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Outcome of Informal European Council

Marcin Koczor

When Herman Van Rompuy convened the informal European Council on 11 February, the
session was meant to improve the participation of Member States{ leaders in the process of
the shaping post-Lisbon strategy. In fact, the talks were dominated by the need for a common
position on the question of possible financial support for Greece. However, details are yet to
be released.

The dramatic state of Greece’s budget (in 2009 general government deficit and debt amounted to
12,7% and over 112% respectively) triggered a negative reactions on financial markets, that have
spread to countries such as Portugal and Spain. As a result, proper running of the whole Euro zone is
threatened, which is why at the informal European Council (for the first time chaired by Herman Van
Rompuy) a coordinated stabilisation action by the Euro zone states has been promised (where
necessary).

The consensus (worked out at a meeting between the Presidents of the European Council, the
European Commission, the European Central Bank, and Greece’s Prime Minister, and the leaders of
France and Germany) may be regarded as the political basis for providing financial aid for Greece.
The scope of that aid has not yet been determined (Greece has thus far not officially requested
external support). The options quoted include granting and guaranteeing bilateral loans, or earlier
releasing of payments in framework of the Cohesion Policy. It is highly unlikely for the International
Monetary Fund to intervene in this respect (as suggested by Sweden), an option which could be seen,
from political perspective, as a sign of weakness on the part of the EU. However, it is true that there
are some legal doubts as for granting financial support to Greece. In principle, the Treaty on the
Functioning of the European Union makes it impossible to provide financial aid for a Euro zone state
in order to maintain its financial stability (Art. 125), except, however, where a given state is threatened
with severe difficulties caused by natural disasters or other exceptional occurrences beyond its control
(Art. 122). The EU Member States agree that Greece should take radical consolidation steps, at which
point the scope of potential financial aid should be determined by the progress in the implementation
of those measures. The summit participants saw the necessity of the European Commission (in
cooperation with ECB and IMF) carefully monitoring Greece’s actions in this respect.

Due to time constraints the discussion on the EU economic strategy could not be taken any further,
which makes the outcome of the meeting disappointing. During the summit member states leaders
expressed general support for the future strategy orientations (EU 2020) defined by the President of
the European Commission Jose Manuel Barroso. These orientations are to form basis for the EC
formal proposal, scheduled for 3 March 2010. The new strategy is to focus on the three following
priorities: boosting growth based on knowledge and innovations, creating jobs and strengthening
social cohesion, building a ‘greener’ and more competitive economy. In fact, it can be seen as a
continuation of actions already conducted under the Lisbon Strategy. The participants also welcomed
the proposal by the President of the European Council on the new strategy implementation mecha-
nisms (e.g. limiting the number of the new strategy’s quantitative targets). Importantly, Herman Van
Rompuy pledged increase in the European Council meetings, which has its purpose in raising the
European Council’s importance in managing the post-Lisbon agenda, as well as in strengthening his
own position. It is doubtful that the sole increase in the number of summits could make the European
Council the central economic policy coordination body at the EU level, especially that it is possible that
some essential decisions in this respect (such as the one on Greece) could be made among fewer
decision makers.
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