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Today we discussed the political priorities of the EU that we want to reflect
in the post-2020 multiannual budget. Budgetary negotiations are always
difficult. However, this time the debate is taking place in a different
geopolitical context around Europe and with Brexit in mind. And I am pleased
to say that all the leaders approached it with open minds, rather than red
lines. We agreed that the EU will spend more on stemming illegal migration,
on defence and security, as well as on the Erasmus+ programme. Many leaders
stressed the continued importance of cohesion policy, the Common Agricultural
Policy, investments in research and innovation, and pan-European
infrastructure. It is clear that the priorities are linked with the size of
the budget, and in this context we need to address the revenue gap caused by
Brexit.

Despite usual differences, all leaders are ready to work on the modernisation
of the EU budget and its policies. And many are ready to contribute more to
the post-2020 budget.

When it comes to the timing of our negotiations, we agreed that we should aim
at speeding up the work, as compared with the previous negotiations. But
finding an agreement in the European Council already this year seems really
difficult. We will be able to better assess the situation once we have the
Commission’s proposal.

The second discussion was about the EU institutions, very much a Brussels
bubble topic.

We spoke about the new composition of the European Parliament after 2019.
Leaders broadly supported the idea that fewer Member States should mean fewer
seats, which means reducing the number of MEPs from 751 to 705.

On the issue of lead candidates — the so-called Spitzenkandidaten or
Spitzenkandidatinnen — there was agreement that the European Council cannot
guarantee in advance that it will propose one of the lead candidates for
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President of the European Commission. There is no automaticity in this
process. The Treaty is very clear that it is the autonomous competence of the
European Council to nominate the candidate, while taking into account the
European elections, and having held appropriate consultations. 

As regards transnational lists, leaders will come back to this issue in the
future.

Jean-Claude also presented the idea of a merger of our two posts, but there
was no appetite to take this forward. Above all, because it would
substantially reduce the role of Member States in the EU.

Today I have also informed the leaders that I will present the draft
guidelines on the future EU-UK relationship at the March summit. Our
intention is to adopt these guidelines, whether the UK is ready with its
vision of our future relations, or not. Naturally it would be much better if
it were. But we cannot stand by and wait. I hope to have some more clarity
about the UK’s plans next week, when I meet Prime Minister May in London.

This evening President Anastasiades and Prime Minister Tsipras informed us
about the latest developments regarding Turkey’s illegal violations in the
Eastern Mediterranean and in the Aegean. On behalf of all the EU leaders, I
would like to express our solidarity with Cyprus and Greece, and urgently
call on Turkey to terminate these activities. I reiterate our support for the
sovereign right of the Republic of Cyprus to explore and exploit its natural
resources, in accordance with EU and international law, including the UN
Convention on the Law of the Sea.

These actions contradict Turkey’s commitment to good neighbourly relations
and their normalisation with all Member States. We are ready to cooperate
with Turkey and will assess at our March European Council whether the
conditions are there to hold the Leaders’ Meeting with Turkey in Varna on 26
March.

Finally – and I believe – most importantly, on Syria. The Assad regime is
brutally attacking innocent men, women and children. Its backers, Russia and
Iran, are allowing this to happen. We urge them to stop this violence. The EU
calls for an immediate ceasefire, and for providing urgent humanitarian
access to and protection of civilians.

Trascript of the questions and answers session:

There won’t be automaticity in the selection of the next European Commission
President, but do you agree with the assertion of supporters of the
Spitzenkandidaten process that it is more democratic? Is the process as
written currently in the Treaty less democratic ? 

When it comes to the Spitzenkandidat process: the idea that the
Spitzenkandidaten process is somehow more democratic is wrong. The Treaty
says that the President of the European Commission should be proposed by the
democratically elected leaders of the Member States and that he or she should
be elected by the democratically elected members of the European Parliament.



This is the double democratic legitimacy of the Commission President. Cutting
away any of the two sources of legitimacy, would make it less democratic, not
more. Of course, being a Spitzenkandidat doesn’t exclude you from becoming
the future President of the European Commission. I am absolutely sure it
might even increase the chances, it’s obvious, but there is not and cannot be
no automaticity.

On conditionality, did the remarks made by Chancellor Merkel yesterday had
any impact on the debate today? Were there any reactions on conditioning
payments out of the next MFF on the reception of refugees?

I’ve heard only positive reactions to this opinion. I was positively
surprised because conditionality was not questioned. For example, Polish
Prime Minister Morawiecki said that Poland is also ready to support
conditionality, but that conditionality should be built on very objective
criteria, but I think this is not a controversial opinion. Today the
discussion was very general, but, as for now, the possible conditionality is
less controversial than expected.

You will be in London next week. The Cabinet seemed to have agreed on
something ambitious “manage divergence”. Is this the kind of clarity you are
looking for? What are the implications for the guidelines in March on the
future relationship you will adopt?

I’m glad that the UK government seems to be moving towards a more detailed
position. However, if the media reports are correct, I am afraid that the
UK’s position today is based on pure illusion. It looks like the “cake
philosophy” is still alive. From the very start there has been a key
principle of the EU27 that there can be no “cheery picking” and no single
market “à la carte”. This is and will continue to be a key principle without
any doubt. Next week I will meet PM May in London to discuss the UK’s
position and in March the EU27 will adopt new guidelines as regard the future
relationship. I’m absolutely sure that we’ll be extremely realistic, as 27,
in our assessment of possible new proposals.

About the recent tensions with Poland. Is this the result of a
misunderstanding or of a bad will on either sides?

I talked to Prime Minister Morawiecki, on the margins of the meeting. I gave
him my assessment of the situation in which Poland has found itself. The
conclusions from my meeting with the European leaders, during which I also
raised some of these questions, and I tried to defend the good reputation of
our country during these talks, which is not a simple task at the moment. I
think PM Morawiecki has a clear understanding now of what emerged from our
discussion. I told Mr Morawiecki that the situation is very serious and
directly affects Polish interests, the reputation of Poland and Poland’s
standing in the world. There is only one piece of advice I can give: we must
do everything to stop the two waves must be stopped. First of all, the wave
of bad opinions about Poland and this wave is taking on the proportions of a
tsunami. The second wave that must be stopped is the wave of a very
injudicious anti-Semitic excesses in statements been made in Poland. The
government has the ways to stop both of these waves if it has the will to do



so. We have all done a lot of hard work in Poland over the last 30 years,
including me, to ensure that Poland has good relations with the outside
world including with Israel and the Jewish community. We can not allow anyone
to ruin all that work in the space of just a few weeks. But it is not yet too
late for concrete action to be taken. It is not too late for common decency.

Visit the meeting page Download as pdf

HKETO, Brussels hosts Chinese New Year
receptions to promote Hong Kong (with
photos)
     Special Representative for Hong Kong Economic and Trade Affairs to the
European Union, Ms Shirley Lam, outlined the latest development of Hong Kong
at a series of Chinese New Year receptions hosted by the Hong Kong Economic
and Trade Office, Brussels (HKETO, Brussels). 

     “The fundamentals of Hong Kong are strong.  With our unique advantages
under “one country, two systems”, including the rule of law, free flow of
capital and information, a business-friendly environment, a diverse and
international talent pool, and a low and simple tax regime, Hong Kong has
been named consistently the world’s freest economy as well as the easiest
place to do business,” Ms Lam said.

     Ms Lam pointed out that “one country, two systems” has continued to
function well in Hong Kong.  Rule of law and judicial independence has been
the corner stone of the success of Hong Kong and it will continue to be the
case. 

     “To fully capitalise on Hong Kong’s unique advantages, our Chief
Executive Mrs Carrie Lam announced in her maiden Policy Address in last
October a full range of proposals to promote and facilitate Hong Kong to be
an ideal place for companies to expand their business, and also a city more
liveable and smarter for our citizens and visitors,” Ms Lam said. 

     “Also, Hong Kong is committed to actively participating in the visionary
Belt and Road Initiative, and will seize the opportunities arising from the
Guangdong-Hong Kong- Macao Bay Area Development,” Ms Lam added.

     The latest Chinese New Year reception was held in Luxembourg on February
22 (Luxembourg time). Addressing guests of honour including the Minister of
Finance of Luxembourg, Mr Pierre Gramegna, as well as over 400 government
officials and representatives of the financial, insurance and business
sectors, Ms Lam said Hong Kong and Luxembourg enjoy close bilateral ties and
share a lot of similarities. She encouraged Luxembourg companies to leverage
on Hong Kong to embrace the new opportunities arising from the Belt and Road
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Initiative and the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Bay Area Development.
 
     The Chinese New Year reception in Luxembourg City was one of the 15
Chinese New Year events HKETO, Brussels is hosting in major cities around
Europe. Similar events have already been held in Dublin, Milan, The Hague,
Paris and Brussels. In Brussels, the guest of honour included Mr Siegfried
Bracke, the President of the Belgian Chamber of Representatives (i.e. the
Lower House of the Belgian Federal Parliament). Other events will follow in
Barcelona, Madrid, Lisbon, Thessaloniki, Nicosia, Palermo, Caltanissetta,
Sofia and Bucharest.

     HKETO, Brussels has taken this opportunity to showcase the cultural
talents in Hong Kong by bringing three musical acts to some of the above
Chinese New Year receptions.  Pianist Constance Chow, Tenor Henry Ngan and
Bass-Baritone Freddie Tong gave a splendid performance at the receptions in
Dublin and Paris; Fiona Foo presented a sensational marimba performance at
the reception in The Hague; and Artemisia presented a tailor-made Chinese
music performance celebrating the diversity of the civilization along the
Belt and Road countries at the reception in Brussels.
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Overview of the main subjects to be discussed at meetings of the Council of
the EU over the next two weeks.

Foreign Affairs Council, 26 February
The Council will debate and adopt conclusions on the Republic of Moldova.
Foreign ministers will discuss Venezuela, review prospects for the Middle
East Peace Process, and prepare for a lunch with representatives of the
League of Arab States (LAS). The lunch will be an opportunity to discuss how
to pursue further options aimed at achieving a two-state solution jointly
with the LAS.
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General Affairs Council, 27 February 
The Council will begin preparations of the March European Council. The
Commission will present its reasoned proposal under Article 7(1)TEU regarding
the rule of law in Poland.

General Affairs (Art. 50) Council, 27 February 
The Council, in EU27 format, will be informed by the Commission’s chief
negotiator Michel Barnier about the state of play of the Brexit negotiations
with the UK, and will consider a draft annotated agenda for the next European
Council (Article 50).

Environment Council, Monday 5 March 
The Council will dedicate large parts of the meeting to the circular economy:
plastics, chemicals, products, waste and eco-innovation are on the agenda.
Ministers will also be informed by the Commission on the proposal for CO2
emission performance standards for cars and for light commercial vehicles.
The Council will end with an exchange of views on Greening the European
Semester.

Foreign Affairs Council (Defence issues), Tuesday 6
March 
Defence ministers will discuss the Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO).
They will then have an exchange of view on security and defence. The Council
will then review the EU training missions deployed in Central African
Republic, Mali and Somalia. Over lunch, they will discuss cooperation with
NATO together with the NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg.

Justice and Home Affairs Council (Home Affairs
issues), Thursday 8 March 
On Thursday, home affairs ministers are expected to focus mainly on security
issues. They will also discuss the state of play regarding migration.

Justice and Home Affairs Council (Justice issues),
Friday 9 March
The Council will discuss the directive on non-cash fraud as well as the so
called Brussels IIa regulation on matrimonial matters and parental
responsibility.
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Indicative programme – Foreign Affairs
Council of 26 February 2018

Your request will be handled by the Press Office of the General Secretariat
of the Council in accordance with the provisions of Regulation (EC) No
45/2001 on the protection of individuals with regard to the processing of
personal data by the Community institutions and bodies and on the free
movement of such data.

Your data will be stored in the database until you unsubscribe from the
service.

Certain data (name, e-mail address, preferred language, media name, media
type) may be disclosed to the press offices of the European institutions, the
Permanent Representations of the Member States and to European Union
agencies, under the conditions laid down in Articles 7 and 8 of Regulation
45/2001.

If there is data which you would not like to be stored, please let us know
at: press.office@consilium.europa.eu
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On 2 February 2018, the Council adopted Decision (CFSP) 2018/168[1] amending
Council Decision (CFSP) 2015/740. The Council added three persons to the list
of persons and entities subject to restrictive measures. 

The Candidate Countries the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia*,
Montenegro*, Serbia* and Albania*, the country of the Stabilisation and
Association Process and potential candidate Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the
EFTA countries Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway, members of the European
Economic Area, as well as the Republic of Moldova and Armenia, align
themselves with this Council Decision.

They will ensure that their national policies conform to this Council
Decision.

The European Union takes note of this commitment and welcomes it.

[1] Published on 3.02.2018 in the Official Journal of the European Union no.
L 31, p.86.

*The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and Albania
continue to be part of the Stabilisation and Association Process.
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