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Preface

This is the third volume edited by the Team5 of the EU-Consent FP6 project (Network of Excellence) at the same time the first volume of the new project on preparing the presidencies in the new member states, above all in Hungary. After two years of activities in the EU-Consent project focussing on the relationship between deepening and widening it has become clear that this topic has also to be analyzed from the side of the team presidency cooperation as well. Thus, the Together for Europe Research Centre has begun a new research direction in the framework of the Team5 of the EU-Consent on the presidencies. In April 2007 the Team5 organized a conference in Budapest, and this volume has grown out from the presentations and discussions of this meeting. I call this special relationship in the team presidencies integrative balancing, since it is obvious that the intensive cooperation in the team presidencies between the old and new members, as well as between the bigger and smaller states has produced a new quality of the EU cooperation. This integrative balancing gives a new opportunity for the catching up exercise of the new member states to use this close cooperation with the old member states in the team presidency for modernizing their public administrations and for creating their own capacities to represent national priorities effectively in accordance with the EU priorities.

Hungary will be part of the team presidency with Spain and Belgium in 2010-2011. The preparations have also started at the expert level in the framework what has usually been called Friends of Presidency groups. The Hungarian Prime Ministers Office in cooperation with the Hungarian Academy of Sciences has initiated a research project to formulate the strategic vision for the team presidency. Accordingly, the Spanish, Belgian and Hungarian experts had a meeting on 7-9 September 2007 in Hungary at a nice resort place in the mountains, Lillafüred. The chapters of this book were presented and discussed there and the experiences of those discussions have also been reflected in this volume, written partly by well known country experts, partly by the experts of the Together for Europe Research Centre. We have a hope that this book will continue to provoke discussions on the team presidencies, since the core groups of the Spanish-Belgian-Hungarian experts will regularly meet until 2011 and we can benefit a lot from these wide ranging discussions for the better preparations of our team presidency.
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1 Introduction: integrative balancing through team presidencies

1.1 Incoming team presidencies

1.1.1 The history of the present  the creative crisis

During its history the EU has gone through a series of institutional reforms, in some ways the very existence of the EU has been through the permanent institutional reforms. The current reform challenge concerns first of all the presidency as a transformation of the EU decision-making mechanism that closely relates to the relationship of the European Council and European Commission (strategic decisions versus policy guidelines). However, the reform challenge with the team presidencies as the new application of rotation principle evokes the renewed relationship between the EU and its member states as well. At the same time the team presidencies create a new kind of relationship between the new and old member states that may be called integrative balancing. This current reform challenge is therefore particularly important for the new member states facing their maiden presidencies in the near future.{1}

1.1.2 The emergence of team presidencies

The system of the Council Presidencies was introduced in the mid-seventies and despite its rather well functioning it has received many criticisms as well (Council, 1997). There have been two major criticisms about the original system. First the presidency period is too short for making important initiatives and implementing substantial changes, so the presidencies have been stuck between concise strategic decisions and detailed policy guidelines, or between informal and formal arrangements (Schoutheete and Wallace, 2002: 3-5). Second, the rotation principle has led to the discontinuity of policy-making between presidencies and it has decreased the efficiency of the EU decision-making process. In the early 2000s the necessity of reforms was already evident, since there was a growing need for strategic decisions about the Eastern enlargement, and at the same time the EU policies became more and more complex, with an increasing number of rolling policies between presidencies. In June 2002 the Seville European Council requested the presidencies to work more closely together. This Summit dealt with the organization and functioning of the European Council, and decided about its reform facing the perspectives of the Eastern Enlargement: [t]his reform is a substantial change to present practices in the direction of the enhancing the efficiency of the institution on the eve of an unprecedented increase in the number of Member States of the Union (4§). This reform, however, was extended to the Presidency itself, with the proviso that any adjustment to the present system of six-monthly rotation will in any event have to continue to observe the principle of equality between the Member States (5§).{2}

As a striking difference with the Council, the President of the European Commission is de jure member of the European Council and he plays usually very active role at the Summits. In 2005 the European Commission altered its profile by turning from the general scenarios (Commission, 1999) towards strategic planning (Commission, 2005). Since then it has launched annual planning programmes and reporting as well (Commission, 2006a,b and 2007a,b). On the other side this overlap has also appeared in the paradox that the European Council was organized originally for the strategic programming and but it has slid more and more towards the concrete and detailed policy making, i.e. issuing strict policy guidelines. Albeit the European Council as the highest political authority has kept its profile giving strategic orientation to the Union and its foreign policy, it has still issued longer and longer Presidency Conclusions with detailed policy decisions. Presidency Conclusions usually refrain from giving specific instructions to the Commission but the Commission is in fact not in a position to ignore those instructions, since its President as usual is very active to prepare and elaborate them. Consequently, on the top, the two organs of the Big Institutional Triangle meet and blur the differences between the European Council and European Commission  with an increasing role of the European Parliament in the interinstitutional negotiations. The external difference between them appears as an internal contradiction of the European Council, since it represents in some ways the synthesis of the Council and Commission in policy-making. This synthesis is obvious in the lengthy preparation process of the Summits but as a result they have been overloaded with policy-making leaving not enough time for the strategic programming.{3}

The short duration of the Summits excludes the classical method of tour de table negotiations, therefore a new type of tour has come to replace it with the necessary informality, namely it has been transferred to the tour of the President of the presidency-in-office among the members of the European Council to hear their voice and discuss their views. The same function appears in the close cooperation of the sherpas to prepare and to accompany the high level meetings. Thus, the significance of the presidencies has increased and decreased at the same time. The President of the presidency gets an eminent role in the preparations of strategic decisions but due to the growing complexity of policy-making there has been a shift to the cooperation with the Commission. Also due to the increasing number of rolling policies or issues there has been a similar shift to the intergovernmental cooperation between the subsequent presidencies as well. This paradox of the European Council and the internal contradiction of presidencies comes to the surface from time to time also as a tension between the smaller and bigger member states, since the former prefer the Commission as a transnational or supranational body to any kind of directoire, and the latter usually support the intergovernmental decision-making where they can use their bigger capacity for interest representation and promotion in the EU and in the international arena as well (Schoutheete and Wallace, 2002: 9, 17).{4}

In order to give the new member states enough time to prepare for the presidency, the European Council agreed in October 2002 that the existing order of rotation would be maintained until the end of 2006. European Council also decided that the order of the presidency after 2007 would then be confirmed at the latest one year after the accession of the first new states. After these preparations the some steps were taken to solve the above mentioned problems, the first reform step came with the Multiannual strategic programme (Council, 2003 on 3 December 2003), in which six presidencies coordinated their working programmes between 2004 and 2006. Part of this reform was that the two presidencies in a given year even more closely coordinated their Annual operating programmes, like the Luxembourg and the British presidencies for 2005 (Council, 2004) and the Austrian and the Finnish presidencies for 2006 (Council, 2005). After the Eastern enlargement in May 2004, the General Affairs Council on 13 December 2004 approved the new rotation order that was already based on the principle the groupings defined the teams of three member states which would share the responsibility of managing the European Affairs for nine periods between 2007 and 2020. Thus, the second, current reform step followed after the entry of the EU10 when the new system of team presidencies was introduced with their common programme, as it was with the first common German-Portuguese-Slovenian (GPS team) programme (Council, 2005) This reform step was fully designed on 5-6 December 2005 when first the GAC (2005/902/EK) then on 12 December 2005 the European Council confirmed the list of presidencies until 2018-2020. The second reform step had to reconcile two issues, to balance the new and old as well as the smaller and bigger states. Therefore a system of the 18-month, three member presidencies were introduced that demanded a more intensive cooperation between the partners within this new presidency period as integrative balancing.

The principles of the cooperation within the team presidencies and also between the subsequent team presidencies have been outlined, namely the 18-month programmes have to be fitted together between the team presidencies in the strategic part of these programmes. However, the rules and procedures of the detailed cooperation have not yet been elaborated and their practical working mechanisms cannot yet be seen either, and it has been left for the practice of the incoming team presidencies. The working mechanism of team presidencies most probably will change a lot in 2009 within the new cycle with the entry of the President of Presidency and the High Representative (as pseudo-name for the EU Foreign Minister) according to the Reform Treaty, but most of the job will still be reserved for the team presidencies. For the first time the German presidency demonstrated the model of this close cooperation jointly with the Portuguese and Slovenian partners (GPS team in 2007-2008). The GPS presidency will be followed by the team of France, Czech Republic and Sweden (FCS team in 2008-2009), and by the next team of Spain, Belgium and Hungary (SBH team in 2010-2011) in the foreseeable future. Both the cooperation capacity of the member states in general and the presidency capacity of the new member states in particular will be tested. The sequence of presidencies has been determined until 2020 when a new cycle starts in 2019-2020 with Austria and Finland. Thus, there have been two parallel changes: the introduction of the new system of team presidencies and the involvement of the new member states in this system for the long run. In fact, the team presidencies are the new form of the integrative balancing in the EU, since this is also a vehicle to integrate the new member states to the EU presidency role through the assistance of the old member states, in order to create a balance between the old and new, and between the bigger and smaller member states.{5}

1.2 EU challenges in the early 21st century

1.2.1 Integrative balancing  challenges of coordination

Integrative balancing has become a multifunctional device in the post-Seville presidencies. The Council of Ministers as a central institution in the EU system works through a chain of command from the Council formations to the technical groups. At the same time, it is an integration machine as a place of socialization for national and EU political elites. The Council has proved to be successful in both dimensions after the Eastern enlargement, since it has operated smoothly and there has been no across-the-board cleavage between the old and new members. In this respect the integrative balancing function has worked well, and the system of team presidencies is very promising. Still, there have been some dimension where the integrative balancing needs to be further developed, namely in the Council and Commission relationship, and in the bigger-smaller states divide and finally in the challenges of coordination for the Council cooperation.{6}

The main rule in the Council workings as tours de table with the Eastern enlargement came to the end in the EU27. However, the new working method in the Council bodies those who have something to say has become necessary for time saving and efficiency but it contains new contradictions. If only those representatives speak around the table, who have a strong interest to defend, then the bigger countries or the great powers may get unfair advantages. It is true that the politicization of debates is positive, since the new method makes the debates more transparent politically, since the dividing lines are more visible. But this method strengthens the role of deal brokers and coalition formations within the Council. With networks and coalitions there is a danger of the emergence of informal groups of great powers and/or the smaller groups led by bigger states and the decision-making system as a whole is getting closer to some kind of directoire. This challenge has to be met by the presidencies for both providing more political leadership to secure fair participation in the decision-making and for integrative balancing by the institutions  first of all the Council itself, but combined forces with the transnational Commission  in order to avoid the dominance of bigger states through the intergovernmental integration game in predetermining the Council decisions.

The Council and Commission relationship itself needs also a new approach in the integrative balancing. As it has been discussed above, the increasing involvement of the European Council, with the participation of the President of Commission, into the detailed policy-making has created a new relationship and blurred their differences to a great extent. What is more, reacting to the growing policy-making load the Council has developed a more and more differentiated and specialized system of institutions, to a great extent mirroring or copying the Commission structure. From the early nineties the Council has functioned on the basis of separate pillars with weak coordination mechanism. This challenge of coordination has increased tremendously, since the Coreper has been weakened by the emergence of some top committees such as the Economic and Financial Committee. In general, the ongoing structural differentiation in the Council family might have enhanced the efficiency but has led serious weakness of coordination. The top committees are formally under the Coreper authority but they presuppose that Coreper will only rubber-stamp their decisions. This in turn undermines also the authority of the highest Council formations vis-à-vis the other Council formation and disrupts traditional coordination mechanism. This challenge of coordination can be met by the current separation of General Affairs Council and External Affairs Council. A stronger GAC can play a bigger role in the coordination of the Council formations and in the preparations of the European Council meetings (Palmer, 2007b: 4). These emerging new needs for integrative balancing with an increasing role for presidencies to manage the diversity in the EU27 and the complexity of decision-making make the early preparations for presidencies with a longer learning process more and more necessary.


{1} The Europeanization of the new member states, including the present post-accession crisis, has been discussed in my latest book and paper (Ágh, 2006 and 2007), therefore I do not embark on this topic here, although the preparations for the presidency role may contribute to overcome this crisis in the new member states. See also Ágh and Ferencz (eds), 2006 and 2007.

{2} See Council, 2002. The Annex I has regulated the Rules for organizing the proceedings of the European Council, noting among others, that the Conclusions shall be as concise as possible, shall out policy guidelines and decisions. Annex II has specified the Measures concerning the structure and functioning of the Council, and has set up nine Council configurations, first of all creating the new General Affairs and External Relations Council, which will focus on the preparation for and follow-up to the European Council. Annex II has also indicated the turn to the creation of multiannual strategic programme and annual operating programme of Council activities.

{3} The European Commission on 21 February 2007 set out its political priorities for 2008: (1) prosperity (Lisbon Strategy), (2) solidarity (climate change and environment), (3) security and freedom (Hague programme), (4) external projection (Europe as a world partner). The same priorities had been announced at the beginning of its mandate, but two new priorities were added: (5) better legislation and (6) better communication.

{4} These two authors clearly support the strategic programming as the main function of the European Council and they seek institutional reform in this direction. They warn several times that the detailed policy-making diverts the European Council from its main function and emphasize that the Presidency Conclusions have to be short declarations on the strategic orientations of the Union. Thus they focus only on the leadership role and I will reiterate to their view in this respect later.

{5} The GSP 18-month programme (Council, 2006) was ready for discussion by November 2006 and the draft was published on 4 December and endorsed by the GAERC on 11 December. Actually, the next programme has to be ready by May 2008 and the third one by November 2009. On the Council see the standard works, Hayes-Renshaw and Wallace, 2006 and Westlake and Galloway, 2004.

{6} I have relied in this part heavily on John Palmers ideas (2007a and 2007b) and I have combined it with the extended interpretation of the term integrative balancing.




Ops/images/cover.jpg
The prospect of the
EU team presidencies:

Integrative balancing in the
new member states

Attila Agh and Judit Kis-Varga (eds)





