better coordination with international financial organisations to
raise funds for the Congo, Belgium convened (with Canada) an inform-
ing donor meeting on 3 July followed by a second donor information
conference on the DRC on 20 December on World Bank initiative. The
first meeting took stock of the recent economic reforms and how to
support the nascent recovery process. It agreed to address the country’s
outstanding debt, develop effective mechanisms for donor coordination
and implementation of assistance, and to take a regional approach in
some issues. The meeting planned projects amounting to 240 million
US dollars for the months ahead. The follow-up meeting subsequently
made funds available for the resumption of the ICD and the World Bank,
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the IMF, and the African Development Bank presented a debt strategy for
the DRC.

So far we have seen how Belgium pursued its priorities and that in
both postal liberalisation and the EU’s Africa policy it achieved many of
its goals. But what were the conditions for its success, particularly in the
light of the obstacles outlined above?

IV. Conditions for success

The leadership environment, skill, and use of the Council
Secretariat

Belgium coped well with the unfavourable domestic and international
leadership environment. By publishing its presidency programme so
early, it diverted media attention away from its difficult domestic sit-
uation (particularly the Sabena bankruptcy) and resolved the coalition’s
internal wrangling over the presidency priorities.535 The presidency gave
Verhofstadt ‘an opportunity to rise above the constraints under which a
coalition leader of a smallish, decentralised state must normally labour.
[. . .] For six months [. . .] Europe gave him a liberty and an author-
ity inside Belgium that he could not hope for when everyday life
resumed’.536 Despite tipping on Swedish toes, the move was strategic.
It limited the potential adverse effect of domestic developments on the
presidency’s agenda-setting power.

To ease regional tensions, the government established an independent
commission that agreed – just before the presidency – the Lambermont
accord which gave further autonomy and financing to the regions.537

In addition, the government divided the chairing of the Councils and
Belgian country seats in the Council between the federal and the
regional governments.538 Only matters related mainly to federal com-
petence were chaired by federal ministers. Postal liberalisation and the
EU’s Africa policy fell within these.

Furthermore, Belgium did not allow the rejection of the Nice Treaty
to derail its presidency. It treated the incident as ‘an internal Irish, not
an EU problem’.539 It continued the accession negotiations as planned
and reaffirmed the applicant countries of EU commitment to enlarge.

September 11 had the biggest impact on the presidency’s agenda-
setting capacity. It took considerable time away off the EU’s PSC and
‘terrorism, which was barely on the agenda before, moved to the top of
the agenda’.540 It also contributed (together with the Western Balkans)
to delay the troika to the Great Lakes. Nonetheless, the troika visit and
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Belgium’s other Africa presidency initiatives were pursued as planned.
One interviewee argued,

9/11 led to a lot of additional meetings, but I do not think Africa
suffered from this. This shows you that it was a real priority of
Belgium.541

In fact, the terrorist attacks put the focus on neglected countries and the
danger that can stem from them. Indeed, the Council expressed greater
commitment to combat poverty, seen as a root cause of terrorism. In
this sense it may well have served Africa.

Belgium’s quick response to convene extraordinary Foreign and JHA
Councils showed that its presidency machinery was able to handle
unexpected crises. A senior official recalled,

9/11 was completely unexpected. [But . . .] it enabled us to show what
we were capable of doing. We decided in the night of September 11
that we would convene a special Council. Commissioner Patten and
Solana were travelling and it was very difficult to reach them on their
planes. So we took the initiative here.542

Belgium’s reputation of a ‘compromise country’543 was a key asset in
dealing with the tensions in the Council in the 9/11 aftermath. Given
that successful policy formulation in Belgium depends on the capacity
to formulate compromises, package deals and collective bargaining are
part of its political culture. Various MEPs argued,

Belgium is Europe in miniature with all its advantages and disadvan-
tages. This experience is partly the key to the success of the Belgian
presidency.544

[Belgium] is traditionally known to be able to reconcile the irreconcil-
able and, at difficult moments, to have launched visionary proposals
that help the European community to progress.545

Even though the big Member States talked directly to the US rather than
through the Belgian Presidency, Belgium’s small size had its advantages,
including smooth co-ordination and raising fewer suspicions about its
intentions:

Because of our size limit we worked in small teams and focused very
much on our priorities. The advantage of working in small teams is
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that you have no problems of co-ordination and the climate is very
collaborative.546

Small countries often run better presidencies than big countries
because the big countries are less trusted than the smalls. People
always suspect that big states have hidden interests behind every
compromise they put forward, but smaller Member States have
fewer national interests to defend, particularly when it comes to
the internal market where fewer sectors are economically important
to them.547

Vital for the successful pursuit of Belgian presidency objectives, par-
ticularly with regard to the IM, was the degree of centralisation
that was introduced into Belgium’s policy co-ordination process. The
co-ordination of Belgian EU policy positions is highly ‘complicated,
time-consuming, and often cumbersome’548 due to the high number of
actors involved and Belgium’s complex federal system. It depends not
only on co-ordination between ministries, but also on securing agree-
ment between federal and sub-national governments. Apart from the
federal government, Belgium has five sub-national governments and
parliaments which participate in the development of Belgian EU policy:
three community governments and parliaments (Flemish, French, and
German) and three regional governments and parliaments (Flanders,
Wallonia, and Brussels). The institutions of the Flemish Community
and Region have merged.549 From a constitutional viewpoint there is no
hierarchy between the federal government and its sub-national coun-
terparts. Thus, unless each unit’s consent is assured on issues that
fall within their competencies, Belgium cannot take a position in the
Council.550 How then was such consent achieved during the presidency?

Belgium’s system of co-ordination is highly decentralised with differ-
ent arrangements in each policy sector. Informal technical co-ordination
starts with the specialists at the Permanent Representation and so-called
‘federal correspondents’ feeding Commission initiatives and legislative
proposals to their counterparts in the five Belgian governments. The
latter are linked through specialised networks and informal contacts
which try to establish informal consensus inter alia to prevent overload
of formal co-ordination mechanisms and the politicisation of issues. The
precise structure of these networks differs from sector to sector and tends
to be more formalised the greater the intensity of EU activity in a pol-
icy area.551 Belgium’s positions in Council working groups are generally
established through these specialised networks and informal contacts.
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However, once an issue reaches COREPER and ministerial level, formal
co-ordination between the federal and the sub-national units as well as
the different ministries takes place at the Belgian Ministry of Foreign
Affairs (MFA).

The main formal coordinating unit is the MFA’s European Integration
and Co-ordination Department P11 which brings together the rele-
vant federal and sub-national ministers’ personal representatives and
the Belgian Permanent Representative in weekly meetings. If they do
not reach unanimous agreement on Council positions, the particular
matter gets transferred to an Inter-ministerial Conference for Foreign
Policy (ICFP), in which the ministers themselves participate. If still
no consensus is forthcoming, the so-called Concertation Committee
is consulted in which the PM and vice PMs try to foster agreement
with the sub-national governments. Should all efforts fail, Belgium
is unable to negotiate in the Council and has to abstain if a vote
is called. In most cases, however, P11 reaches agreement. Abstaining
in the Council is generally worse for Belgian interests than agreeing
some package deal between the federal and the sub-national govern-
ments.552 Also, with everybody knowing each other and following the
logic of repeated games, the atmosphere in P11 meetings is usually
consensual.553 A senior official confirmed,

Sometimes it is difficult to reach consensus, but normally this proce-
dure works well. It is the only way consensus can be established554

The conclusions reached in P11 are often not rigid, but set the bound-
aries within which a compromise must fall. Given the large pro-
European consensus amongst elites, Belgian civil servants tend to get
substantial leeway from their principals.555 Before COREPER meetings
and after Belgium’s negotiating position has been agreed through P11,
strategic meetings take place how to best defend its position. If these
conclude that the mandate given needs adaptation, the issue is referred
back to P11.556 Finally, should difficulties arise during the Council
meetings, when competence is shared each Belgian delegation is accom-
panied by a so-called assessor (either ministers or high-level officials
from a sub-national government) allowing for on the spot consultation
with regional governments.

The Belgium system of co-ordination for the Council presidency had
two key strengths. First, given that representatives from the Perma-
nent Representation (the Belgian ambassador, his deputy, or the Antici
and Mertens) participate in the P11 meetings, they could more easily
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establish their negotiating leverage and bridge the gap between the
internal Belgian co-ordination process and the political reality in the
Council. In addition, P11 generates personal contact between the peo-
ple at the Permanent Representation and the ministerial representatives,
who could be called informally should problems arise. Compared to
other presidencies, Belgian government communication with the Per-
manent Representation and the EU institutions was also more personal
and less costly due to the government’s unique advantage of being Brus-
sels based.557 Belgian Permanent Representative, Frans van Daele, for
example, met his most important government interlocutors three or
four times a week – common also at lower levels.558

Interestingly, the mere fact of holding the Council presidency helped
bridge the system’s weaknesses including the high number and diversity
of P11 participants and its potential of overload. The presidency forced
the political leaders to find agreements more speedily:

In a way things were easier during the presidency, as we could use
it to argue that we had a general mandate to find consensus. To be
an effective presidency we had to find solutions internally. Thus we
used the presidency to find solutions internally. This helped us to
work more rapidly.559

This was particularly true in case of the postal directive, where internal
agreement had been lacking (see above).

The second strength of the Belgian system of co-ordination was the
creation, in March 2000, of the SOO at the PM’s office introducing a
degree of centralisation and a strategic dimension into the co-ordination
process. The SOO was headed by a task force presided over by the PM’s
representative, Peter Moors. It met the day after P11 meetings and was
first dedicated to the logistics and the organisation of the presidency
and then turned increasingly to content and priorities. It included the
chairpersons, Belgium’s Permanent Representative, the Director General
for EU affairs, and special experts.

The task force followed closely the negotiation progress at the federal,
community, and regional levels as well as in the Council and identified
problems and strategies how to tackle them:

The task force was responsible for the day to day co-ordination, to
review work in progress, look at the weeks ahead, come up with new
initiatives, and to prepare a scoreboard. To assess the progress each
week was very important.560
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This was a significant change. Normally there is little central
co-ordination on EU issues. It effectively dealt with the problem
that the Belgian ministries enjoy relative autonomy making tech-
nical co-ordination problematic.561 It turned the presidency into a
‘strikingly tightly run affair in which a relatively small group of peo-
ple were involved in most if not all the most important decisions,
and one person, the PM, dominated the show’.562 Finally, the pres-
idency cell strengthened ex-ante co-ordination of positions in the
Council:

The key to our success was – I am absolutely convinced – the
consensus we generated on the presidency positions beforehand.563

Overall, similar to the Finnish system the set-up was based on political-
strategic co-ordination rather than hierarchy. Figure 4 illustrates
this complex intra-Belgian intergovernmental and inter-ministerial
co-ordination system during the 2001 Council presidency.

Apart from internal co-ordination, the presidency’s personal commit-
ment and style, its relations with the other Council members, and the
use of the Council Secretariat conditioned its influence.564

Personal commitment played a role in both advancing postal liber-
alisation and developing the EU’s Africa policy. Verhofstadt’s pro-active
‘presidential’ leadership style565 helped to foster agreement on postal lib-
eralisation at domestic level, and Daems’ efforts and bilateral ministerial
consultations at EU level. One official judged,

The Belgian Minister was a good chairman. He was good in imagining
different compromises and particularly creative about the calendar
towards full liberalisation. He worked very hard.566

As the only liberal in the Council, Verhofstadt had initially been
rather isolated. Nevertheless, Nice had gained him the respect
of the other small states whose institutional interests (particu-
larly weighted votes in the Council) he was defending. In addi-
tion, since Nice he had successfully cultivated personal rela-
tionships with German Chancellor Schroeder and British PM
Blair.567

Michel’s activist style and personal inclination to pursue bold
debates which generated tensions on some issue, gained him respect
in the area of EU–Africa relations. Given Belgian expertise on



The 2001 Belgian Council Presidency 145

Concertation Committee

• Prime Minister and Minister
Presidents

Inter-ministerial Conference for Foreign
Policy (ICFP)

• Federal and sub-national ministers

P11- Ministry of Foreign Affairs
• Federal and sub-national ministerial representatives
• Permanent Representation (Ambassador, Deputy, Antici or

Mertens)
• Representatives of Prime Minister, of Deputy Prime Minister, and 

of Minister-Presidents

Council of
Ministers

Technical co-ordination through 
specialised networks

(formal or informal)

Flemish Govt.
(European

Correspondents)

Walloon Govt.
(European

Correspondents)

Brussels Govt.
(European

Correspondents)

Federal Govt.
(European

Correspondents)

Council
Working
Groups

COREPER

Presidency Cell (SOO) – Prime Minister’s Office

• Headed by Task Force consisting of selected chairpersons, Permanent Representative, Director General 
for EU Affairs, experts

Federal CorrespondentsPermanent Representation

Figure 4 Inter-ministerial Co-ordination During the Belgian 2001 Council
Presidency

Central Africa, the presidency felt qualified to lead the EU in this
dossier:

The African diaspora in Belgium, the Belgian networks in Central
Africa, and Belgian expertise, make that Belgium can pretend to play
the number one in the Central African dossiers and to be the motor
of the international Community.568
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The small group of officials that ran the presidency was also regarded as
‘highly competent’.569 To ensure expertise, Belgium selected the relevant
working group chairpersons early and drew upon top-class advisors in
Belgium’s political and university circles. Training consisted mainly in
negotiation simulation and chairing. As Belgium’s Permanent Represen-
tatives stay in office for much longer than other career diplomats (six
years or more), experience, seniority, and negotiation skills at COREPER
level were ensured.570 By the time Belgium assumed the presidency, its
Permanent Representative had been in office for five years. Similarly,
Belgium’s Deputy Permanent Representative had ample Community
experience. In areas that where Belgium had less national interests, such
as the broad dossier of enlargement, a Dutch and a Luxembourg diplo-
mat were invited into the Belgian Presidency team bridging gaps in staff
shortages.571

Belgium further enhanced its expertise and information advantage
through the extensive use of the Council Secretariat. To determine
the negotiation leverage of the individual players a senior official con-
cluded that ‘the Council Secretariat is your biggest ally during the
presidency’:572

The Council Secretariat has a lot of expertise and, even more impor-
tant, memory. They are a core resource and very useful.573

The Council Secretariat’s institutional memory was particularly helpful
to establish the Member States’ negotiation positions on postal liberal-
isation. As Finland, Belgium tried to look for unanimous, positive-sum
agreements rather than bluntly pursuing its own interests.

On occasions Belgium ‘had the feeling [it] had to keep the Council
Secretariat in check’.574 Its presidency preparations coincided with the
Nice IGC during which the Council Secretariat lobbied hard to establish
itself as a player in its own right with a greater political role.575 How-
ever, in the case of the postal liberalisation dossier, Belgium did not let
the Council Secretariat dominate the proceedings or formulation of the
compromise. One official argued,

I did not feel that the Council Secretariat took a more political role.
We decided which compromise to defend.576

In its priority areas Belgium, contrary to some presidencies, wrote all its
Council conclusions itself. In this way it kept the Council Secretariat in
check.577 A senior official at the Council Secretariat stated that ‘giving
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policy input rather than technical input only works if a presidency is
open to it’.578 This is much more likely in dossiers that the presidency
has not claimed ‘its own’.

In case of the development of a more coherent EU–Africa policy,
Solana needed to be alerted. Since taking office much of his focus had
been on the Western Balkans,

There was a realisation that we needed to enhance our Africa teams.
Michel alerted Solana to this a number of times and Solana [was]
listening.579

In contrast to the Council Secretariat’s IM unit, Solana has taken a polit-
ical rather than a technocratic role. However, in this case his political
role helped Belgium to give Africa a higher status and go beyond lowest
common denominator decisions:

The people at the Council Secretariat were pushing for more than
a lowest common denominator outcome. They definitely supported
the presidency and took a very pro-active approach.580

Heterogeneity, intensity, and distribution
of governmental preferences

Both in terms of the heterogeneity and intensity of viewpoints the
climate on postal liberalisation in the Council was unfavourable. The
Council was split into two blocs. The distribution of governmental
preferences, however, was favourable. Germany was particularly sup-
portive of the Belgian compromise. Germany was a crucial ally not only
because of its weight in the Council but also because of its close relations
with France which needed to be convinced of the Belgian compromise.
Furthermore, after Labour had been re-elected in June 2001 the UK’s
position moved clearly towards the Belgian approach on postal liberali-
sation. Together with the group of smalls that had already liberalised its
postal services and the Commission, this was a powerful coalition.

In case of the EU–Africa relations the heterogeneity of viewpoints
was also low centring on the Franco-Belgian versus the UK approach.
Portugal and France often gave voice to the presidency’s views. Both
Portuguese Foreign Minister Jaime Gama and PM Antonio Guterres
stressed the need for the EU to play a much more prominent role
in development cooperation at various Council meetings and backed
Belgium’s intention to take initiatives in favour of Africa from the
outset.581 France, in turn, was realising ‘that it [did] not have the
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capacity to deal with different crisis in Africa by itself’ and that since
the end of the Cold War ‘African states [had] become more independent
from French influence’.582 Thus, France became more interested to move
things onto the EU level.

Relations between Belgium and France on the Great Lakes had been
particularly close since the beginning of 2001. Both countries had
invited Mugabe to discuss the possibility of the withdrawal of its 11,000
Zimbabwean troops from the DRC and held bilateral meetings with
President Kabila in November 2001. As Belgium, Chirac emphasised the
need for the withdrawal of troops from Congo, encouraged Kabila to
pursue the ICD, and urged international financial institutions to release
aid to the country.

However, through intense activity on the Great Lakes under Belgian
chairmanship, the Franco-British differences were easing out. Despite
tensions over Zimbabwe and its traditional support for Rwanda, the UK
position on the Great Lakes’ conflict saw a gradual change during the
Belgian Presidency crucial to move towards a common approach and
define the troika mission. This change followed a report by Britain’s All
Party Parliamentary Group on the Great Lakes and Genocide Prevention
(APPG) of the House of Commons. After a mission to the DRC, the APPG
concluded that although Rwanda’s initial intervention in the DRC was
justified, its military bases appeared to be more closely linked to the posi-
tioning of mineral mines than rebel forces.583 The group recommended
undertaking a study of the threat posed by armed groups operating in
the DRC and link British and European aid in the Great Lakes to cessa-
tion of illegal exploitation of natural resources and implementation of
the Lusaka accords. Furthermore, it urged the UK government to broker
a substantially increased aid package for the DRC.

The APPG report also sparked a gathering by fellow national parlia-
mentarians and MEPs who met on 21 November to forge a common
policy on resolving the Great Lakes crisis. They concluded that only a
regional approach could solve the conflict and that common EU rather
than bilateral policies would be needed. They urged the EU governments
to prioritise the humanitarian tragedy, especially in eastern Congo. By
January 2002 the French and British Foreign Ministers made a joint mis-
sion to the Great Lakes to promote peace in the region and foster the
impression of a unified EU policy on the area.

Finally, the German and the Dutch national viewpoints were evolv-
ing towards the Franco-Belgian approach. Both countries showed more
signs of recognising the Kabila government and shifting pressure onto
the rebels and the withdrawal of foreign troops. The Netherlands, for
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example, suspended some of their aid programmes to Rwanda, because
of its participation in the Congolese conflict.584 Hence, the climate in
the Council in terms of the heterogeneity, intensity, and distribution of
viewpoints became gradually more favourable.

Inter-institutional relations

Inter-institutional relations with the Commission and the EP were simi-
larly important. Belgium has traditionally been a ‘very Commission ori-
ented country’585 and its IM presidency priorities reflected Commission
priorities. In its February synthesis report submitted to the Stockholm
Council, the Commission had included postal liberalisation as one of
its top ten policy priorities for 2001. Hence, from the preparation stages
Belgium had discussions with the Commission which became a key ally
in dismissing concerns by the more protectionist Member States and
socialist MEPs. IM Commissioner Fritz Bolkestein argued that long-term
employment in the postal sector could only be safeguarded if it would be
able to provide competitive services, responsive to the demand of both
business customers and households.586 Bolkestein also tried to weaken
the ideological dimension of the debate by agreeing on the importance
of universal services. Nonetheless, the Commission’s influence in shap-
ing the final outcome was low (see below) – while backing the Belgian
Presidency compromise, it preferred much speedier liberalisation.

With regard to the Great Lakes, Belgium did not have automatic Com-
mission support. Patten had not been to the region before and shared
the UK view. Interestingly, under Portuguese Commissioner Joao de
Deus Pinheiro responsible for external relations with the ACP states,
South Africa, and the Lomé Convention from 1995–1999, the Commis-
sion – often in tandem with Belgium – had ‘been fighting hard to get
more attention for Africa’.587 However, Belgium managed to get Patten’s
backing for a Great Lakes troika and its efforts to develop the EU Africa
dialogue. An official at the Council Secretariat judged,

Belgium was crucial to make Patten as well as Solana look at Africa
and increase their attention to the region. Now their agenda seems
much broader.588

As to the EP, in case of the postal directive the PM’s unit did not involve
the EP much. However, the Permanent Representation was in touch with
the Belgian MEPs. Establishing contact with the EP on the directive was
important to avoid the directive ending up in the conciliation proce-
dure used in the event of severe disagreement between the Council and
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the EP.589 Nonetheless, the EP sided with the anti-liberalisation camp.
Compared to the Commission, outcomes in the EP are often more dif-
ficult to influence. Much depends on the size of a national delegation
within the big party groups – the key structures within the EP. Theoret-
ically, a small state can be relatively influential when it is concentrated,
well organised, and ideologically ‘median’, as the case with the Belgian
socialists. These conditions were not, however, met in case of the Belgian
liberals. To ensure that the presidency compromise would be acceptable
to the EP, Belgium tried to work through its national MEPs and keep
regular contact with the presidents of the different committees, in this
case the postal committee. These contacts were generated through the
Belgian Permanent Representation.590

With regard to EU–Africa relations, in contrast, the EP welcomed
the Belgian presidency’s initiative to give priority status to the DRC
and invited the Council to encourage the ICD.591 In addition, the EP
invited Kabila to immediately embark on the process of reconciliation
and democratisation, to allow the EU fully to restore its structural aid to
Congo. In an emergency session in early July it also adopted a resolution
strongly condemning ‘the systematic and large-scale pillaging of natural
resources and wealth from the DRC’.592 But was the EP the driving force
in the dossier?

V. Revision of achievements: assessing the counterfactuals

The following section revisits the presidency’s achievements and
assesses the counterfactuals. Can the outcomes solely be attributed to
the Belgian Presidency? What role did the other decision-makers play?

Postal liberalisation

Presidency achievements and the role of other Member States

Postal liberalisation was an area of high political and ideological sen-
sitivity. Although Belgium had to delete the liberalisation of special
services and did not reach its goal to fix the 2009 deadline for full lib-
eralisation, the compromise brokered reflected its main interests and
took a considerable step forward. Crucially, the timetable agreed did
not exclude full liberalisation by 2009. In addition, the Belgian Presi-
dency compromise went much further than the suggestions made by the
anti-liberalisation camp. What then was the input by the other Member
States? Or had the dossier merely been ready for adoption?
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Belgium had not been the only country that tried to conclude the
postal dossier. The French 2000 Presidency had also prioritised the direc-
tive, but contrary to Belgium, its aim had been to slow liberalisation.
Aligning itself with the EP, the French compromise defended the 150 g
threshold for monopolies. However, the French Presidency failed to
break the deadlock. Even a marathon session of ten hours in Brussels
broke down without bridging the gap between the two camps. One
official judged, ‘The French compromise was simply not enough of a
compromise.’593 In addition, rather than working in tandem, tensions
between France and the Commission became increasingly visible and
France relied much less upon the Council Secretariat to try to broker its
deals.594

Given the deep divisions that had been exposed under the French
Presidency, the adoption of the dossier was neither inevitable. Since
the breakdown of the negotiations in December 2000, the Swedish
Presidency – while very much in favour of the directive – hardly touched
it. It did not convene the working group on postal liberalisation until
very late into its presidency and no further substantive discussions were
held at the Telecommunications Councils.595 The Stockholm European
Council of 23–24 March 2001 merely set a deadline of the end of 2001.
After informal bilateral consultations, Sweden concluded that ‘the posi-
tions of delegations have yet to evolve sufficiently to allow for [. . .] an
agreement to be reached’.596 Thus, even though time pressure was build-
ing up to meet the 2001 deadline, the dossier was nowhere closer to a
decision when Belgium moved into the chair than under the French
presidency.597

Although Belgium’s three-step compromise built upon ideas that had
first floated under the French Presidency and its solution to the dead-
lock over the time table was aided by suggestions from the UK and
Denmark, the detailed balancing of interests and final shape of the com-
promise was elaborated by Belgium rather than any other Member State.
In addition, it was the Belgian administration that did the bridge build-
ing behind the scenes both between the opposing camps in the Council
and with the EP.

The role of the Commission

Given the sensitivity of the issue and intensity of Member State prefer-
ences, supranational Commission leadership was highly limited. While
the Commission actively lobbied the Member States and the EP to speed
up the adoption of the postal directive, the compromise reached did
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not originate in the Commission. Indeed, the Commission had to be
convinced of its final shape:

Our allies were the Member States more than anybody else. We had to
convince the Commissioner to be flexible and accept the compromise
we wanted to go for.598

The Commission had initially rejected the suggestions of deleting the
notion of special services. Only when both the Council and the EP
agreed to exclude special services from the directive, the Commission
reigned in. In addition, the Commission proposal had envisaged a less
gradual liberalisation process than Belgian’s compromise entailed (see
above). In short, the final shape of the proposal differed significantly
from the Commission’s initial proposal and preferences. In accepting
the presidency compromise the Commission rendered its agenda influ-
ence to intergovernmental leadership. This seems to be the norm rather
than the exception:

All major files generally change quite a bit from the initial pro-
posal. Then the Commission usually backs these changes, in very
exceptional cases it turns against a common position reached in the
Council. The Commission can think about withdrawing a proposal,
but that rarely happens either.599

The role of the EP

While the EP got its way on the special services, its overall influence was
also low. The majority of EP amendments were outright rejected. Nei-
ther the Commission nor the Presidency agreed with the EP provisions
to merely liberalise 6% of the postal market or to leave the timetable for
further liberalisation open. By March 2002, the EP gave its agreement
to open a further 20% of the sector on the condition that the Commis-
sion made biannual reports to it and the Council on the application
of the directive considering in particular developments concerning eco-
nomic, social, employment, and technological aspects, as well as the
quality of service. In addition, the EP modified some of the directive’s
final wording. Reference to the ‘provision of the universal services’, for
example, was replaced with ‘maintenance of universal services’ and ref-
erence to ‘standard mail services’ was replaced by ‘items of domestic
correspondence’.600 However, none of the EP amendments changed the
Council’s political agreement and the directive was adopted without
further discussion.
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Central Africa

Presidency achievements and the role of other Member States

During the Belgian Presidency the EU reconfirmed its solidarity with
Africa and its attachment to the dialogue initiated in Cairo in May
2000. Belgian initiatives contributed to more resources being dedicated
to Africa and helped modify the EU framework for providing assistance
to crisis-affected countries, in particular the Great Lakes, to one which
is more flexible and engages a greater number of actors. In addition,
Belgium developed concrete recommendations on how the EU should
engage in conflict-affected countries. Officials from the Belgian admin-
istration, the Commission, and the Council Secretariat agreed that the
Belgian Presidency played an important role in the development of a
more pro-active and coherent Africa policy during its term by focussing
the mind of the Council and the Commission on conflict resolution and
prevention in the Great Lakes:

The dialogue has become much more active and there is more con-
tinuity. The Netherlands had Africa on their agenda and the Irish
presidency dealt with it too. So the dialogue is more structured and
does not always need the impulse from the presidency.601

The level of attention paid to Africa has changed dramatically. The
Belgian presidency was an important building block. It is now on
the agenda and even Luxembourg with no tradition of dealing with
Africa is now obliged to consider it.602

The Belgian Presidency achieved most progress in the area of conflict
prevention when it comes to EU-Africa relations. Conflict prevention
had, of course been in the pipeline before. The Commission pub-
lished a communication on it in April 2001. But Belgium decided to
work in depth on this and apply it to Africa. Africa figured much
more prominently on the Council agenda than previously. Belgium
was trying to push for a fresh look at the situation.603

Indeed, although a Belgian diplomat lamented that ‘the peace process in
the Great Lakes was not sufficiently advanced at the time of the Belgian
Presidency to be even more constructive’604 and it is difficult to assess the
precise impact of the presidency, Belgium set the locomotive in motion
for long-term EU commitment towards the region.

After the DRC signed peace agreements with Uganda and Rwanda
in 2002 both countries withdrew their troops from the Congo and by
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the spring 2003 the ICD led to an agreement on the formation of a
transitional national government formally ending the war. The EU con-
tributed to the stabilisation of the security conditions in the DRC by
launching a military operation (Artemis) in 2003 in the Ituri region and
its first Police Mission for crisis management in Kinshasa in April 2005.
Both were conducted in close co-operation with MONUC. In addition, it
decided to establish an assistance mission for security reform in the DRC
‘to advice the Congolese authorities in charge of security while ensur-
ing the promotion of policies that are compatible with human rights
and international humanitarian law, democratic standards, principles
of good public management, transparency and observance of the rule
of law’.605 In 2006, the EU sent 250 election observers to the DRC – the
EU’s largest mission to that date. The Belgian Presidency can undoubt-
edly take some credit for generating the political commitment of the EU
vis-à-vis the DRC:

The Belgian Presidency wanted to increase EU commitment to the
Great Lakes. Look at the Congo now. We are starting to become an
actor in the region.606

The Belgian presidency played an as active part as it could. You have
to keep in mind that things in this area move very slowly. The EU
Africa dialogue was like two elephants that talk.607

However, there were also disappointments. For example, there was
no systematic follow up of the NEPAD meeting which was judged
as ‘good in terms of publicity but not strong in terms of long-term
results’.608

Until the Belgian 2001 Presidency Africa had hardly featured on the
GAC agendas, not even Zimbabwe. Similarly, the kind of joint initiatives
Belgium started between the Council presidency and the ACP Secre-
tariat General were unprecedented and contributed positively to the
EU–Africa dialogue.

None of the other Member States attributed a similar degree of impor-
tance to the Great Lakes at this particular point in time. Few countries
were interested in Africa and matched Belgian expertise on the Great
Lake countries. A Commission official speculated,

If we would have had a different presidency at the time, for exam-
ple one with interests in Asia, I think we would have started very
differently when it comes to crisis prevention.609
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Second, those who were interested in the region such as France and the
UK were not only reluctant to move their Africa policy onto the EU level,
but at odds with each other over their approach. The initiative clearly
came from Belgium rather than any of the other Member States.

The role of the Commission

Some have identified the Commission as the key ‘entrepreneur’ driv-
ing forward the EU’s Africa policy.610 In 1996 and 1999 the Commission
issued two communications on peace-building and conflict prevention
in Africa and co-operation with ACP countries involved in armed con-
flict.611 The papers were the EU’s first conceptual documents on conflict
regulation and the EU’s Africa policy.612 In addition, a joint report on
conflict prevention had been prepared by the Commission and the High
Representative for the Nice Council in December 2000, and in 2001
the Commission contributed to the European Programme for Conflict
Prevention (see below) with another communication that reviewed all
recent EU initiatives to promote peace and stability.613 Its long list of
recommendations included setting up a pilot system for the regular
exchange of information between the Commission, the Council Pol-
icy Unit, and Member State desk officers for the Balkans as well as the
Great Lakes. However, in contrast to Belgium, the Commission did not
think exclusively about Africa when drawing up its paper on conflict
prevention:

Did the Commission have Africa in mind when it drew up its conflict
prevention paper? Yes and no. The paper was not only talking about
Africa.614

Other contributions by the Commission to develop the EU–Africa dia-
logue included Commissioner Nielson’s visit to the DRC in July 2001
to review the peace process and its impact on EU aid and meeting with
Ketumile Masire, the DRC peace facilitator, to cover various aspects of
the ICD. His discussions with the signatories to the Lusaka Agreement
and Masire paved the way for signing, in January 2002, the DRC’s NIP
for the Congo worth 32 million euros in humanitarian assistance for
health and nutrition/food security as well as relief assistance to the least
accessible areas.615

However, the Commission had been unable to turn Africa from a pas-
sive into an active item on the Council agenda. A Commission official
argued,



156 Small States and EU Governance

If you look at the situation before [the Belgian Presidency], Africa was
very much off the radar screen even though the Commission had
been fighting hard for a while to get more attention for Africa. We
were trying to structure the work better and wanted to push Africa
up on the list of priorities. But it was Belgium who really helped us to
achieve this. In general, vigorous co-ordination by the Commission
is refused in the area of foreign policy and there is minimal steering
by the Commission.616

This suggests that to influence Council priorities in foreign policy
matters, forge common views, or change emphasis the Commission
depends upon the Council presidency – more so than the other way
around. While this relationship is inversed at the implementation stage,
the EU dialogue with Africa had not reached this stage yet. In its
early beginnings, common approaches had yet to be defined and new
emphasis set.

The role of the EP

The EP has limited powers in the development of the EU’s foreign policy.
Rather than taking initiative, it mostly monitors political and humani-
tarian developments abroad and issues resolutions. As the Commission,
it was unable to elevate the Great Lakes into a policy priority. How-
ever, in response to the Belgian programme it took some initiatives
in support of conflict prevention in Africa. The EP’s Committee on
Development and Development Cooperation hosted a conference titled
‘Towards a coherent European policy for conflict-prevention in Africa:
the challenges of the Belgian Presidency’ in Brussels in September. The
conference examined the coherence of the Union’s policies on the
African Continent and the Cotonou Agreement as conflict-prevention
instrument.617 Most important to dismiss EP influence in developing the
EU’s Africa policy during the Belgian Presidency term, however, is the
fact that the EP only became active after Belgium decided to focus the EU
on Africa and conflict prevention in the Great Lakes. In sum, while the
EP played a constructive role in developing EU–Africa relations, it was
not in the driving seat.

Conclusion

Contrary to the neutral broker approach, Belgium used its presidency
strategically assuming the leadership both in the postal dossier and in
the EU’s Africa policy. The liberalisation of postal services had been
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key to the Belgian liberals despite numerous obstacles at domestic and
EU level. The presidency and the institutional changes made for it
served as a tool to foster agreement internally and tilt the balance
of support towards the pro-liberalisation camp within the Council. Its
level of influence can be considered as medium: the final compromise
brokered – while not going as far as Belgium had wished – went con-
siderably further than the position of the opposition camp and did not
compromise its own preferences. While accommodating its own pref-
erences in the final agreement, it also ensured that all other Member
States’ concerns were addressed. Despite Dutch and Finnish reserva-
tions, the compromise brokered was positive-sum. The presidency’s
power to set the agenda, lead the discussion, summarise conclusions,
and hold informal bilateral discussions were crucial to reach this out-
come. The Commission and the Council Secretariat were key allies, but
neither assumed the political leadership in this dossier. Belgium firmly
kept this role to itself.

Belgian initiatives with regard to the EU’s Africa policy are examples of
a high level of presidency influence. Despite unexpected international
events, Africa and the Great Lakes moved from the backstage into the
spotlight. As a former colonial power that sought international recogni-
tion and a new image, development assistance and conflict prevention
in Africa became the Belgian Presidency’s foreign policy theme. Through
numerous high-profile events and conferences Belgium nurtured the
EU–Africa dialogue and tried to put flesh on the abstract concept of
conflict prevention. Belgium used its presidency to be the ‘engine for
international action in the region’.618

In both cases prioritising certain dossiers over others did not automat-
ically lead to results, but required careful preparation, investigation, and
coalition-building before and during the presidency:

The presidency is about having an idea and pushing and pushing
over a long period of time. It is not just about the six months you
have the presidency. You have to play the game and plan on a grander
scheme.619

‘Playing the game’ domestically meant having an effective structure in
place to overcome the weaknesses of the Belgian co-ordination system
and at EU level constructing a well-functioning relationship with the
Commission and Council Secretariat. Equally important in both the
postal liberalisation and Africa dossier was to generate allies in the Coun-
cil. This meant bridging the differences between the Franco-Belgian
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approach and that of the UK. In Pillar I, the EP and its sceptical stance
on the directive was an additional constraint. In Pillar II, Belgium made
sure it had the blessing of the Council before the start of its presidency
to try to sketch out a common policy for the Great Lakes and seized
upon the Swedish Presidency results in the area of conflict prevention.

Despite numerous obstacles and an unfavourable presidency setting,
the evidence suggests that a small country can be an effective presi-
dency and broker outcomes that not only satisfy its own preferences but
are also beneficial to the EU. Belgium overcame its constraints through
early dialogue with all key actors and efficient domestic co-ordination.
In both pillars Belgium’s efforts were central to reach the desired results.
The intensity of Member State preferences and the EP were the biggest
constraints in the construction of a compromise on the postal directive,
while external events as well as Member State preferences constrained
the development of a coherent EU–Africa dialogue and progress in the
Great Lakes. Even though Belgium today finds that ‘there is still too lit-
tle attention for African issues at the highest political and international
level’,620 under its presidency term it was highly influential in setting
the priorities, tone, and pace of the negotiations. A Commission official
judged,

When you have the presidency you can do two things, you can
either keep building steadily or try to achieve breakthroughs in
certain areas. The case of Belgium and Africa was among the break-
throughs.621

To conclude, Verhofstadt’s wish with regard to the Laeken declaration
‘not to be aloof and neutral’ also applied to Belgium’s IM and foreign
policy priorities.622



6
The 2003 Greek Presidency:
Internal Market and Foreign Policy
Priorities and Achievements

We want to continue the work other EU presidencies began, but we
also want to bring forward new ideas, to create new directions.623

Introduction

Greece assumed the Council Presidency for the fourth time from
1 January to 30 June 2003. It had joined the Community in 1981,
but half-heartedly. EU membership profoundly challenged its politi-
cal, administrative, and economic structure characterised by endemic
statism and clientelism. Significant parts of Greece’s state protected busi-
ness, organised labour, and political class resisted change.624 The first
decade of Greek membership was therefore marked by anti-European
sentiment and an intergovernmental approach to integration.625 Par-
ticularly in foreign policy Greece often vetoed common decisions to
defend national interests.626 Unsurprisingly, Greece earned the repu-
tation of an ‘unpredictable’627 presidency with difficulties in ‘finding
the right combination of language of might, right, and common
interests’.628

Since the mid-1990s consensus over Greece’s role in Europe has grown
and reform pressures have taken the upper hand. Today the EU is gener-
ally seen as ‘a catalyst for political, economic, and social modernisation’
and ‘a valuable alliance in an unstable neighbourhood’.629 The Simitis
administration was intent to take a more balanced presidency approach
than previous governments.

This chapter examines the 2003 Greek Presidency’s main IM and for-
eign policy aims and achievements. On the IM agenda Greece prioritised
the Community Patent regulation. The Western Balkans headed its for-
eign policy agenda. The chapter analyses the presidency’s objectives
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and strategies to pursue them. It closes with a review of Greece’s
achievements and analysis of the counterfactuals. The chapter shows
how the Greek Presidency brokered a common approach on the Com-
munity Patent that reflected its national preferences and gave new
impetus to Balkan integration.

I. Greek internal market and foreign policy presidency
objectives

Enhancing SME competitiveness: the Community Patent

On the Council’s IM agenda the Greek Presidency focused on initia-
tives benefiting small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). The latter
included the creation of a single system of patent protection through a
Community Patent.630 The regulation formed part of the Lisbon agenda
and had been on the Council agenda since July 2000. It aimed at:

• creating a new unitary industrial property right to eliminate barriers
to the free movement of goods;

• giving inventors the option of obtaining a single patent valid
throughout the EU; and

• reducing the cost of patenting in Europe to encourage innovation
and private investment in research and development.

Its key features included equal effect throughout the Community; a
centralised Community Patent Court (CPC); a three-language regime
(French, English, and German); and a closer link between the European
Patent Office (EPO) – which would issue the Community Patent – and
the EU. The Community Patent would coexist alongside national and
European systems and inventors could choose their preferred protec-
tion. These features were to address the perceived shortcomings (legal
uncertainty and high costs) of the existing European patent system.

The Greek Presidency programme dedicated a special sub-heading to
SMEs stating that it would ‘seek to encourage small emerging enter-
prises, supporting their capacity to innovate’.631 The adoption of the
Community Patent was mentioned under the titles ‘The European
Knowledge Economy’ and ‘Bringing a new momentum to research and
innovation’.632 Diplomats and ministers consistently singled it out when
presenting Greece’s IM priorities.633

Greece has traditionally not been a driver behind the IM and is
amongst the slowest implementers of IM directives.634 The EU initiatives
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regarding SMEs, however, closely reflected its priorities. SMEs play a vital
role in the Greek economy. Greece employs 87.5% of its workforce in
SMEs.635 The micro enterprise with less than ten employees is its main
business model. SMEs also generate 70% of new jobs in Greece. Unsur-
prisingly, improving the business environment for SMEs has been a key
objective of Greece’s Ministry of Development.

Partly due to its high costs, Greek SMEs struggled to access the Euro-
pean Patent system. Thus, Greece fully supported the creation of cheaper
protection through the Community Patent.636 In addition, Simitis ‘took
a personal interest in intellectual property’.637 As a former law professor,
he had a background in intellectual property and authored a book on
patent law. Wrapping up the Community Patent during his presidency
was a personal challenge for him.638 He saw the regulation as an oppor-
tunity to show that Greece had matured since its past presidencies and
could be an effective broker in sensitive IM issues. One official said,

Greece wanted to be remembered for its efforts in the Community
Patent – a politically very sensitive dossier. It was to some extent a
matter of prestige.639

However, Greece had qualms about the proposed language regime and
the future of its National Patent Office (NPO). Greece defended mul-
tilingualism, because many Greek SMEs did not have the linguistic
competencies to draft their requests in one of the three EPO languages.
As to the future of NPOs, Greece sought to avoid that any enhanced role
of the EPO would lead to a major cut in the activities or staff of its NPO.

Strengthening Western Balkan relations

In the foreign policy realm, Greece’s key priority was strengthening
EU relations with the five Western Balkan countries: Albania, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Croatia, the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia
(FYROM), and Serbia-Montenegro.640 Greece wanted to enhance their
‘European prospect’ ensuring ‘that the EU stands firm in its commit-
ment for eventual full membership of Western Balkan countries’.641

This was to be achieved by developing the EU’s framework for relations
with South-Eastern Europe (SEE) – the Stabilisation and Association Pro-
cess (SAP) – into an ‘enlargement-oriented framework’,642 launching a
new political forum called the ‘Balkan Integration Process’ (BIP), and
advancing regional co-operation in energy and JHA.

The Western Balkans had been on the EU agenda since the early 1990s.
They were recognised as potential EU candidates in June 2000. A special
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Summit in Zagreb in October 2000 (Zagreb I) subsequently launched
the SAP whose cornerstones are bilateral Stabilisation and Association
Agreements (SAAs) to integrate the countries’ economies with the EU;
strategic financial aid through the Community Assistance for Recon-
struction, Development, and Stabilisation Programme (CARDS); and a
programme for autonomous trade measures (ATMs) eliminating customs
on imports from the Western Balkans. By the time Greece assumed the
presidency, SAAs had been concluded with Croatia and FYROM. How-
ever, Belgium, Luxembourg, Portugal, Italy, and Greece itself still had to
ratify them. The Greek Presidency intended to advance the ratification
process, progress towards an SAA with Albania,643 and launch feasibil-
ity studies on the opening of SAA negotiations with Bosnia-Herzegovina
and Serbia-Montenegro.

To turn the SAP into an accession process Greece wanted to inte-
grate economic and social cohesion into the EU’s policy towards the
region and complement the SAP with the BIP. This required substan-
tially more funding. Greece suggested an annual increase of CARDS of
300 million euros during 2004–2006. The funds were to be added to the
4.6 billion euros the EU had allocated to the region for this period and
taken from the accession process, from which there were two billion
euros left.

The BIP, in turn, was intended to enhance the EU’s political dialogue
with the region through regular heads of state and ministerial meetings.
Greece’s plan was to institutionalise annual Western Balkan Summits
with the added value of a political scheme for reviewing and achieving
SAP objectives. Greece proposed – via the BIP – to discuss issues of com-
mon concern, associate the SAP countries to major EU developments,
enhance the political visibility of the SAP, deepen the understand-
ing of the association process, and strengthen regional co-operation.644

A senior Greek official said,

We want to enrich SAP with aspects learned from the accession pro-
cess to eventually turn it into an accession process. Our aim is to
increase the SAP’s visibility and provide political impetus during
our presidency. Part of this idea is to create the Balkan Integra-
tion Process, a multi-lateral political forum to institutionalise regular
meetings.645

Greece’s focus on the Balkans has geographic, geopolitical, and
economic roots. Until the accession of Bulgaria and Romania in 2007
Greece was the only Balkan Member State and shared no land borders
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with the EU. Enlargement to the Balkans would end its geographic
exposure.

Geopolitically, Greece wanted to reduce its external vulnerability.
The Balkans have been prone to conflict; the end of the Cold War
had revived old nationalist forces and ethnic, political, social, and eco-
nomic tensions.646 It brought with it the break up of former Yugoslavia,
crises in Kosovo and Macedonia, and difficult political, economic, and
social transitions in Albania and Bulgaria. Moreover, illegal immigra-
tion, cross-border corruption, and environmental issues became part of
Greece’s post-cold war security agenda.

Since the mid-1990s, after a sense of threat grew that Balkan instabil-
ity could inhibit Greek EU integration, Greece had assumed a stabilising
role in the region and turned increasingly to multilateral solutions. It
initiated biannual ministerial meetings with the Balkans and annual
head of state meetings under the South East Europe Co-operation Pro-
cess (SEECP). The idea of the BIP resembled these initiatives. In addition,
Greece became a proponent of a more coherent CFSP with an active
defence element.

From an economic point of view, the Balkans – with almost 50
million consumers647 – are an attractive market. Greece is amongst
the largest foreign investors in the region and the only EU country
that pursued a comprehensive National Action Plan (2002–2006) for
the economic reconstruction and political stability of the Balkans. To
co-fund its infrastructure, energy, and institution = building projects,
Greece increasingly turned to the EU.

Finally, Greece sought EU engagement to limit economic spill over
effects of the crises in the Western Balkans. During the war in former
Yugoslavia, Greek EU exports had plummeted given its heavy reliance
on road and rail communication through Yugoslavia. Economic crisis
in Albania resulted in immigration waves to Greece. Fearing a widen-
ing socio-economic gap between Greece and its neighbours and extra
pressure on its economy caused by illegal immigration, Greece not only
advocated stability in the Balkans, but also a common European frontier
policy and border police.648

Keen to ‘turn a bilateral problem into a European one’,649 the Greek
Presidency declared the Western Balkans a ‘major priority’ and stated
that ‘capitalising on its knowledge of the region and its tradition of bilat-
eral relations with these countries, [it would] give the necessary impetus
to all initiatives [. . .] aimed at the development of the region’.650 How-
ever, with regard to both its IM and Western Balkan priorities Greece
faced a long list of obstacles.
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II. Obstacles: the leadership environment, institutional
hurdles, and preference divergence

The Community Patent

Both at domestic and, particularly, at EU level Greece was confronted
with a tough leadership environment. Economically, the picture was
mixed. Although Greek growth rates more than doubled the EU average,
the Community entered a period of economic decline with Germany,
France, Italy, and Portugal close to or in breach of the SGP. The euro
zone was predicted to expand 1% at most and inflation stayed stub-
bornly above the ECB’s 2% target. The outbreak of war in Iraq in March
2003 contributed to the economic uncertainty and the resulting oil
price hike overshadowed the outlook for a recovery. Aims to progress
with the Lisbon agenda looked therefore bleak. Some even speculated
that the Spring Council would be cancelled.651 European Affairs Minister
Tassos Giannitsis feared that the war could ‘overthrow [Greece’s] work
as presidency’.652

Politically, the government’s fortunes also varied. The ruling
Panhellenic Socialist Movement (PASOK) enjoyed a comfortable
majority in parliament. Under Simitis it had adopted a resolutely
pro-European stance and the conservative opposition had gradually
abandoned its traditional automatic dissent of government policy.653

However, by March 2003 Greece entered the pre-election period and
opposition leader Konstantinos Karamanlis began to attack PASOK over
its economic policies, failings in infrastructure projects, falling behind
in the preparations for the 2004 Olympic Games, and corruption scan-
dals.654 The election campaign posed an additional burden on the gov-
ernment. It also led to calls for PASOK’s reorganisation and leadership
rivalry between Simitis and Foreign Minister Giorgos Papandreou.655

At EU level, the pending implementation of the Seville Conclusions
introducing annual Council work programmes alongside the traditional
six-monthly presidency agendas demanded close agenda co-ordination
with Greece’s successor Italy. Seville also required merging the IM Coun-
cil with industry, research, and technology. As the agenda of this new
Competitiveness Council was wider than the individual sectoral Coun-
cils had been, the presidency had to prioritise and allocate time for
discussion even more carefully than before.

In addition, Greece assumed the presidency during the highly con-
flictual Convention endgame and inherited the challenging tasks to
facilitate agreement on the EU’s new employment strategy, second



The 2003 Greek Council Presidency 165

railway package, energy liberalisation, and occupational pensions,
amongst others.

The biggest hurdles as to adopting the Community Patent, however,
were disagreements in the Council. Contrary to most IM legislation,
it had to be adopted by unanimity (as it involved the creation of
a new patent protection system and not mere harmonisation). This
proved extremely difficult. Greece was the seventh presidency to inherit
the regulation and negotiations seemed increasingly deadlocked. No
noteworthy progress had been achieved since the 2002 Barcelona Sum-
mit and the Council followed the principle ‘nothing is agreed until
everything has been agreed’.656 Thus, Greece had to review all key
points of tension: the legal system, the linguistic regime, the divi-
sion of tasks between the EPO and the NPOs, the latter’s quality of
work, and the costs and distribution of proceeds from patent processing
services.

The main stumbling block with regard to the legal system was fierce
German opposition to the centralised CPC. Germany files almost 70%
of patent applications in Europe, deals with half of all European patent
legal cases, and has courts charged exclusively with patent litigation. It
attempted to protect its national tribunals, specialist judges, and expert
lawyers.657 France and the Commission, in contrast, defended the cen-
tralised processing of disputes on grounds of judicial coherence and
costs.658

A further fierce dispute centred on the linguistic regime. The Southern
delegations vehemently rejected the Commission’s three language
approach. Insisting that all official languages were placed on the same
footing, they turned the Community Patent into a non-discrimination
issue. Germany and Ireland were prepared to accept proposals for a
one-language regime. Denmark backed a solution whereby Member
States accept that a patent issued in one of the EPO’s three official
languages has force of law without being translated. Finland suggested
publishing every document relating to the patent in one language,
but translating their requests and a summary into all official EU
languages.

As to the relation between the EPO and the NPOs, Spain, Greece,
Portugal, Denmark, Finland, Sweden, France, and the UK recommended
a decentralised approach to issuing the EU patent. Contrary to the Com-
mission and reflecting the EP’s ideas, they suggested passing much of the
EPO’s work regarding the processing of Community Patent applications
to NPOs. Other delegations, in turn, preferred a centralised management
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of the system through the EPO. A third group of countries was pre-
pared to accept decentralisation if sufficient guarantees were made on
high standards.659 However, there was disagreement on how to achieve
these.

Finally, the cost and distribution of proceeds from patent process-
ing services caused tensions. France and Italy were keen to include
rules concerning the allocation of tax revenue in the regulation. The
British delegation, however, believed that these rules should be out-
lined in an agreement between the Community and the EPO. The
Spanish, Greek, and Portuguese delegations supported the principle of
the allocation of a specific proportion of tax revenue to NPOs in the
context of an agreement between the Community and the EPO, but
with precise details regarding the allocation of funds set down in the
regulation.660

The Commission was willing to adjust its initial proposal with regard
to the legal system but continued defending the three language regime.
Its compromise was to move from an initially fully centralised to
a semi-decentralised system, the idea being that litigation would be
placed under the exclusive jurisdiction of the CPC until a coherent
body of case law had developed. Once this was the case (approxi-
mately five years), a number of decentralised chambers – branches of
the EC’s central jurisdiction rather than national tribunals – would be set
up.661 The Scandinavian countries and the UK supported this compro-
mise. Portugal, Greece, and Italy, in contrast, feared discrimination and
selective decentralisation, especially as Germany urged for extremely
demanding criteria.662 The Southern countries wanted to ensure that
each country had the option of a regional chamber. However, Germany
also opposed any transitional period and – supported by France, Austria,
and Italy – argued that decentralised chambers should operate immedi-
ately so that the national patent courts would not loose their expertise.
In addition, Germany foresaw difficulties connected to the recreation of
national patent courts after five years.663

As to the EP, its opinion of April 2002 differed considerably from the
Commission’s. It argued that first instance jurisdiction should be estab-
lished at national level and national courts should be recognised as ‘EU
Patent Courts’. Rulings at second instance, in turn, would be adopted
by a European Chamber for Intellectual Property. Community Patent
applications could be submitted in any EU language. However, for the
handling of their application, countries were asked to choose a second
‘procedural language’ out of a list of five. Applications filed in languages
other than these five would subsequently be translated into the chosen



The 2003 Greek Council Presidency 167

procedural language.664 Finally, the EP supported that NPOs play an
important role in the processing of the Community Patent.

The Western Balkans

The Greek Presidency also faced considerable obstacles to pursue its
Western Balkan agenda, including the Iraq crisis, the region’s slow
progress, and scepticism in the Council, Commission, and EP.

The EU’s transatlantic relations were severely strained over the legit-
imacy of the US-led Iraq war. The publication by a number of Member
States665 of letters supporting the US’ Iraq policy sparked a political cri-
sis and discredited to an unprecedented degree attempts to develop a
common foreign policy. It also threatened to undermine the authority
of the Greek Presidency. Rescuing the CFSP, transatlantic relations, as
well as the Middle East peace process, and threat of weapons of mass
destruction forced themselves on top of the agenda.666

The tensions over Iraq spilled over into the enlargement dossier.
While Chirac warned the candidate countries backing US policy that
they had risked their accession to the EU,667 Blair congratulated them
for their ‘courage and leadership in supporting America’.668 Greek diplo-
mats feared that continued political tensions could derail enlargement
and that war with Iraq would ‘affect the speed of the decision-making
process’.669

In addition, the Western Balkans’ slow reform progress hindered
Greek efforts to advance their accession. Common problems included
their weak democratic institutions and rule of law, lack of cooper-
ation with the ICT, and widespread organised crime. The countries
were also facing numerous economic problems and restructuring was
slow.670 Another point of tension was the breach of UN sanction by
Bosnia-Herzegovina and Serbia-Montenegro by selling arms to Iraq
and Liberia.671 Unsurprisingly, Council members (including the Dutch,
British, and Swedish delegations) warned the Greek presidency against
moving too quickly in the Balkans.

In addition, the December 2002 Copenhagen Council had only just
concluded negotiations with ten candidate countries. Many Member
States considered it too early to push Western Balkan integration before
mastering this enlargement. Indeed, the Greek Presidency was the first
to face the considerable organisational and political challenges after
the accession ceremony in April when the ten future members gained
observer status in the Council.

The Nice Treaty, which entered into force on 1 February 2003 was sup-
posed to help Greece deal with the problems of increased membership
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by extending QMV. However, it further expanded co-decision with the
EP making careful presidency–EP liaison imperative. The powers of the
Commission president were also further enhanced. The Treaty’s main
institutional changes (composition of the institutions and re-weighting
of votes), however, did not affect the Greek Presidency – they did not
take effect until November 2004. The constitutional treaty ensuring
the future functioning of the Union had not yet been concluded, and
the forthcoming IGC promised to be conflictive after the difficult final
Convention months. In sum, the immediate and medium-term prior-
ity that imposed itself on the EU agenda was fostering agreement on
the new treaty followed by a period of consolidation rather than further
widening. Sweden emphasised this particularly vehemently.

The Member States further disagreed on the precise approach towards
Balkan integration, including whether to follow a policy of conditional-
ity or ‘encouragement with fewer strings attached’.672 While Greece’s
proposals reflected the latter, the UK and Sweden favoured the for-
mer. They developed their own policy approach called ‘European
Partnerships’ which were to serve as a checklist to measure progress.
France and Germany were also cautious about Greece’s ‘unconditional’
approach.

Finally, Greece proposed to raise CARDS funding at a time when the
EU’s key net payers were arguing for a reduced budget. EU support to the
region had declined steadily and the Netherlands, the UK, and Sweden
thought that the Balkans had already received too much EU money. In
addition, they argued that ‘after Afghanistan there were other priori-
ties’.673 In the light of the budget disputes and unfavourable economic
climate, Greek demands to increase annual spending on the Balkans by
300 million euros were highly ambitious.

The Commission’s response to the BIP was similarly sceptical. It feared
a ‘duplication of existing processes’:674

Every presidency usually wants to invent something new. When
Greece approached us with the idea of the Balkan Integration Pro-
cess we were very sceptical indeed. We did not want any new names
to empty shells.675

In addition, it was hard to convince Commission technocrats that
the region was anywhere close to start accession negotiations. The
Commission position was closer to the UK and Sweden than the
Greek Presidency, although it proposed slightly more positive ‘European
Integration Partnerships’ in a contribution to the Thessaloniki Summit.
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‘Enlargement fatigue’ was also expressed in the EP.676 In the January
plenary on the Greek Presidency priorities MEP Poetterring stressed that
Balkan enlargement could only be a long-term project:

Whilst sharing [the Greek Presidency’s] belief that these countries
must have the prospect of joining the EU, we must always affirm
[. . .] the long-term nature of that prospect. For the people of the EU
will first have to cope with the accession of ten countries [. . .].677

In addition, the EP supported the policy of conditionality and advocated
the introduction of yearly benchmarks for measuring each country’s
reform process. In November 2002 it had recommended suspending a
further stage of the SAP and financial assistance if a number of require-
ments including the respect for democracy, rule of law, and co-operation
with the ICT for Yugoslavia were not met.

In the light of the above, official and press circles promised a ‘rocky
ride’ for the EU678 and wondered if Greece would be ‘up to the task’.679

III. Overcoming the obstacles: the strategic process

Long-term strategic planning has not been Greece’s forte. Presidency
preparations for pursuing its IM and foreign policy priorities started a
year ahead of the Greek term.680

Ex-ante presidency preparations

Travaille de Contacte on the Community Patent

Internal brainstorming sessions between the Minister, Deputy Minister,
Secretary General, Director General, and the officials at the Greek Per-
manent Representation commenced in early 2002. During these meet-
ings Council Conclusions were ‘de-codified’, Commission programmes
examined, IM priorities set, and responsibilities divided.681 It was deter-
mined ‘where [Greece] wanted to achieve progress, which direction the
dossier should go, and what shape an agreement should take’.682 Once
the Community Patent was declared top priority, the Greek Permanent
Representation was asked to prepare ‘priority papers’ and write reports
on the dossier.

Contrary to most other Member States, Simitis put the Ministry of
Development (General Secretariat for Research and Technology) rather
than the Economics Ministry in charge of the regulation. The General
Secretariat for Research and Technology took a favourable view of the
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Community Patent and Simitis hoped to avoid differences with the
Economics Ministry in this way.683

At first the geographical distance between Brussels and Athens compli-
cated the presidency preparations. However, this problem was solved by
moving staff to the Greek Permanent Representation who – in October
2002 – started to contact the relevant people at the technical and polit-
ical level in the Council Secretariat, the Commission, and the Member
States.684 One official characterised the preparation phase as travaille de
contacte.685

Reinvigorating the debate on the Western Balkans

The first preparatory sessions on the presidency’s foreign policy agenda
took place in December 2001.686 Initially Turkey, Cyprus, and the
Balkans topped the agenda. This was gradually narrowed down to the
Western Balkans.687 Papandreou’s personal counsellor on the region,
Axel-Sotirios Wallden, was subsequently sent to Brussels to prepare the
Greek initiative together with Themistokles Dimiris, chair of the West-
ern Balkans working group. A third expert on the Balkans was based at
the MFA in Athens.

The presidency preparations revolved around two concerns. First,
Greece concentrated on generating political support for a second spe-
cial Summit between the EU and the Western Balkans (Zagreb II) for
June 2003 in Thessaloniki. It was to provide the forum to enhance the
SAP and launch the BIP. The Commission was Greece’s first contact. A
Greek official said,

The Commission is a necessary ally – it publishes annual reports
which are very important. Some Member States have not a precise
idea about the issues at stake in the Balkans and they take a lot of
inspiration from the Commission. We contacted the Commission in
January 2002 immediately after it was clear that the Western Balkans
would top our agenda.688

Commission support was also crucial because all the instruments Greece
proposed as part of the BIP (twinning, technical advice, and exchange
programmes) were run by it and its first SAP progress report of April
2002 had suggested

to establish a new political forum, – the Zagreb process – building
on the success of the November 2000 Zagreb Summit, to bring
together the political leaders of the region and their EU counterparts



The 2003 Greek Council Presidency 171

at ministerial level on a regular basis to discuss key issues of common
concern.689

Seizing upon the Commission recommendations, Greece announced its
intention to hold a Zagreb II at the Council’s review of the first SAP
report on 13 May 2002. To overcome scepticism towards its specific
ideas, Greece tried to circumvent Commission technocrats by focus-
ing on the more supportive political level.690 It held ‘as many informal
discussions as possible’691 with Patten and Prodi’s Cabinet.

Interestingly, Simitis initially foresaw ‘a special troika’ to the region
rather than a Summit.692 He was afraid that ministers would not show up
at a special Balkan Summit. However, Papandreou judged troika meet-
ings as less effective than ministerial conferences.693 Thus, during the
course of 2002 Greece tried to get the backing of the Member States, the
Council Secretariat, and other key actors.

Greece’s dialogue with the other Member States commenced immedi-
ately after the Commission had published its first annual SAP review and
upon announcing its plans to organise a special Summit on the region.
Italy, Germany, and France (all big member states) were approached first.
By mid-May 2002, a partial success was achieved. The foreign ministers
endorsed most of the SAP report’s recommendation and welcomed a fol-
low up Zagreb Summit.694 However, Greece was unable to persuade the
Council to turn the Western Balkan Summit into annual events. France,
Germany, and the UK refused to commit their heads of state or foreign
ministers to yearly meetings.

Once its presidency term neared Greece toured the capitals to dis-
cuss the Western Balkans in detail with all Council members.695 The
talks were timed well. They coincided with the launch of three publi-
cations on the future of the Western Balkans by a number of respected
European think tanks, including the European Stability Initiative (ESI),
the Centre for Applied Policy Research in conjunction with the Hellenic
Foundation for European and Foreign Policy (ELIAMEP), and the Inter-
national Crisis Group (ICG).696 All argued that a new set of policy tools
was necessary to guide the Balkans’ integration into the EU.

In addition, Greece built upon a number of conferences and min-
isterial meetings, in particular the London Conference on organised
crime in the Western Balkans and the Athens First Ministerial Meet-
ing on a Regional Electricity Market in SEE.697 Attended by the EU’s
JHA ministers, the G8 countries, the Balkan states, Solana, represen-
tatives from NATO, the OSCE, and other international organisations,
the London Conference alarmed policy-makers about organised crime
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and illegal immigration in the region. The ministerial meeting on
electricity in SEE, in turn, set out a strategy to reform the region’s elec-
tricity sector and integrate it into the EU’s internal market (IM). These
reports, conferences, and ministerial meetings did not only reinvigorate
the debate on the EU’s Western Balkan policy,698 but also legitimised
Greece’s heavy focus on the region.

The Council Secretariat was contacted last. Relations intensified from
October onwards when Papandreou’s advisor began fortnightly meet-
ings with Solana and his Western Balkan division. The Council Secre-
tariat agreed that a second Zagreb would be needed and that the Greek
Presidency was the ‘logical place’ to hold it:

We agreed on the basic notion the Greeks presented to us, namely
that we need to enhance SAP and bring it closer to the Balkan States.
We thought that Central Europe and their accession path would be a
good example for the Western Balkans.699

Solana was tasked with sensitising other foreign ministers to the Western
Balkans and invited to all key meetings with the region. As his appoint-
ment had coincided with the Kosovo reconstruction period, he had been
very active in the Balkans. Greece also held special meetings with the
other key political actors in the region, such as EU Special Representative
for Bosnia-Herzegovina (Lord Paddy Ashdown) and Special Co-ordinator
of the Stability Pact (SP) for South-Eastern Europe (Erhard Busek). Both
‘pushed hard to help’, inter alia by writing letters to the Greek Western
Balkan team which Greece circulated to the other Council members.700

The EP was not involved in the preparations of the Western Balkan
dossier. Greece merely kept it informed and Simitis met with the Con-
ference of Presidents of Parliament in December 2002 to explain the
presidency priorities.

The second key Greek concern during presidency preparation phase
was to draft a working paper on the Western Balkans highlighting six
priorities. The first titled ‘Peace, Stability, and Democratic Development’
was to be ensured by supporting the implementation of international
agreements concerning SEE, promoting ethnic and religious tolerance,
and combating nationalism. The second was to carry the SAP forward
through encouraging the ratification process and establishment of SAAs.
Under the third priority of ‘Developing the SAP and adapting it to
the new environment after enlargement’ Greece invited the Council to
assess the priorities, effectiveness, and implementation of CARDS and
the ATMs and reflect on ways to introduce economic and social cohesion
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into EU policies.701 It proposed to enrich the SAP through twinning
facilities, increased participation of SAP countries in Community pro-
grammes, reviewing mechanisms of the conformity of national with
EU legislation, strengthening monitoring mechanisms and assistance
in border control management (see above). Fourth, the working doc-
ument prioritised the launch of the BIP to develop relations between
SAP countries and the EU. Fifth, Greece suggested addressing the issues
of refugees, protection and rehabilitation of historic and religious mon-
uments, the collection of small arms, investment support, and bilateral
free-trade agreements with the Western Balkans. Sixth, it declared the
promotion of regional co-operation a prime issue.

On each of these priorities the Greek Presidency prepared detailed
policy papers for Council and other sessions which were to generate
a special agenda for the integration of the region titled ‘Thessaloniki
agenda for the Western Balkans: Moving towards European integration’
and a joint declaration of the EU and the Western Balkan states. The idea
behind adding the Thessaloniki agenda to the joint Summit declaration
was to be more concrete than Zagreb I had been. It resembled calls by
the CAP and ELIAMEP for an ‘Agenda for South-Eastern Enlargement’.702

A Greek official confirmed,

We wanted an agenda, not simply another declaration.703

To overcome Member States’ scepticism and the neutrality constraint,
Greece cleverly marketed its initiatives by highlighting their positive-
sum nature and continuity. The main arguments were that Balkan
integration was the safest solution to guarantee regional stability and
that its ideas were ‘nothing spectacular nor specifically Greek’ because it
built upon the SAP rather than invented something new and the Com-
mission had already presented a report to this effect.704 Second, Greece
argued that ‘after the next enlargement the Balkan States would feel
abandoned’ if nothing was done.705 It talked about the importance of
avoiding a new dividing line between Europe and the Balkans and main-
tained that the EU should send a positive message to the region. This
would balance the ‘feeling of abandonment’ and signal to the Western
Balkans that EU membership was a distinct possibility. In addition,
enhancing their ‘European perspective’ and thus the prospect of mem-
bership, was argued, would provide the necessary incentive for them to
pursue their reform path.

The Greek discourse generated high expectations in the region. Ahead
of the December Copenhagen Summit, the Western Balkan countries



174 Small States and EU Governance

called on the EU to deliver them a ‘clear perspective’ and recognise them
as ‘serious candidates’.706 Croatia’s Minister for European Integration
stated,

The Thessaloniki Summit in 2003 planned under the Greek Pres-
idency could be for the Western Balkan countries what the
Copenhagen Summit in 1993 was for the current EU candidates from
Central and Eastern Europe. It could enrich the SAP and upgrade
the status of some Western Balkan countries from potential EU
candidates to EU candidates.707

The December Copenhagen Summit subsequently underlined ‘its deter-
mination to support [the Western Balkans’] efforts to move closer to the
EU’ and like the May Council conclusions welcomed the decision by
the incoming Greek Presidency to organise a Summit between the EU
Member States and SAP countries.708

The presidency’s agenda-setting powers

As Finland and Belgium, the Greek Presidency was well aware of its
agenda-setting and procedural powers:

It is your prerogative to set the agenda. Sometimes Member States try
to make your life difficult, but in the end you hold the strings.709

The joint collaboration with Italy did not hinder Greece to develop SME
competitiveness and the Western Balkans into key presidency themes.
Indeed, given their geographical proximity, they were ‘natural allies’ in
their political, economic, and strategic engagement in the Balkans.710

The Greek Presidency agenda was perceived as ‘ambitious but
nonetheless realistic’.711 Prioritising SMEs was regarded as an ‘excellent
move’ in the EP debate712 and Prodi fully endorsed Greece’s programme,
especially ‘the intense focus on [. . .] patents [. . .] and the major obstacles
to lasting peace in Europe – the Balkans [. . .] question’.713 However, to
achieve its presidency goals, the EU’s active agendas seemed much more
important than Greece’s overall programme:

While the agenda really is the prerogative of the presidency and
the presidency’s personal work, afterwards [you] hardly look at the
document. [. . .] What is more important is the calendar of meet-
ings and individual agendas which are not just technical, but pure
substance.714
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The Community Patent: towards a common approach?

The Greek Presidency’s calendar contained numerous special events on
SMEs sending ‘positive signals about the Community Patent to all the
relevant actors’.715 Most important were a ministerial conference on
SMEs in February in Thessaloniki, a public debate on SME legislation
at the March Competitiveness Council, and the Spring Summit. The key
conclusions of the events included putting small businesses at the cen-
tre of the Lisbon process; integrating the ‘Think Small First’ principle
and SME concerns into every EU and national policy; and proposals for
a Commission Action Plan on entrepreneurship before the 2004 Spring
Council.

At the same time Greece scheduled numerous intellectual property
working group meetings on the Community Regulation. As neither the
latest Danish proposals nor the Commission approach enjoyed unani-
mous support, the Greek Presidency put forward a new compromise. It
kept the notion of central jurisdiction granting the ECJ the exclusive
right for court action, infringement procedures, or request for damages
and of a specialised CPC composed of 15 patent law judges and techni-
cal experts attached to the Court of First Instance. The CPC was to be
the single court of first instance for the Community Patent, while the
EU’s Court of First instance was to deal with appeals.

To overcome German opposition to centralised jurisdiction and
accommodate southern Member States’ – including its own – concerns
about selective decentralisation, Greece suggested a transition period
towards full centralisation. During the transition, decentralised cham-
bers would operate alongside the ECJ in all Member States interested
in hosting national patent courts and paying their operating costs. The
decentralised courts would deal with legal action initiated against a resi-
dent of the Member State where they are located, while cases concerning
residents of several Member States would come under the competence
of the ECJ. In short, the national patent courts would continue as
decentralised chambers of first instance until the CPC was fully opera-
tional. The length of this transitional period was one of the presidency’s
bargaining chips.

To overcome the language impasse Greece proposed that legal pro-
ceedings would be held in the defence party’s state of residency language
(unless agreed otherwise). Regarding the languages used for registration
of patents Greece built upon agreements sketched out during the course
of 2002. While a patent should generally be applied for in one of the
three official EPO languages, should an inventor file a patent in another
Community language the translation costs would be borne by the EU
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according to a pooling system. If granted, the patentee would only have
to translate the claims – rather than the whole document – in all offi-
cial Community languages. These arrangements were estimated to lower
translation costs by more than half.716

As to the lesser points of contention, the Greek compromise build
upon a common approach defined in May 2001. It continued to
attribute an important role to NPOs, inter alia advising SMEs and
potential applicants for Community Patents, receiving applications and
forwarding them to the EPO, and disseminating patent information.717

While the exact rules relating to fees and how they were to be paid
still had to be clarified, Greece suggested that the income from renewal
fees would be equally shared between the EPO and the NPOs and that
the distribution key of annual fees to NPOs was to be decided by the
Council on the basis of unanimity. Finally, to assess the quality and
implementation of the regulation Greece proposed five-yearly Commis-
sion reviews. These reports were to cover quality and consistency, the
deadlines required for decisions, and the costs incurred by inventors.

National diplomats, however, remained unenthusiastic. Greece
responded by putting all means at its proposal behind it. Simitis held
bilateral consultations and a marathon COREPER session on the Com-
munity Patent that took place on 26–27 February. By 3 March, steered by
the Greek presidency, the Competitiveness Council unanimously agreed
on a common approach. Crucially, Germany softened its stance on the
continuation of its national courts on the condition that the transition
towards a fully centralised judicial system was extended. While Berlin
called for a ten-year transitional period and Greece proposed five, the
Council settled on seven years. Although the German press accused its
minister of betrayal given the anticipated job losses, the German Secre-
tary of State for Justice seemed satisfied given that the German Courts
could put their experience to the service on the ECJ while pursuing their
activities until 2010.

In the light of the regulation’s difficult history, the Greek common
approach was hailed as an ‘extraordinary political compromise’ and suc-
cess.718 The nature of the compromise was a careful balancing of all
the Council members’ viewpoints without compromising the regula-
tions key objectives of cost effectiveness, greater legal certainty, and high
quality. At the same time Greece generated enough allies on key features
of the Community Patent system to accommodate its own interests to
a great extent. For example, Greece secured the cost reduction to ensure
greater SMEs access to and protection by the system. Patent applications
could be filed in Greek without the costs being carried by the applicant
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and all claims vis-à-vis Community Patents would be translated into all
Community languages. In addition, the important role of NPOs regard-
ing the processing of Community Patent applications was preserved.719

A Commission official judged,

in specific details, [Greece’s] national positions came through. How-
ever, Greece managed to appear rather neutral in this matter as its
common approach took all the key concerns of the other Member
States into consideration.720

This illustrates a more general point: once a presidency compromise
gains the ‘dominant position,’721 and thus a presidency discusses its own
terms, rallies sufficient support for its solutions, and the compromise
has something in stock for everybody, the office holder can afford to be
‘neutral’, or rather will inevitably appear more neutral.

Even though Germany compromised, it received sufficiently
favourable terms to not make it worse off and the outcome was prefer-
able to no agreement. This also applied to the other Member States.
The deal brokered did not only accommodate Greek interest, but was
positive-sum.

Despite the March success, adopting the final text of the regulation
proved difficult. Intellectual property working group meetings resumed
in April and by June the presidency had – in line with the common
approach – revised the draft regulation three times. The relationship
between the EPO and the NPOs re-emerged as an issue with Member
States asking for partnership agreements between the two and greater
quality assurance. In addition, they did not want to rule out the pos-
sibility of extending the role of NPOs. Further clarification on the use
of languages, on the appointment procedure of judges, and powers of
the CPC was also necessary. Finally, new disagreements emerged on the
timing and effect of the translations of the claims of a granted Com-
munity Patent. The negotiations were not concluded under the Greek
Presidency. The Thessaloniki Council merely acknowledged that inten-
sive work was being conducted on a revised text of regulation, which
takes account of the March common political approach. Overall, the
common political approach Greece had secured was not detailed enough
to allow for the conclusion of the dossier.

From stabilisation to enlargement?

Greece’s calendar of events provided the Western Balkans with
the highest possible visibility and focused on all relevant policy
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agendas including external relations, JHA, defence, energy, and the
environment. The Thessaloniki Western Balkans Summit was to be the
culmination of all the meetings on the region.

From the first day, the Greek Presidency moved the spotlight on
the region. The EU’s official take over of the UN Police Task Force in
Bosnia on 1 January and the programming meeting with the Commis-
sion provided it with opportunities to do so. Prodi had developed into
an important ally:

The Hellenic Presidency will help the Union and the Balkan Region
to approach each other. This is a really important priority. [. . .] The
door of the Union is open and the Balkans have always been a part
of Europe.722

It seems hardly coincidental then that Croatia submitted its application
for EU membership during the Greek term. To ensure the application
would not be overshadowed by Iraq, Greece even told Croatia when
best to present it.723 On initiative of the presidency a special troika fol-
lowed up the membership bid and by April the Council invited the
Commission to present an opinion on granting Croatia candidate status.

Furthermore, Greece capitalised on the Commission’s 2003 SAP report
and developments in the Western Balkans more generally, to focus
Council attention on the region. The assassination of Prime Min-
ister Zoran Djindjic moved Serbia-Montenegro to the centre of the
March General Affairs and External Relations Council (GAERC). Greece
invited the country’s foreign minister to brief the Council on the sit-
uation. The Greek Presidency argued that the risk of further instability
demanded greater EU involvement and its conclusions declared regional
stability a top EU priority.724 In addition, the Council confirmed its
intention to launch a feasibility study on opening SAA negotiations if
Serbia-Montenegro created a single economic space.

Most effective to increase the Western Balkans’ visibility, however,
was – less than two weeks into the presidency – a three-day, high-
profile tour of the region by Papandreou with the message that ‘Europe
[was] ready to help [moving the Western Balkans to candidacy and then
membership]’.725 In Bosnia-Herzegovina, Solana joined Papandreou to
launch the EU’s first police mission. Solana echoed Papandreou’s mes-
sage declaring that ‘Bosnia’s future lies in Europe’ and the EU ‘[wants]
to help [. . .] to make this future a reality’.726 Greece’s public relations
effort was very well received727 and the tour rekindled EU interest in the
region, while at the same time eliciting commitment from the Western
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Balkans to reform. The Greek Presidency also used it as an opportunity
to launch its first working paper on the region.728

The issues discussed during Papandreou’s visit and raised in the
working paper were systematically followed up at formal and infor-
mal external relations, JHA, defence, energy, and environment Council
meetings, conferences, and seminars.729 At his first GAERC Papandreou
briefed the Council on his tour, invited Patten to talk about SAP devel-
opments, and scheduled an open debate on the presidency’s Western
Balkan priorities.730

To overcome Member States’ scepticism regarding the lack of com-
pliance with the ICT for Yugoslavia by Serbia-Montenegro and condi-
tionality, the Greek Presidency together with Solana insisted that the
EU should not be too ‘dramatic in the way it presents the issue and
that it would be important to offer something positive’.731 Too much
conditionality could be counterproductive. The head of the UN Interim
Mission in Kosovo supported them: ‘Kosovans must feel that Euro-
pean integration is within their grasp.’732 Important GAERC outcomes
in this respect included the formal backing for boosting EU support
for Serbia-Montenegro, the launch of a ‘feasibility study’ on an SAA
with Bosnia-Herzegovina, and a common position putting pressure on
indicated war criminals.

The possibility of offering the region more funding was the key ques-
tion of a presidency non-paper Greece presented at the May GAERC.
Papandreou argued that if the EU was ‘really serious’ about the region,
the countries required a ‘qualitative step’ towards preparing accession.733

In addition, the Brussels Council had invited the Commission, the EIB,
and other international financial institutions ‘to examine possible initia-
tives in support of major infrastructure projects in transport, energy and
telecommunications in South-Eastern Europe and in particular in the
Western Balkans’.734 The discussions continued at COREPER. Insisting
until the very end, Greece managed to generate consensus to increase
funding for the region.735 However, it had to settle for much less than
hoped. The Council was only willing to accept raising CARDS by 71
million euros in 2004 and 70 million euros in 2005 and 2006 – as per
a Commission proposal. This did not allow an extension of social and
cohesion policy to the region. Nonetheless, the possibility of further
funding was not ruled out:

[. . .] the Council welcomes the Commission’s proposal for an increase
in the CARDS budget by more than Euro 200 million over the period
2004–06, as a clear expression of this intent (to offer substantial EU
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financial support) and a good basis for the discussions in the ongo-
ing budget procedures. [. . .] Taking into account the overall balance
of the Union’s priorities, the possibility of further support, in partic-
ularly by mobilising the European Investment Bank, should also be
explored.736

The Iraq crisis, general tensions over the budget, key Member States’
economic situation, and the region’s reluctance to co-operate with the
ICT all contributed to Member States’ reluctance significantly to increase
CARDS funding.

More progress was achieved in JHA. In line with its priorities Greece
focused the Council debates on fighting drugs and organised crime,
police co-operation, and external border protection. Greece exploited
Member States’ perceived urgency to fight organised crime and cre-
ated a new horizontal working group on drugs to which it presented,
in early February, a draft action plan on drugs between the EU and
the Balkans. Building on the London conference, Greece’s intention
was to create a Balkan version of the EU’s Central Asia Action Plan
on drugs. The action plan was to co-ordinate the implementation
of various EU programmes to strengthen stability and security of
the region.737 It suggested inter alia: helping governments draw up
national anti-drug plans; a regional anti-drug centre; fighting organ-
ised crime; training the judiciary; a network of judicial co-operation;
improving co-operation between law enforcement agencies; enhancing
cross border security, information exchange, operational co-operation,
and the role of Europol in the Balkans; and clamping down money
laundering.

To rally consensus on the action plan Greece organised a seminar
on Balkan routes of heroin trafficking and an open debate on organ-
ised crime in the region at the February JHA Council. Numerous other
events were dedicated to this issue.738 Italy and Austria were Greece’s
most important allies – both had drugs crime on top of their own pol-
icy agendas. Hence the Greek Presidency could voice some of its ideas
through them.

Italy announced that it would follow up the issues under its presi-
dency through seminars for EU and Balkan police forces, liaison officers,
and witness protection schemes. The French and German European
Affairs Ministers also saw organised crime and corruption as key con-
cerns undermining the success of SEE. Although the Scandinavian
countries and the UK disagreed with Greece’s ‘unconditional’ approach
to the region, they coincided on the need to fight organised crime.739
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Through the numerous Councils, seminars, national exchanges of
views, and the strategic use of its policy papers, the Greek Presidency
conveyed a strong message: organised crime threatened stability in the
Western Balkans which could affect the EU as a whole. By March, the
Council asked Europol to start negotiating agreements with the Western
Balkans and in early June 2003 it adopted the Drugs Action Plan.

In the area of immigration and border management Greece concen-
trated mostly on advancing existing initiatives. After commissioning a
comprehensive report on illegal immigration and placing it on top of
the June European Council, it finalised the creation of the network of
national immigration liaison officers to help control illegal migration
through the Western Balkans. However, funding remained a sticking
point here as well. The estimated cost for effective border manage-
ment was 140 million euros. The Commission, however, offered only 80
million euros for 2004–2006 (bringing the budget to 100 million euros).
Nonetheless, as the case with the CARDS funding, the Commission was
invited to examine further financial possibilities and ‘new institutional
mechanisms’.740

Important outcomes were also achieved in the areas of defence,
energy, and the environment. They included adopting the financing
mechanism opening the way for the EU’s first military mission, Concor-
dia, in FYROM launched on 31 March and commencing discussions on
the take over of the Stabilisation Force mission in Bosnia-Herzegovina
by presenting a joint report with Solana and a detailed presidency paper.
The latter initiative was reviewed at the March Informal Defence Coun-
cil, received strong French and British backing, and was agreed a year
later.741 The Greek Presidency also concluded the so-called Berlin Plus
Agreement, which ensured EU access to NATO resources.

In the area of energy Greece promoted initiatives to extend the
regional electricity and gas market in SEE. The May Energy Council con-
clusions paved the way for developing energy production centres in the
Balkans. In line with a Commission Communication, the broader objec-
tive was to ensure energy supply and expand the EU energy market. As
to the environment an initiative regarding water management in the
Balkans was launched after the informal environment Council and a
two-day conference had generated consensus on the issue.742

The results of the Councils were fed into the EU–Western Balkan
Summit Declaration and Thessaloniki Agenda. In addition, the Mem-
ber States, the Commission, and other interested parties were invited
to submit their ideas to strengthen the Union’s SAP to the Western
Balkans Summit.743 Contributions were received by the SP, France,
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the Commission, the Parliamentary Conference, the region’s leaders,
and the EP.744 To ensure that the Western Balkan countries were not
excluded from formulating their common agenda, Greece invited their
Ambassadors to numerous working groups and scheduled meetings with
delegations from the Balkans in Zagreb, Rome, and Athens to receive
their feedback.745

Despite consulting widely, reaching political agreement on the Thes-
saloniki Agenda was challenging. Greece’s first draft received a frosty
reception in the Council working group. It was too positive for the ‘hard-
liner group’ led by the UK.746 Greece had to redraft the document trying
to strike a better balance between the Western Balkans’ EU prospect and
their need to reform:

Here we committed a tactical mistake. We were way too positive.
When we presented it to the working group it was a disaster. But
then we changed the document’s structure, took some of the inter-
ests of the other Member States into consideration and the climate
changed.747

Semantics proved extremely important. While the idea behind the BIP
was accepted, the name was too positive as well. What the Commis-
sion had referred to as the ‘Zagreb Process’ and Greece labelled the BIP
became the ‘EU–Western Balkan Forum’ – a more neutral term.

The most fundamental change, however, was the incorporation of the
UK’s and Sweden’s European Partnership idea – supported by France and
Patten. Here as well, the Commission’s slightly more positive name of
European Integration Partnership was dropped. The partnerships made
the ‘conditionality’ concept more explicit than Greece had envisaged.
However, the function they fulfilled, namely more effective monitoring
of the Balkans’ progress, reflected the Greek approach. Moreover, they
increased the Commission’s role within the SAP – a guarantee that the
Western Balkans would not ‘slip from the agenda after the 2003 Greek
and Italian Presidencies’.748

Greece finalised the draft joint declaration and the Thessaloniki
agenda at the June GAERC. Both documents confirmed the prospect
of EU membership and were endorsed by the Thessaloniki Summit. As
per Greece’s initial working document new practical initiatives of the
Thessaloniki Agenda included twinning arrangements, increased par-
ticipation of SAP countries in Community programmes, assistance in
border control and management, and institutionalised regular ministe-
rial meetings between the EU and the Balkans through the EU–Western
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Balkans Forum. Crucially, in the presidency seat Greece reached what it
had not achieved at the GAERC in May 2002: increased commitment by
the Member States to the Western Balkans through periodical Summits
of the heads of state or government of the Western Balkans and their EU
counterparts and annual meetings of their foreign and JHA ministers.
Other ministers were invited to meet as appropriate. Italy committed
itself to organise the first of such ministerial meetings and declared that
the Balkans would continue top priority under its presidency.749

The Western Balkans accepted the Thessaloniki Agenda as their com-
mon agenda and the enhanced SAP as their accession framework at
the Western Balkan Summit. They highlighted the EU’s commitment
to explore supplementary financial aid and, in return, promised to
co-operate with the ICT and deal with problems connected to the
repatriation of refugees, organised crime, corruption, illegal immigra-
tion, and border management. In addition, they expressed their sup-
port of the regional co-operation initiatives identified by the agenda
in the areas of energy, infrastructure, trade, visas, and reigning in
small arms.

The positive signals sent to the region increased their leaders’ incen-
tives to progress with reforms – as witnessed by their creation of a
common regional approach to combat cross-border organised crime. On
the EU side, the ratification procedure of the SAAs with FYROM and
Croatia continued with Greece ratifying the SAAs in May. The Com-
mission opened negotiations towards an SAA with Albania in January
and pursued Croatia’s application by issuing a questionnaire to the
country to assess its readiness to start accession negotiations, the feasi-
bility study was launched for an SAA with Bosnia-Herzegovina, and the
Thessaloniki Agenda and institutionalisation of the EU–Western Balkans
Forum formed a good basis for further progress. Overall, the Greek
Presidency’s transformed ‘the SAP into a more coherent EU integration
framework’.750 As Simitis stated,

The Greek Presidency had set specific goals for a qualitative change
in the relations of the EU with the five West Balkan states. The [. . .]
Thessaloniki Summit and the EU-West Balkans Summit reaffirmed
the accession prospects of these countries. A new regular political dia-
logue process has been adopted between the EU and the West Balkan
states, promoting harmonisation of legislation towards the commu-
nity acquis and thereby ensuring a stable financial aid increase in
financial aid.751
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IV. Conditions for success

The leadership environment, skill, and use of the Council
Secretariat

The above results were achieved despite the Iraq crisis. This can partly
be explained by Greece’s high level of political sensitivity in the
management of the crisis and its relations with the other Council
members. As Patten put it, Greece was ‘a gentleman and politician at
the same time’.752

Despite the seemingly irreconcilable divisions in the Council, Greece
managed to save the EU’s face at an emergency summit by enabling
the adoption of a joint communiqué which averted an open clash and
reasserted the credibility of EU institutions.753 To do so it carefully jug-
gled PASOK’s and the Greek public’s fierce opposition to war with the
commitment to find a common EU stance and limit the damage to
transatlantic relations. Senior PASOK members even criticised Simitis for
pursuing European policies at the expense of party priorities.

As Greece appeared relatively objective and clearly separated Iraq from
other foreign policy and economic issues, the crisis and tensions in
the Council did not prevent it from fostering agreement in its priority
dossiers. Greece’s small size was undoubtedly an advantage. It is hard
to imagine what the Council atmosphere would have been like with
France, Germany, the UK, Italy, or Spain in the chair.

The Lisbon Summit went ahead as planned and the Greek Presidency
accommodated Iraq on the agenda by postponing a debate on the Con-
vention progress. To avoid overt arguments, Greece – supported by most
Member States – stuck mostly to its economic agenda rather than the
international situation.754 Nonetheless, the political tensions between
the Franco-German alliance who opposed the war, and the UK, Spain,
and Italy supporting US military action, could not be separated entirely
from the debates on how to increase the EU’s and SME competitiveness.

As to the Western Balkans, Papandreou was determined not to ‘allow
[. . .] international crises elsewhere to distract [the presidency] from [its]
commitment to bringing this corner of our continent closer to the rest
of Europe’.755 In fact, as the US agreed with the Greek objectives in the
Western Balkans and the Berlin Plus Agreement had enhanced EU–US
co-operation on Western Balkan issues, it was an area where spill-over
effects from the conflict could be prevented.756 Hence the Iraq war,
despite taking much of Greece’s time, seemed to have little effect on
the region’s progress towards the EU.757
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Despite the leadership tensions between Simitis and Papandreou,
together with Giannitsis they proved the strongest team of all past Greek
Presidencies. Having overseen his country’s most determined restruc-
turing effort to date758 and a political turnabout since taking office in
1996, Simitis had established himself as an esteemed senior Council
member projecting a moderate image abroad. Papandreou was one of
Europe’s most respected politicians who also enjoyed unrivalled popu-
larity in Greece.759 Both had good negotiation skills and ‘approached
the presidency with a vision, had the necessary bureaucratic stamina,
and were not scared about drafting papers and solutions’.760 Indeed
Simitis’ personal involvement in the Community Patent and Papan-
dreou’s in the Western Balkans dossier were crucial for their
success.761

Greece was also keen to prove that it had learned from the past.
Thus, its overall presidency approach was more balanced and its strat-
egy across the policy spectrum ‘to not dissatisfy anybody, to not hurt
anybody’.762 As the Finnish and Belgian presidencies, it tried to pur-
sue positive-sum outcomes. Taking neutrality seriously, Greece did not
participate in the April mini defence summit by France, Germany,
Belgium, and Luxembourg for example. Papandreou repeatedly assured
that Greece was ‘on a new [. . .] European track’763 and its credibility had
increased when becoming a euro-zone country. As to external relations,
given Greece’s change of policy vis-à-vis the Balkans since the Kosovo
war (at the expense of deepening the rift between Greek public opinion
and European priorities) and its intimate knowledge of Balkan history,
Member States had slowly come to see it as a legitimate leader in the
region.764

Although Greece’s small size was seen as a constraint in some areas,
most interviewees also saw it as a political advantage:

Even if you are a small country you can translate your small size into
power. [. . .] Being from a small [. . .] country is a political advantage,
because you arouse less suspicion in the chair. Many initiatives are
based on interests, but if you are a small country the other Member
States more readily accept it.765

As important as Simitis’ and Papandreou’s personal skills and com-
mitment was that Greece addressed deficiencies in its interministerial
co-ordination and administration including: competition between the
Ministry of National Economy and the MFA; a highly ineffective, hier-
archical state apparatus and MFA threatened with overload; a weak



186 Small States and EU Governance

bureaucracy owed to the politicisation of recruitment at the expense
of merit; and a general underdevelopment of planning mechanisms and
lack of clear priorities.

Theoretically, the MFA represents Greek EU policy, mediates between
the ministries, and communicates instructions to the Permanent Rep-
resentation. To prepare the Greek position, the MFA’s EU General
Directorate holds weekly meetings with representatives from the other
ministries, which too have EU General Directorates who co-ordinate
the position of their respective ministry.766 Sometimes it also organises
briefings in Brussels or ad-hoc meetings. Since 1993 an Interministerial
Committee for the co-ordination of Greece–EU relations brings together
all the main technical ministries. It is presided over by the Minis-
ter of Foreign Affairs, but meets more often at the Secretary General
level.

In practice, the Ministry of National Economy and the MFA com-
pete for the leadership of EU policy co-ordination. In addition, with
the increasingly technical nature of EU dossiers, many ministries devel-
oped informal direct lines to the Permanent Representation.767 Thus, to
the annoyance of the ministries, co-ordination is sometimes exercised
by the Permanent Representation. Unsurprisingly, the Greek adminis-
trative system has been characterised as the ‘sum of isolated fortresses’,
and thus highly fragmented with centrifugal political forces resisting
formal co-ordination obligations.768 Part of the presidency preparations
was therefore to introduce a clearer division of tasks and greater level of
centralisation.

The MFA was put in charge of the overall presidency planning and
co-ordination. For the logistics, budget, protocol, and translations the
government created – one year ahead of Greece’s term – a special
‘Office of the Greek Presidency,’ which also acted as an intermedi-
ary for third parties and the Council Secretariat. The Presidency Office
was headed by Giannitsis. Strategy and co-ordination between the
ministries, in turn, was assigned to the General Secretary for Euro-
pean Affairs Ilias Plaskovitis. Conflicts between the MFA and other
ministries, particularly the Economics Ministry, were settled by him.
A senior Greek official confirmed that ‘the lead definitely came from
the MFA. This was a great success.’769 To ensure that the competi-
tion between the Economics and Foreign Affairs Ministries would not
affect the Community Patent and given that co-ordination between the
Research and Development and the Foreign Ministries worked well,770

the Greek Presidency put the latter in charge of the regulation (see
above).
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Nonetheless, the Greek system kept many ad-hoc features. To address
the slow and hierarchical nature of the Greek state apparatus, for
example, sole interlocutors with direct lines to the ministers were
appointed. Chairpersons could call their interlocutor at any time to ask
for instructions or approval of his or her negotiation stance. In this way,
bureaucratic structures were sidelined and decisions were taken between
officials at the Permanent Representation and their interlocutor (or min-
ister) directly. Interestingly these interlocutors were often outsiders to
the Greek administration. As one Greek official described it:

Decision-making in Athens is normally slow and very hierarchical. It
is like a pyramid and it is hard to get to the top. We had a novelty that
probably other presidencies have not had. Simitis and Papandreou
appointed some contact points – often not from the administra-
tion. We could call our contacts at any time and usually had an
answer in 15 minutes. Thus we skipped the administration in order
to be quicker and more effective. Obviously this happened behind
the scenes, is not institutionalised, and was only for the presidency.
In this way we had access to the highest level. Their answer subse-
quently was fed back into the administration. This system helped
enormously.771

This gave the working group and COREPER chairs a much greater
margin of manoeuvre:

I would describe our system as a centralised system within a system.
We had a sole interlocutor and only ever had to dial one number. If
anything was successful, then – in my view – it was this. I feel we
sometimes had a carte blanc – a much wider margin for manoeuvre
than usual.772

To address weaknesses in its bureaucracy, Greece recruited experienced
people from previous presidencies back into the Greek administra-
tion.773 The government also created a number of advisory committees
consisting of university professors or other experts. Some seminars, par-
ticularly for working group chairs, were organised by the Minister of
European Affairs and the Council Secretariat. However, most of the
training consisted in ‘learning by doing’.774 Language problems at the
ministries in Athens were the most noticeable consequence of the lack
of training.
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In addition, as in the Finnish and Belgian cases, to accumulate
expertise the chairpersons were – with a few exceptions – selected one
year before the Greek Presidency term. Eighty per cent of them were
from the Permanent Representation. This ensured familiarity with the
EU and the priority dossiers. The key presidency posts, such as the Antici
and COREPER chairs, were filled with highly skilled personnel. A senior
official from the Council Secretariat confirmed that in the area of the
IM individual chairs ‘were very often very efficient despite the overall
organisation and co-ordination being rather poor’.775

Finally, the Greek Presidency managed to develop a ‘constructive dia-
logue’ with the Council Secretariat.776 Given its limited staff, Greece
relied heavily on the Secretariat’s assessments of Member State posi-
tions and leverage. Greek officials considered the Secretariat as the
‘best minute taker’.777 Numerous interviewees mentioned that the
nature of the relationship with the Council Secretariat varies depend-
ing on whether it has its own ‘hidden agenda’ and the experi-
ence/inexperience of the office holder.778 The less experienced the office
holder, the greater the potential role of the Council Secretariat. With
regard to the Community Patent, it did not seem to have a hidden
agenda, Greece was a relatively experienced Council presidency and
Simitis had the expertise and ambition to assume the political lead
in the dossier. Thus, while open to the Secretariat’s input, Greece
took the overall responsibility and added ‘Greek flavour here and
there’.779

In case of the Western Balkans there was potential of conflict between
Solana’s office and the presidency and some ‘diplomatic struggles’ took
place on security and defence issues or Turkey’s role in NATO.780 In the
Western Balkan dossier, however, there seems to have been a clear sep-
aration of functions between Solana’s staff and the Greek Presidency.
While Solana’s office provided operational support and took the lead in
the EU’s ongoing crisis management operations (where it is much bet-
ter equipped than a rotating office), the Greek Presidency assumed the
political leadership of the Western Balkan dossier:

The High Representative and the Council Secretariat are more and
more in the lead as to management functions, particularly in crisis
management. The presidency is nevertheless extremely important in
terms of agenda-setting. The whole Thessaloniki Summit was very
much led by the presidency. We [the Western Balkan Unit from the
Council Secretariat] gave some limited input, but the presidency was
clearly in the lead.781
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While the Council Secretariat provided Greece with a contribution to
its Western Balkan working paper, the overall thrust and concept of the
document came from the presidency.782 So did the first draft of the Thes-
saloniki Agenda. Indeed, had the Council Secretariat had more influence
in its development, the first draft agenda may not have caused the initial
reactions it did. A senior Council Secretariat official concluded,

Greece played a very important and useful role. They had very good
people and the Council Secretariat would have had great difficul-
ties in doing anything like they did. From Greece came the political
push and the initiative. The rotating presidency’s advantage is that it
provides additional energy for specific policies. If it were not for the
Greeks, Thessaloniki would have not been the same thing.783

Overall, organisation and logistics did not run as admirably as in the
Finnish case. Meetings were frequently cancelled or rearranged and
journalists and officials deplored the high number of wrong telephone
numbers in the Greek Presidency guide.784 The FT did not fail to remind
its readers that ‘chaos is a Greek word’.785 Regarding the overall lead-
ership and brokerage, however, Greece proved its ability to handle EU
affairs and mediation skills in both the difficult case of the Community
Patent and foreign affairs. It put structures in place to avoid potential
mishaps and provide leadership in its priority areas. The chairpersons’
personal qualities, networks, and special contacts partially remedied
Greek administrative deficiencies for the presidency term. According to
a Commission official there were never any open contradictions and
‘even though Greece is amongst the worst IM implementers this did
not affect their performance in the chair’.786 Quite the contrary, Greece
was determined to work on its reputation and close as many dossiers as
possible. In areas where Greece had no vital interests at stake this often
meant taking more flexible positions than previously.787 In its priority
areas, however, this meant offering new dynamism to foster agreement.

Heterogeneity, intensity, and distribution of governmental
preferences

In case of the Community Patent, the heterogeneity of viewpoints was
high and Greece could move its favoured solutions forward without
appearing too biased. Moreover, the distribution of governmental pref-
erences was generally favourable. On all points of contention Greece
had at least one big state on its side. France supported the centralised
CPC. Spain and Italy shared Greek concerns about the linguistic regime.
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Greece’s proposals for a decentralised system of issuing the EU patent
was backed by France, the UK, and Spain who also supported Greece’s
ideas about the costs and distribution of proceeds from patent process-
ing services. Germany was relatively isolated on the issue of the CPC
and could not mobilise the Franco-German tandem to push for decen-
tralised jurisdiction. Agreement was possible after Germany weakened
its position. However, the intensity of preferences prevented Greece to
conclude the dossier despite unanimous support for the presidency’s
common approach.

With regard to the Western Balkans, Greece found itself relatively
isolated in its ‘unconditional approach’ towards the region despite
Italian and Austrian support and Greece’s well-respected expertise on the
Balkans. In addition, the intensity and distribution of preferences was
somewhat unfavourable. As seen above, the UK led a coalition resist-
ing major changes to EU Western Balkan policy. Similarly France and
Germany were cautious about moving too quickly in the region. While
supporting Greek initiatives with regard to the fight against organised
crime, on financial issues they (and most other Member States) preferred
the more modest proposals by the Commission. Unsurprisingly, Greece
had to make some concessions.

Inter-institutional relations

Relations with the Commission were particularly close in the area of
SME competitiveness and Anna Diamantopoulou, former Greek Min-
ister for SMEs and then European Commissioner for Employment and
Social Affairs, was an important ally. The Commission launched a num-
ber of special reports on SMEs during the Greek term and agreement on
the Community Patent regulation had been a key Commission priority
since 2001. Thus, Greece co-ordinated closely with the Commission, as
various officials affirmed,

Relations with the Commission were fundamental. [. . .] what we
communicated to the Commission was: we do not want surprises;
we want a fair game, and a business-like presidency. We also wanted
to throw in ideas here and there.788

The Commission was fully associated with our work. To prepare
briefings we invited not only the Council Secretariat, but also the
Commission. They presented their opinion, but the key role of
initiative has the presidency. The dialogue was part of preparing the
meetings.789
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A Commission official confirmed the close relationship between the IM
DG and the Greek delegation:

Our relationship with the Greek Presidency was excellent. There was
full transparency and full confidence. In tandem with the Greek Pres-
idency we were devising the ‘war game,’ how to handle the discussion
and sometimes you even decide together who to give the floor to first
and when the Commission comes in.790

Regarding the Western Balkans, Greece did not rely as heavily on the
Commission:

We produced so many policy papers on the Balkans and had great
expertise on the region. So here we did not need the Commission.791

Nonetheless, Greece showed the Commission a draft of its priority paper
ahead of the presidency and made an effort to accommodate some of its
feedback to ensure that the Commission would ‘be on board’.792

Although both the Greek Presidency and the Commission saw the
Western Balkan Summit as an opportunity to enhance the political
dialogue with the region, the Commission favoured – through the
European Integration Partnerships – more stringent conditionality than
Greece. In its contribution to the Western Balkan Summit, it stressed
that the Western Balkans need further to develop concrete political and
economic cooperation among themselves particularly in areas of refugee
return, migration, fight against organised crime, trade, energy, and
transport. Patten tried to strike a balance between the highly positive
Greek discourse and the Commission approach:

The destiny of the people of southeast Europe is membership with
the EU. [. . .] Of course, they have to make changes on their part and
should continue the economic and political reform on which they
embarked. But we wish to be more hands-on in helping them with
that process; and we proposed that we should turn the annual assess-
ments on the progress they make on economic and political reform
into partnerships.793

Relations with the EP were non-systematic and sporadic with regard to
both the IM and foreign policy. In fact, because of the Greek Presidency’s
general lack of consultation with the EP, a major inter-institutional row
broke out over the amount of subsidies paid to the accession countries.
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As the EP has the right to approve budget-related decisions and was
not given enough time to draft its opinion on the accession treaties, it
threatened to delay its approval of the treaties. The conflict was solved
through informal meetings with the President of the Committee on
Constitutional Affairs, the Secretary Generals of the parties, and various
politicians.794 Most Greek interviewees saw the EP as the ‘troublemaker’
within the EU’s decision-making triangle.

V. Revision of achievements: assessing the counterfactuals

The Community Patent

Presidency achievements and the role of other Member States

Given the economic importance of SMEs, there was no critical oppo-
sition towards initiatives benefiting them. Most of the preceding 14
Council presidencies had mentioned SMEs in their presidency pro-
grammes. However, Member States seemed to have lost their faith in
the Community Patent and lacked political commitment to agree on
a common approach. This had become clear under the Swedish and
Belgian 2001 Presidencies. Although the Feira Summit had established
the end of 2001 as the deadline for the regulation’s adoption, both coun-
tries struggled to achieve agreement. After a six-hour discussion in the
March IM Council under the Swedish Presidency, and 12 working group
and four COREPER meetings on the regulation, the Stockholm Summit
merely urged the Council and the Commission to speed up the work on
the regulation.

The succeeding Belgian Presidency devoted an entire Council meet-
ing to the dossier and although the Member States managed to outline
general policy guidelines for the Community Patent, they rejected the
presidency compromise.795 Partly due to Belgium’s lack of involvement
at the highest level, the file was not taken up at European Council
level.796 Similarly, Denmark failed to generate agreement on the dossier.
Unlike Greece and in the light of Member State opposition, it did not
dare to tackle certain aspects of the regulation:

There was a clear difference between the Danish Presidency and
the Greek Presidency and how they approached this dossier. Quite
frankly, Denmark was really discouraged by the difficult history of
the dossier. A presidency can definitely make a difference.797

France may have played a role in pressuring Germany to compro-
mise on the issue of the patent’s judicial regime. However, it was the
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Greek Presidency’s level of initiative and Simitis’ personal expertise
and commitment that helped greatly to find an acceptable compro-
mise. While – in retrospect – not facilitating the breakthrough it hoped
for, Greece’s main achievement was to generate agreement on the
difficult issue of the Community Patent’s future jurisdiction and for-
mulate a common approach for future presidencies to build upon which
replaced the ‘nothing is agreed until everything is agreed’ approach from
before.

The role of the Commission

The Commission reports played an important role in reinvigorating the
debate on initiatives benefiting SMEs. However, the Commission could
not move SMEs (and with it the Community Patent) into the spotlight
by itself. A Commission official argued,

The presidency gives the direction to the process. It tells us what their
views are and what they would like to focus on ahead of time, so that
we can incorporate their input and adjust our schedule accordingly.
They also tell us their no-go areas. When the presidency has no will
in a certain area, they will not put it on the agenda, so we will not
waste our time.798

Indeed, in the Community Patent dossier, the Commission receded its
agenda-setting powers to the Greek Presidency. It supported Greece’s
compromise for the sake of an agreement and given it was ‘defend-
able’, not because it was its preferred choice.799 In fact, the Commission’s
attempts to present a workable compromise on the Community Patent’s
future jurisdiction failed. The Commission argued for a centralised judi-
cial system that would – once a coherent body of case law had been
generated at Community level – gradually introduce decentralisation
(see above). However, the Greek Presidency and three of the EU big
Member States did not support this compromise. Germany (supported
by France, Austria, and Italy) argued that decentralised chambers should
operate immediately so that the national patent courts would not loose
their expertise. In addition, the Commission’s language regime pro-
posals were more pragmatic than Member States would accept. Both
national and Commission officials agreed that the influence of the
Commission is often exaggerated as their proposals usually change –
sometimes drastically – in the Council negotiations and if the alterna-
tive is no agreement at all, it usually accepts the Council’s compromises:
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Even if the Commission has a different view, it then generally
changes its view, because it wants the agreement between Council
and Commission. The Commission has a consultative role, but it is
not the broker of deals. I certainly have not seen the Commission in
this role and I doubt that it could be done, because it is in the interest
of the Commission not to stop the matter. They want a proposal to
be adopted and want to avoid delays.800

A Commission official confirmed,

The aim is to reach agreement. To do so the proposals always change.
Once the presidency has a compromise, the Commission usually
accepts it.801

This suggests that the presidency has a ‘degree of discretion and auton-
omy’ when it comes to shaping final outcomes802 and may even broker
deals the Commission profoundly dislikes.803

One may argue that the Commission’s contribution to the compro-
mise was to generate pressure to agree before the EU Spring Summit by
threatening to withdraw the regulation. But for two reasons it is doubt-
ful that this threat had much influence on the Council. First, it had
already been voiced under the Spanish and Danish 2002 Presidencies,
never materialised, and has rarely been used in the history of the EU.
Second, the Commission’s weapon of withdrawing a proposal is only
credible when the Council decides by QMV, not by unanimity as in the
Community Patent case.

The role of the EP

The EP has also supported SME initiatives. As early as 1983 it called for a
‘Year of SMEs and the Craft Industry’ and since then has issued a number
of resolutions related to SMEs.804 In the specific case of the Community
Patent, the EP urged the Council repeatedly to overcome its differences.
It considered the regulation ‘of fundamental importance for promoting
the creativity of European enterprises and improving their competitive-
ness on the international scene’.805 However, the EP did not manage
to move its April 2002 opinion into the dominant position. Although
the Greek Presidency coincided with the EP on the role of NPOs, the
final compromise differed significantly from the EP opinion on the
judicial and linguistic system. The EP suggested decentralised jurisdic-
tion at first instance, but Greece brokered agreement on a transition
towards fully centralised jurisdiction. While the EP wanted inventors to
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apply for a Community Patent in any language and subsequently create
five ‘procedural languages’, the Council’s common approach expected
inventors to file their application in one of the EPO’s three official lan-
guages. Only if this was impossible, the translation costs into one of
these three would be borne by the EU.

Indeed, the Greek Presidency did not involve the EP in the Council
negotiations as evidenced by the EP’s repeated questions to both the
Council and the Commission to explain the sticky points and what
steps the Council was planning to take with a view to reaching an
agreement. Only those EP suggestions that enjoyed the backing of the
Greek Presidency and a critical mass of Member States were incoproated.
In sum, the EP had little overall influence in shaping the Community
Patent.

The Western Balkans

Presidency achievements and the role of other Member States

Before Greece took over the presidency, the Western Balkans were con-
sidered ‘a topic that [was] not a live issue’806 and that was ‘[sliding] down
the list of hot issues for EU Foreign Ministers’.807 By the end of the 2002
Danish Presidency, ‘many people in the Western Balkans concluded [. . .]
that the EU had little time for them’.808 Portugal, Ireland, Belgium, and
the Scandinavian countries were particularly uninterested. The Greek
Presidency, however, revived the Western Balkans on the EU agenda:

Greece of course wanted much stronger EU objectives in the Balkans.
This was not important for Portugal, Ireland, or the Scandinavian
countries. Greece wanted it more than the rest and I think they got
quite a lot.809

Depending on who is in the chair, the tone of the debate changes very
clearly. The Danes were an excellent presidency, but on the Balkans
extremely neutral and did not take any new initiatives. Instead they
very much focused on enlargement and let the Commission run the
show. The Greeks in turn have real ambitions to push the agenda on
the Western Balkans forward.810

The Western Balkan Summit (and the run up to it) sent a clear message
to the region that it belongs in the EU and created a special dynamic
reinvigorating policy debates related to the region ‘[increasing] the like-
lihood that the Western Balkans will be in rather than out’.811 The
formulation that the Balkans have a ‘real European perspective’ was
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significantly more than Zagreb I promises. In addition, the declaration
adopted at the EU–Western Balkans Summit, together with the Thes-
saloniki Agenda, provided a more coherent basis for directing future
reform efforts in the region and connecting reform efforts to enhanced
EU support. Putting the Balkans on every single GAERC meeting and all
relevant Councils was Greece’s work rather than the leadership of other
Member States. In addition, the networking behind the scenes to forge
agreement on the Thessaloniki Agenda and on the measures to enrich
the SAP was done by the Greeks. Busek described the work of the Greek
Presidency as an ‘impressive process of consultations between the EU,
the countries of the region, and all the players involved in supporting
the region in its efforts’.812 In addition, it was Greece’s initiative to create
a special horizontal working group on drugs in the Western Balkans as
part of fostering greater regional co-operation in JHA.

Austria and Italy were Greece’s closest allies. Given their geographic
proximity to the region they have – together with Greece – been
instrumental in moving the Balkans onto the EU agenda. Austria fully
supported Greek objectives and regarded the prospect of increasing
integration the most effective incentive for the countries to speed up
their national reform processes.813 Italy, in turn, told Greece that if
the Greek Presidency did not do anything special on the Balkans it
definitely would.814 Indeed, Italy kept the Balkans and the implemen-
tation of the Thessaloniki Agenda on top of the EU’s foreign policy
agenda.

However, Greek achievements fell short of the high expecta-
tions in the Western Balkan states. Even though their funding was
increased, the Western Balkan Summit did not extent the EU’s cohesion
policy to them, grant them candidate status or a timetable for accession.
Instead the EU stuck to the ‘potential candidates’ terminology that had
been introduced at the Feira Summit and stressed that much relied on
the region’s own reform efforts. This shows that despite its increased
agenda-setting powers, the presidency works within the constraints of
other EU institutions and actors whose interests have to be accommo-
dated. Hence, the final Thessaloniki agenda was not entirely ‘made in
Greece’. A senior official judged that ‘85 per cent of what was obtained
came from Greece’, while 15% came from other decision-makers. The
UK and Sweden who enjoyed French support, for example, insisted on
a greater degree of conditionality than Greek proposals entailed and put
forward the European Partnerships. Although the Partnerships did not
go against Greece’s thinking, they moderated the highly positive and
ambitious Greek discourse. The main thrust of the EU’s Western Balkan
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policy did therefore not change dramatically. Overall, even if 15% was
input from other actors, achieving 85% of its original Western Balkan
agenda is still a lot, particularly in the light of the Iraq crisis.

The role of the Commission

The Commission had limited influence on the Greek Western Balkans
priority document. A Greek official argued,

We took some changes from the Commission, but nothing funda-
mental that would have changed our view or approach.815

However, the Commission made a number of key contributions to the
development of the EU’s relations with the Western Balkans, most cru-
cially its 2002 and 2003 SAP progress reports and May 2003 communi-
cation on energy policy. In its first SAP progress report, the Commission
had proposed to bring together the political leaders of the region and
their EU counterparts at ministerial level on a regular basis. Greece seized
upon the Commission’s policy recommendations and pushed the idea
of a second Zagreb meeting. In addition, as Greece had suggested in
its priority document, the Commission’s March 2003 recommendations
included extending twinning, further developing a review of the coun-
tries’ conformity with EU legislation, gradually extending Community
programmes to the Western Balkans (particularly visa regime and migra-
tion policy), developing a regular joint political dialogue, and sending
a strong message to the Western Balkans about the EU’s commitment
to the region. Similarly, the Commission’s energy communication coin-
cided with Greece’s broader objective to expand the EU energy market
into the Western Balkans.

Although the Commission tried to balance the UK and Swedish
approach with Greece’ ambitions, it had to reign in to the dominance of
the Member States in EU foreign policy. Its concept of European Integra-
tion Partnership was dropped. The Commission nonetheless achieved
an important victory in the sense that the British and Swedish European
Partnerships increased its role within the SAP guaranteeing it potentially
greater agenda influence in the future.

On determining the precise levels of funding, the Commission was
more influential. As per its proposal the Council accepted raising CARDS
by 71 million euros in 2004 and 70 million euros in 2005 and 2006.
Similarly, the Commission’s proposals regarding the budget for shar-
ing border management costs were approved. Particularly in the first
case, Greece’s ambitious proposals had to be scaled down. Nonetheless,
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had Greece not taken the initiative to increase Western Balkan fund-
ing, it is unlikely that any increase would have happened. The political
push for initiative of the dossier came from the presidency, while the
Commission followed suit:

The Commission was positive, but the driver was the presidency. The
Commission was reluctant at the beginning and then they came with
us. But in some critical issues they left us alone.816

The role of the EP

The EP’s role in shaping EU Western Balkan policy during the Greek Pres-
idency was insubstantial. Although the EP took an interest in the region,
regularly sent parliamentary election observers to the Western Balkans,
and supported initiatives to reinforce the SAP, it was not proactive in
developing the EU’s Western Balkan policy during the Greek term. In
fact, the EP’s June contribution to the Western Balkan Summit expressed
serious concerns about the economic and social situation in the region
and warned that integration of the Western Balkans would take con-
siderable time.817 The EP was reluctant to push for further integration
before the success of the EU’s first Eastern enlargement was secured. Its
key foci in the first half of 2003 were the Middle East and Iraq.

Regarding the additional CARDS funding for the region MEPs were
informed, but they gave no relevant input. Indeed, as seen above, the EP
had supported freezing funding in November 2002. It insisted on strict
conditionality and the evaluation of the integration of the SP countries
on the basis of the Copenhagen economic and political criteria. While
the conditionality approach was reflected in the European Partnerships,
the initiative for such Partnerships did not come from the EP, but the
Member States and the Commission.

In addition, the EP was an observer rather than active participant at
the Western Balkan Summit. The opening statements of the Summit
declaration read that the participating Heads of State or Government
agreed the Thessaloniki agenda for the Western Balkans ‘in the presence’
of the EP rather than ‘together’ with it.

Finally, and perhaps most important to dismiss the EP as a causal fac-
tor for the progress received with regard to the EU’s Western Balkan
policy under the Greek Presidency, the main demands by the June EP
resolution were already contained in the Greek January working doc-
ument. They included calls for the Western Balkans’ full co-operation
with the International Criminal Tribunal for Former Yugoslavia (ICTY),
the implementation of UN Security Council Resolution 1244 on Kosovo,
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the return of refugees, increased participation of SAP countries in Com-
munity programmes, the importance of regional cooperation, strength-
ening monitoring mechanisms on the implementation of commitments
by SAP countries, the lifting of visa requirements for the EU, and
parliamentary cooperation between the Member States and the SEE
countries.818

In sum, the ideas put forward in the area of the Western Balkans and
initiatives to develop them under the Greek Presidency did not come
from the EP. While supporting improved implementation of existing
programmes, it was sceptical about the Balkans’ progress and enhanced
Balkan integration. Thus, the EP left the leadership in this dossier to
other actors. To conclude,

It was crucial that Greece had the chair. The results would have been
very different if any other Council member would have had it. Other
countries may also not have been willing to organise a Summit.
While the Commission contributed with a communication before
the Thessaloniki Summit, the Greek Presidency added the major
political elements. Even after the Greek presidency, the atmosphere
changed – it would have been difficult to achieve what the Greeks
achieved.819

Conclusion

This Chapter has shown that – numerous constraints not withstanding –
the presidency agenda exhibited uniquely Greek contours. Greece pur-
sued its objectives through extensive networking and strategic use of the
presidency’s formal and informal powers. Its preferred presidency tools
were open debates and presenting policy papers.

Rather than developing new IM initiatives, Greece focused on exist-
ing projects and sought to shape the Community Patent regulation in
a way that it would not compromise its own preferences. Greece had a
particular interest in making the Community Patent accessible to SMEs
because its economic sector consists largely of SMEs. In addition, it was
Simitis’ personal ambition to close the Community Patent negotiations
and prove that Greece can handle difficult IM dossiers effectively.

Greece’s alliance with the Commission was crucial to foster agreement
on the Community Patent. It also relied heavily on its PM’s exper-
tise, engagement, and political weight. Greece’s level of influence was
medium to low. It managed to accommodate its own interest in the
common approach brokered and no provision went against its interests.
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However, some parts of the common approach were left vague and the
subsequent failure by numerous presidencies to finalise the Community
Patent regulation shows (a) that the political commitment generated by
Simitis was not as robust as initially thought; and (b) that in case of
a high intensity of preferences, a mutually acceptable outcome on the
Pareto frontier may not be detected even if presidency initiative behind
a certain dossier is sustained.

The overall strategy in the Community Patent debate was not to
dissatisfy anybody and hence generate positive-sum outcomes. Given
the unanimity rule, the presidency’s influence consisted in guiding
the Council towards agreement on its preferred choice without disre-
garding other Member States, in particular German interests. This was
successfully done by the Greek Presidency whose compromise was more
acceptable to Germany than previous proposals and the suggestions by
the Commission.

In the foreign policy realm, the Greek Presidency reinvigorated the
debate on the Western Balkans and developed an agenda for the further
integration of the region based on the SAAs. For reasons of geopoliti-
cal proximity and historical connections, the Balkans are more vital to
Greek interests than to any other EU Member State.820 The prospect of
a second Western Balkan Summit at the end of the Greek term gen-
erated a positive dynamic and growing understanding of the need to
discuss issues of common concern in the areas of JHA, energy, defence,
and the environment. Here too, Greece had to synthesise its own ideas
with those developed by the Commission and other Council members
most of which were more hesitant in their financial and political support
of the region.821 Hence, Greek presidency influence can be consid-
ered as medium. We observe a medium correlation between presidency
preferences and outcomes brokered.

Politically most relevant, Greece – in the role of the presidency –
managed to institutionalise regular Western Balkan meetings at both
heads of state and ministerial level. While this idea was not new and had
also been proposed by the Commission, as a ‘regular’ Council member
it did not manage to generate sufficient support behind the Summits.
Under its presidency, however, seizing upon its own expertise and pol-
icy papers as well as contributions by other relevant regional actors and
think tanks, Greece succeeded to move the spotlight on the region and
foster agreement on institutionalising high-level dialogue between the
EU and the Western Balkans. In addition, the horizontal approach taken
ensured that the Western Balkans were discussed in all relevant Council
formations with important successes reached in the area of JHA.
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The Thessaloniki Western Balkan Summit was no second Copen-
hagen – the five Western Balkan states were not granted candidate status
or accession dates. However, the SAP was enriched with practical ele-
ments from the enlargement process that anchor Balkan integration on
the EU agenda and make enlargement to the Western Balkans more fea-
sible than previously the case. The Greek Presidency acted as the catalyst
of this policy development. For the Western Balkans the steps taken may
have been small, but for the EU in the light of the constraints it was fac-
ing – particularly the demanding international situation and the Iraq
crisis – the Greek Presidency took a big qualitative step forward.

Policy entrepreneurship ‘requires consistency and political courage’.822

In the area of the Community Patent and the EU’s Western Balkan policy
Greece showed both. Although the Greek Presidency could not reinvent
the EU’s wheels, it set distinct accents and advanced its priority dossiers
by generating outcomes that – while in line with its own interests –
everybody could accept. A senior official concluded,

The rotating Presidency is very useful for small countries. Usually,
we – as small countries – follow the key decisions, but do not
elaborate them. They are elaborated by the big countries and then
presented to us. But during our presidency you do elaborate them
yourself.823



7
Conclusion

In the light of the fierce reform debates of the Council presidency over
the past few years and the divide it triggered between the big and
small Member States – reflected most recently in the arguments by Irish
voters for rejecting the Lisbon treaty in the June 2008 referendum –
this book set out to investigate two interlinked questions: (a) why the
rotating presidency was the single most contentious issue in the insti-
tutional reform discussions over the past years?; and (b) why especially
small states have been such adamant supporters of the status quo and
hence rotation? To answer these questions, it presented a systematic
and comparative study of the presidency’s role and influence within
the EU’s system of governance and challenged a number of common
assumptions both in the presidency literature and in the reform
debate.

I. The presidency, national interests, and levels of influence

The first is that the presidency is a mere administrative task and ‘neu-
tral broker’824 whose ability to ‘promote initiatives or [. . .] deliver to
domestic expectations is heavily constrained.’825 An assessment of the
presidency’s evolution and agenda-setting power, as well as in-depth
case studies of the recent Finnish, Belgian, and Greek presidencies,
showed that the presidency’s institutional role grew over time and that
its combination of formal and informal powers gives the office holder
important leadership tools to broker compromises and shape EU policies
in line with national interests.

202
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Unsurprisingly, the office has been particularly important to small
states whose decision-making power is more limited than that of the
EU’s big Member States. As a Greek official put it:

The most positive aspect of the rotating presidency is that it gives us a
chance to hold an influential role and that you manage to get totally
different people to look at the same issue which you move into the
spotlight.826

The book constructed a precise link between the domestic politics of
the countries in the chair and how they influenced presidency priorities
and strategies. In the area of the IM the selected presidencies all empha-
sised issues in which they had key economic interests. Importantly, they
did so even if the obstacles to achieve agreement in these dossiers were
considerable. Finland, the EU’s pioneer in information technologies, pri-
oritised the e-commerce and copyright directives despite their technical
difficulties and contentious nature. The liberal-led Belgian government,
keen to advance with domestic postal liberalisation, put the EU’s postal
service directive on top of its IM agenda even though there was a fierce
split between a pro- and anti-liberalisation camp in the Council. Greece,
concerned about its large sector of SMEs, tried to create better condi-
tions for them by prioritising the Community Patent – a highly sensitive
dossier that had been on the EU agenda for numerous presidencies with-
out progressing. As none of these dossiers was new, they can be seen as
examples of ‘agenda structuring’ by the presidency.827

Similarly, in the foreign policy realm there were clear links between
domestic and presidency priorities. The three presidencies tried to intro-
duce new initiatives or dimensions that reflected their geographical and
geo-strategic interests as well as historical ties. Again, the three selected
small state presidencies were not intimidated by unfavourable lead-
ership environments or opposition. Seeking to strengthen EU foreign
policy in the North, especially towards the neighbouring Russia, the
Finnish Presidency managed to develop the ND into a central theme
in the EU’s external relations828 despite the Chechnya crisis, scepticism
from the Member States, Community institutions, as well as the part-
ner countries. Belgium, with its African colonial ties, pushed for greater
attention being paid to the region and a more holistic policy that would
include a diplomatic, development, and military (conflict prevention)
dimension when Member States were focused on the ‘war against terror-
ism’ and military invasion in Afghanistan and despite the disagreements
between France and the UK on the Great Lakes. In an attempt to end
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its geographic exposure and economic and security reasons, the Greek
Presidency pushed the Western Balkan countries ahead on their road to
the EU at a time when ‘enlargement fatigue’ seemed to gain the upper
hand and despite the crisis over Iraq. In contrast to IM initiatives, in the
foreign policy realm presidencies sought policy innovation rather than
merely going with the flow of the existing agenda.

Crucially, in both policy areas the respective (small state) presidencies
did not simply pick undisputed dossiers that were ‘easy’ to conclude.
They did not ‘merely’ concentrate on efficiency optimisation as some
have argued, but prioritised those dossiers which they wanted to get
to the Pareto frontier and influence in their favour (see Chapter 3).
These tend to be issues in which the presidencies also have a high level
of expertise. Expertise, in turn, is crucial for shifting an outcome into
one’s preferred direction and avoiding deadlock which can arise when
pushing domestic interests.

While this emphasis on both efficiency (facilitating agreement) and
distribution (shifting the agreement towards the chair’s preferred out-
come) hold in a presidency’s priority area, in other ongoing agenda
issues where the presidency may not have particular interests at stake or
weak preferences it may focus more on efficiency than on distribution
or indeed leave the leadership to others. This may be particularly true in
the case of small state presidencies whose scope of interests tends to be
narrower. While it may be worth investigating this more systematically,
what mattered in our analysis is whether small states manage to impact
distribution when they have strong preferences. This was shown to be
the case. All outcomes accommodated presidency interests to a great
extent and no compromises brokered were against the presidencies’
preferences.

Finnish influence with regard to the e-commerce dossier was high.
The directives most important aspects, such as the legal liability of
intermediaries, were solved in line with Finnish interests despite dis-
agreements in the Council. Finnish influence over the copyright dossier,
however, was low. While the directive progressed considerably during
the Finnish term and – as in case of e-commerce – the presidency
solved the legal liability issue, Finland did not reach overall agreement
on copyright. The succeeding Portuguese Presidency compromise dif-
fered from Finland’s preferred solutions on the issues of exemptions and
exhaustion of copyrights.

The Belgian Presidency’s level of influence in case of postal liberali-
sation was medium. Its compromise on the directive reflected its own
interests, but Belgium made concessions on special services and the
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timetable for full liberalisation which weakened its initially preferred
policy choice.

Greece’s presidency influence with regard to the Community Patent
was medium to low. Although the political agreement on the
Community Patent was in line with the interests Greece had been
fiercely defended (the EU’s multiple language regime, centralisation of
patent jurisdiction, while safeguarding an important role for NPOs), the
dossier is still pending. In other words, a mutually acceptable outcome
has so far not been discernible. Indeed, by 2008 governments started
to propose other legal agreements outside the EU’s legal framework to
reduce, for example, translation costs.

In the foreign policy dossiers, both the Finnish and the Belgian
Presidencies exerted a high level of influence despite the unanimity
requirement, and Greece’s presidency influence can be considered as
medium despite the numerous obstacles outlined above. All in all, in
the three cases examined we detect more variance in IM than in foreign
policy initiatives. This counters Whitman’s (1998) analysis who found
that particularly in foreign affairs, the presidency may not be the best
vehicle to advance national policy objectives. Table 10 summarises these
results.

Table 10 The Level of Presidency Influence in Selected IM and Foreign Policy
Dossiers

Presidency Policy Area Priority Level of
Influence

Compromise
reached by

Finland
1999

IM • E-commerce
directive

High Unanimity

• Copy-right
directive

Low No
agreement

Belgium
2001

• Postal
directive

Medium Qualified
majority

Greece
2003

• Community
Patent

Medium
to low

Unanimity

Finland
1999

Foreign Policy • Northern
Dimension

High Unanimity

Belgium
2001

• Africa
(Great
Lakes)

High Unanimity

Greece
2003

• Western
Balkans

Medium Unanimity
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The case studies suggest that our hypothesis that the rotating
presidency has evolved into an influential institution providing states
with a window of opportunity to shape policy outcomes in line with
the office holder’s interests, holds. This finding agrees with Tallberg’s
(2006) investigation into the influence wielded by the chair of multilat-
eral negotiations. However, the cases have also shown that the Council
presidency cannot impose its will and that the level of presidential
influence varies from dossier to dossier.

The presidency operates within a delicate resource-constraint struc-
ture which explains this variance. This leads us to the second empirical
claim that has been challenged. It concerns the resources and con-
straints of the presidency and particularly the effects of the size of the
office holder.

II. A question of size? On the presidency’s resources and
constraints

This book has shown that small states are not overburdened with the
presidency tasks. They generate similar levels of legislative output dur-
ing their presidencies to big state presidencies (see Appendix) and the
(small) size of a country, and hence limited material resources, does not
hinder the office holder to shape the EU agenda and facilitate policy
outcomes that reflect domestic preferences and priorities. Regardless of
their size governments have greater influence over decision outcomes
in the presidency seat than when not in the presidency seat. This has
become particularly clear in the foreign policy realm where the agenda
is less predetermined.

As an ordinary Council member Finland anchored the ND on the EU’s
systemic agenda, but only in the presidency seat could it put flesh on the
initiative by convening numerous events on it and moving it onto the
Council’s active agendas. Similarly, it was the position of the chair that
helped Belgium to develop a more pro-active and coherent EU Africa
policy. The region had hardly featured on GAC agendas before. While
holding the presidency, Greece reached what it had not achieved as an
ordinary Council member at the GAERC in May 2002: sending a clear
message to the Western Balkan countries that they belong into the EU;
giving new impetus to Balkan integration by complementing the EU’s
Western Balkan policy with elements of the enlargement process; insti-
tutionalising regular meetings at head of state and ministerial level; and
increasing financial support to the region.
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The same holds for IM dossiers. As an ordinary Council member,
Belgium did not manage to shift its preferred compromise into the
center of debate given French resistance to liberalisation efforts. Sim-
ilarly, the 2000 Portuguese Presidency compromise on the copyright
dossier opposed the previous Finnish Presidency’s preferred choices on
a number of key aspects. No longer in the chair, the Finnish Presidency
positions were no longer in the centre of debate.

This may have broader theoretical implications. Intergovernmental-
ism seems to underestimate the influence of small member states in the
EU and tends to argue that bargaining reflects the interests and priori-
ties of the big member states. This book has shown that small member
states can have significant impact when they hold the presidency.
Rather than their bargaining power, it is the small states’ entrepreneurial
behaviour within the resources/constraint structure that explains this
outcome.

Rather than size as a condition for presidential success, four sets of
resources and constraints were put forward: (a) the leadership envi-
ronment (internal and external political and economic developments),
(b) the heterogeneity, intensity, and distribution of governmental
preferences in the Council, (c) inter-institutional relations with the
Commission and the Parliament, and (d) the presidency’s skill and
effective use of the Council Secretariat. These, in turn, can be grouped
into three broader categories of context-specific factors, the institu-
tional environment, and country characteristics. This is illustrated in
Figure 5.

Leadership
environment

Council preferences Inter-institutional
relations

Skill and use of
Council Secretariat

1. Domestic
political and
economic
environment

2. External political
and economic 
environment

1. Heterogeneity

2. Intensity

3. Distribution

1. Commission

2. Parliament

1. Preparation

2. Inter-ministerial
coordination

3. Management
and advocacy

4. Exploitation of
information
advantage

Condition
level of
Council
presidency
influence

Political and
economic context Institutional environment Country specific

Figure 5 The Council Presidency’s Resource/Constraint Structure
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The case studies in this book suggest that presidency influence is likely
to be highest when:

• its domestic and external political and economic environment is
favourable;

• the heterogeneity of views in the Council is high and the intensity
of preferences is low allowing the presidency to construct winning
coalitions around its favoured points of view;

• it has no big state coalition against its proposals;
• it works in tandem with the Commission and generates Commission

backing for its compromise;
• it mobilises support in the EP; and
• it prepares its priorities well and legitimises them at EU level through

effective management and advocacy tactics, ensures efficient domes-
tic co-ordination, and skilfully exploits its information advantage by
using the Council Secretariat.

While the country in the chair cannot influence its leadership envi-
ronment, it can manipulate the other factors by investing its resources
and technical expertise to mobilise support for its preferred solution.829

All three states (despite their differences in terms of interests and iden-
tity (North/South), the degree of commitment to European integration,
and level of experience) concentrated on these strategies particularly as
they could not rely on their political weight or voting power in the
Union.

Further research is needed if we want to establish the weight of each of
the factors that condition a presidency’s success. The cases of the copy-
right dossier and the aftermath of the Community Patent agreement
suggest, however, that the intensity and distribution of Member State
preferences are the biggest constraints to a country’s presidency influ-
ence. Much of what the presidency can or cannot do will depend on
how and how deeply the Council is divided and on the quality of the
compromise, that is what it offers to whom. This gives weight to the
arguments put forward by intergovernmentalism.

While more work needs to be done accurately to rank the importance
of the conditions for success, differences were detected given the dif-
ferent institutional environment in Pillars I and II. Building alliances
with the Commission and the EP was generally more important for
the presidency in IM legislation than in foreign policy issues. However,
both institutions’ influence in shaping the final policy outcome of a
presidency’s priority dossier was found to be exaggerated.
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In the e-commerce case, the Finnish Presidency deleted the articles
in which the Commission tried to sketch out additional powers for
itself and rejected any EP amendments which questioned its approach.
The Belgian Presidency compromise on postal liberalisation weakened
the initial Commission proposal and the notion of special services was
dropped even though the Commission had fiercely defended it. The EP’s
potential supranational leadership was also limited. Trying to slow the
liberalisation pace, the Belgian Presidency compromise rejected most of
its amendments. The Community Patent is an example where the Com-
mission clearly relinquished its agenda-setting power entirely to the
Council presidency. The final shape of the Greek Presidency compro-
mise, particularly concerning the patent’s judicial regime, was directly
opposed to the compromise the Commission had put forward. Simi-
larly, the EP had little overall influence in shaping the Community
Patent. Only those EP suggestions that enjoyed the backing of the Greek
Presidency (and a critical mass of Member States) were considered.

This poses difficult questions for neofunctionalism and for accounts
that analyse supranational leadership without investigating the strate-
gies and policy entrepreneurship of the presidency.830 Commission
proposals change – often significantly – in Council negotiations and the
co-decision procedure and, as noted by one interviewee, only ‘in very
exceptional cases [the Commission] turns against a common position
reached in the Council’.831

In Pillar II issues the case studies showed that the Commission
through its permanence, policy papers, and alliances with key Member
States can ensure a degree of policy continuity. To advance the ND and
Western Balkans, both the Finnish and the Greek Presidencies had to
lobby the Commission and make some concessions to it, especially on
the budgetary front. However, neither in the ND, the EU’s Africa nor in
Western Balkan’s policy, the Commission or EP were the driving forces.
This is contrary to Krause’s (2003) finding that the Commission was the
key player in the development of the EU’s Africa policy. Only when the
Belgian Presidency took it on board, was progress made.

Merely focusing on supranational players – according to neofunction-
alism the most important actors shaping European integration – would
present difficulties in explaining both negotiation outcomes in Pillar I
and the origins and development of foreign policy initiatives. Moreover,
the empirical findings of this book suggest that the neofunctionalist
logic of spill-over effects whereby integration between states in one area
will create strong incentives to integrate another is overly optimistic,
particularly in Pillar II. This analysis has shown that to have issues, such
as the ND, the Great Lakes or the Western Balkans, considered on EU
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level or move them forward, the interested actors have to put in a lot of
time, effort, and resources. There is no automaticity about this process
or indeed its success.

III. The presidency as a policy entrepreneur

The institutionalist concept of a policy entrepreneur describes the
nature and influence of the rotating Council presidency well. It cap-
tures its inherent bias and subtle informal powers. As Schattschneider
once argued, ‘The outcomes of the game of politics depends on which
of a multitude of possible conflicts gains the dominant position.’832 This
book showed that the government who holds the Council presidency
has a unique comparative advantage to move certain issues and solu-
tions into the dominant position by increasing an issues’ visibility, the
intensity with which it is debated, and by exploiting its procedural pow-
ers and information advantages.833 Indeed, the latter can be seen as the
most important informal power of the presidency. It ensures that it is
very difficult for the Council to agree anything against a presidency
country’s wish.

Once the presidency manages to focus the Council on a certain set
of solutions or generates broad agreement on a general approach, it can
afford to be more ‘neutral’ – or rather will inevitably appear more neu-
tral: the set of solutions being discussed is already in the presidency’s
interest and has a critical mass on its side. The strategy to achieve
such broad agreement, particularly in CFSP issues where the neutral-
ity constraint is most obvious, involved convincing Member States of
the European value added of an initiative and explaining why it is
the right time to look at a particular dossier. In all cases, Council con-
clusions on a presidency initiative were generated before taking office.
This legitimised presidential initiatives and gave the respective Council
presidencies a mandate to pursue them during their term.

In one important aspect, however, this analysis differed from King-
don’s policy entrepreneurship and agenda-setting model. This difference
stems from the Council Presidency’s hybrid nature as a supranational
office and intergovernmental policy entrepreneur at the same time. As
argued repeatedly, the institution of the presidency itself can be seen
as a (predictable) window of opportunity for individual governments to
shape the EU agenda and policy outcomes. However, in so far as the gov-
ernment in office has to manipulate its resource/constraint environment
before and during its term to ensure the successful pursuit of its priori-
ties, individual presidencies do not resemble a ‘surfer who waits for the
big wave’, but policy actors that actively seek and even create windows
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of opportunity once they move into the chair. In other words, windows
of opportunity for the chair do not necessarily open automatically, but
the presidency country has to increase the likelihood for them to open
and thus create the conditions for maximising presidential influence.
While sometimes a presidency may be able to seize on opportunities and
tap into the perception of urgency of a certain matter by other Council
members, more often it seeks to create these windows of opportunity.

The findings support rational choice institutionalism in that it sees
the presidency as a set of rules and incentives and the office holder as
a self-interested utility maximiser. Outcomes are determined by strate-
gic rationality and manipulation of the presidency’s resource/constraint
structure. However, the office holder also ‘plays its games’ within a
social and institutional culture of consensus. While utility maximis-
ing will remain the primary motivation of the presidency and appears
to be exogenous, the country in the chair realises that its goals can
be achieved most effectively by keeping consensual relations with the
other decision-makers, particularly the Council members. Hence some
preferences may be endogenous to the presidency. The culture of com-
promise in the Council is an important informal norm that is often
underestimated by non-institutionalist versions of rational choice the-
ory. To defend its national interests successfully, a presidency does not
only exploit its procedural powers, but has to show solidarity for its
Council partners, understand their domestic constraints, and adjust its
preferences and policy style before and during its period in office. Con-
sensus outweighs the formal decision-making rule of QMV. In other
words, presidencies – while shaping compromises in their favour – often
seek unanimous agreement even if formally a qualified majority suffices
to adopt a dossier. Ungerer has termed this way of operating a ‘refined
form of defending national interests’.834 In sum, the country in the chair
finds that its behaviour is shaped by the presidency as an institution
and it rationally chooses to be constrained by it to some extent.835 The
normative implications of this argument are explored in greater detail
below.

These findings make it difficult to come to a clear-cut conclusion
on whether the Council presidency is an intervening or causal vari-
able when explaining policy outcomes. In one sense, it can be seen as
an intervening variable – an opportunity for national governments to
exploit the formal and informal powers which come with the office.
On the other hand, the Council Presidency also has independent effects
on policy outcomes. In making the Member State in the chair absorb
the institutional culture of consensus, rethink preferences and shape
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strategies, the Council presidency as an institution plays a leading
part. Indeed, the adaptation to the institutional environment and other
actors’ preferences is a condition for success in advancing a national
government’s priority or goal.

In focusing on the presidency’s research-constraint structure and
relying on institutionalism and Kingdon’s agenda-setting theory,
the book has tried to move away from the stale debate between
intergovernmentalism and neofunctionalism. Instead it has stressed
the interdependence of actors and institutions. The investigation has
shown that it is too simplistic to assume that any one actor or gov-
ernments alone are fully in control of the integration process. As the
EU is highly polycentric, leadership dispersed, and dominance by one
actor not tolerated, establishing coalitions, channelling ideas through
other actors, and utilising other actors’ resources are crucial. In their
coalition-building efforts, however, any actor, whether Member State or
supranational institution, will need to work closely with the presidency
and vice versa.

IV. The value of the rotating Council presidency

The results of this study have a number of normative implications.
Given that the rotating Council presidency can shape policy in line with
the holder’s preferences, is this development contrary to the spirit of the
European integration project? The findings of this analysis suggest quite
the contrary. First, Chapter 2 has shown that the rotating presidency
has been an important symbol of the European construct. As any sys-
tem with federal traits, the EU’s effective functioning relies upon the
notion of equality amongst its ever more diverse Member States, par-
ticularly the big and small. To guard equality and avoid the creation of
a strong permanent centre, the EU’s founding members agreed multi-
ple mechanisms to tame pure power politics in the EU and share out
leadership. Out of these mechanisms (the combination of supranational
and intergovernmental elements, weighted votes in the Council, and
balanced appointment procedures to the EU institutions), the rotating
Council presidency has been the only one that guards the equality prin-
ciple in its pure form.836 As such, it fulfils a crucial political objective
characteristic of federalism. As Alexander Hamilton once argued in the
course of the US Constitutional Convention:

[. . .] if the smaller states renounce their equality, they renounce at the
same time their liberty.837
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The importance of this symbolism should not be underestimated in
a Community that is becoming ever more diverse. Indeed, it merits
much closer and more systematic investigation after the 2004 and 2007
enlargements.

Second, the case studies demonstrated that the presidency has an
important educational effect. Training takes place, interministerial
co-ordination systems are enhanced, and by exposing officials to manag-
ing highly technical dossiers and Community processes, the presidency
contributes to skill development.838 As Menon argues,

Holding the presidency represents by far the most effective way of
ensuring the effective Europeanisation of national administrations.
This is not a question of making them pro-European but rather
of ensuring that they are adequately prepared for the onerous task
of ensuring smooth administrative interaction between the EU and
national levels. Holding the presidency represents a kind of “Shock
Therapy” which forces national administrations to devise ways of
working effectively with Brussels.839

Third, the short six-month presidency term seems to work as a con-
tinuous motor for policy innovation. The case studies showed that each
six-month presidency brings new ambitions and solutions to the job and
thereby injects renewed dynamism into EU – decision-making. Former
Commission President Jacques Santer pointed out:

My personal experience confirms the fact that every six months,
impetus and new dynamism are given to the work of the EU,
while a longer term presidency would no doubt curtail “permanent
motivation”.840

This is particularly important since the running of the Union can easily
‘fall prey to bureaucratic routine’.841

Finally, this book has shown that the bias of the presidency is not
contrary to the spirit of European integration, because the Council pres-
idency operates within a consensus-driven, positive-sum culture (see
above). In the two cases which fell under QMV (e-commerce under the
Finnish chair and postal liberalisation under the Belgian Presidency),
the compromises catered for more than the required qualified majority.
Our empirical evidence suggests that the general philosophy of the presi-
dency is ‘not to dissatisfy anybody’ and treat the other Council members
as the office holder would expect them to treat it when no longer in the
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chair. Hence, presidencies look for balanced outcomes that are accept-
able to all even if formally only a qualified majority may be required.
Prioritising IM dossiers that are closest to national interest thus happens
neither at the expense of the majority interest nor to the detriment of
the minority. Lane and Mattila (1998) estimate that 75–81% of decisions
in the Council are based on unanimity rather than the required QMV
and even after enlargement decision outcomes continue to ‘be sensitive
to the positions taken by all actors’.842

As one analyst argues, EU bargaining and the institution of the pres-
idency is characterised by ‘a collective rationality based on the dual
responsibility to deliver the goods at home and collectively at the EU
level’.843 Uniquely placed at the interface of the national and Commu-
nity level, the Council presidency tries to reconcile self-interest with
solidarity. Alternatively, this behaviour may be driven by short-term
versus long-term rationality. The country in the chair may be willing
to accommodate other states’ interests as much as possible, because
in repeated games it pays off to be accommodating in the long run.
For each time a country has the presidency, it is 26 times an ordinary
Council member. Hence, what may happen when a country is no longer
holding the presidency surely weighs heavily on its calculations.

Similarly, in the area of foreign policy the successful presidency was
pushing on its own regional priorities stressing the value added for all
and without downgrading other foreign policy initiatives. Contrary to
the compromises presented in IM dossiers, there were no radical changes
from presidency to presidency. Instead we observed shifts of emphasis
and path dependency. Despite Greece’s enthusiasm for speedy Balkan
integration, the conditionality principle was not dropped or EU acces-
sion criteria weakened. Rather than seeking a radical overhaul of the
EU’s Africa policy, Belgium’s initiatives in the Great Lakes built upon
the existing Cotonou Agreements and conflict-prevention measures.
The political need to minimise confrontation (as well as the unanimity
requirement in foreign policy) prevents the presidency office for being
exploited for pure self-interest at the expense of others. This may explain
in part why the presidency has remained unreformed for so long.

These insights into the way the presidency operates suggest that the
logic of repeated games is strong in the EU and that the principle of
diffused or deferred reciprocity underlies Council negotiations. The lat-
ter was clearly visible in the case of the ND. Finland started hosting
events related to the Mediterranean Partnership years before its presi-
dency in order to generate the Southern countries’ support of its own
regional initiative and convince them that the ND was not designed
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to compete with the Barcelona Process. Subsequently, the 2000 Por-
tuguese Presidency committed itself to adopt the first action plan on
the initiative.

Moreover, even if the Council presidency may be able to shape policy
outcomes in line with its own interests, this may be considered as legit-
imate. The three presidencies examined here prioritised not only those
IM and foreign policy dossiers that were of national interest to them,
but also on which they had a greater level of expertise than other Coun-
cil members, the Commission, and the EP. This greater level of expertise
arguably turns them into legitimate leaders who try to ‘customise the
EU’ and hence ‘[emphasise] some feature over others so that the Union
would resemble the country itself’.844 The presidency can therefore be
seen as a unique tool to ensure that the EU serves its ‘customers’. The
rotation principle and brief period of office guarantee that no customers
are systematically preferred over others.

V. Are the alternatives better?

Whether these key values of the Council presidency, including the
Council’s consensus culture, spirit of shared leadership in the EU, and
incentive for policy innovation, will be upheld under the new Lisbon
Treaty remains to be seen. If ratified in the end, the EU will get a new
differentiated presidency of the Council. This differentiated presidency
disconnects the European Council presidency from the presidency of
the Council of Ministers and takes away external representation from
rotation. A permanent presidency is introduced at the European Coun-
cil level (elected for a two and a half year term, renewable once) along
with a permanent double-hatted High Representative for foreign policy
who is also Vice-President of the Commission.

Rotation is preserved at the Council of Minister level and its substruc-
tures. Here, the presidency (with the exception of foreign affairs) is to
be held by pre-established groups of three Member States (made up on a
basis of equal rotation taking into account Member States diversity and
geographical balance) for a period of 18 months. This new ‘troika presi-
dency’ is to work together on the basis of a common programme. Each
of the three states can take the lead for six months as is the case today –
or the countries in the team can decide alternative arrangements among
themselves.

These are the most far-reaching presidency reforms to date and they
present both opportunities and risks. A permanent European Council
President could develop experience and political capital to ensure better
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implementation records especially of projects that were a particular
country’s hobby horse. In addition, separating the European Coun-
cil clearly from legislative affairs in the Council of Ministers would
allow for a greater focus on political leadership, strategic debate, and
longer-term agenda setting. This could include a more permanent and
structured relationship with the supranational decision-makers, which
together with the new mechanisms of dismissal could enhance the new
institution’s accountability.845

At the same time, the introduction of a permanent European Council
president as head of the EU’s most powerful decision-making institution
could introduce an additional source of conflict between the EU insti-
tutions, the different Council layers, and the Member States. This was a
key concern in the Convention debates; particularly should the elected
European Council President be from a big Member State.846 In addition,
the challenge of coordination between the new permanent President
and the rotating presidency is largely unchartered by the Treaty and
their precise division of tasks not yet clear. The new arrangement raises
the question, to what extent was such effectiveness predicated on the
joint chairing of both the European Council and the Council of Min-
isters? Finally, it is doubtful, that the permanent European Council
President will provide the EU a long sought face, given the continued
existence of the High Representative, the rotating presidency of the
Council of Ministers, and of course the presidents of the Commission
and the European Parliament. A straight answer to Henry Kissinger’s
agonising question as to whose phone to call when dealing with the EU
remains more elusive than ever.

At Council of Minister level, troika presidencies present opportuni-
ties to enhance agenda coordination between the Member States. The
2007–2008 trio partners, Germany, Portugal, and Slovenia, for exam-
ple, already agreed to work more closely together during their 18
months to improve the implementation of the issues that all three
presidencies treat as priorities and to enhance their political coopera-
tion (through joint cultural projects, joint training programmes, and
personnel exchanges). This way, potential administrative shortcomings
of single Member States could be bridged. Nonetheless, so far Member
States continue to draw up their own ‘national’ presidency programme
along side the joint programmes and the troika presidency set-up does
not prevent the tendency of some big states from treating the small as
junior partners.



Conclusion 217

To conclude, the main arguments presented against rotation, namely
that the EU needs a powerful figurehead and that small states are over-
burdened with the task rest on shaky empirical ground. Even inexperi-
enced small states, such as Finland in 1999 or more recently the 2008
Slovenian Presidency, have highly encouraging records. Ultimately, the
EU’s institutional set-up should be designed in a way that primarily
serves its Member States. This book has shown that the rotating pres-
idency does so by alternating agenda-shaping power between them and
by making a difference in terms of both the bargaining outcomes it
generates and the functioning of the EU as a whole.
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