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he expectations towards the first 

Bulgarian Presidency, which will take 

place between 1 January – 30 June 2018 

are comparatively high. At times, they turn into 

over-expectations which have little connection 

to reality. Therefore, it is good, at the beginning 

of the Presidency term, to have a clear answer to 

the question what is and what is not a Rotating 

Presidency.1   

During the first six months of 2018 Bulgaria is 

presiding the Council of the EU, which is without 

a doubt one of the most important EU 

institutions. The Council represents the interests 

of the Member States of the Union. It has the 

leading role with regards to the adoption of 

                                                                    
1For more information on the Rotating Presidencies, see 
also the following analyses in the archive of analytical 
commentaries of the Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence, 
http://jeanmonnetexcellence.bg/: “Rotating Presidency – 
ambitions and realities”; and Prof. Ingrid Shikova, “About 
the Rotating Presidency with Understanding”.   

legislative proposals, presented by the European 

Commission, and in most cases it shares this role 

with the European Parliament. The Council is the 

forum for coordination of the policies of the 

Member States, including in the framework of 

the European Semester. The Council also 

develops the policy of the European Union in the 

area of foreign affairs and security, based on the 

guidelines provided by the European Council. It 

can adopt decisions regarding the conclusion of 

agreements between the EU and third countries 

and international organizations. Last but not 

least, the Council, together with the European 

Parliament has the leading role in the adoption 

of the EU budget. It also implements a number 

of other important functions, which determine 

the key position of the Council of the EU in the 

institutional architecture of the Union.  

In the following paragraphs some of the most 

common myths and mistakes will be presented, 

WHAT IS NOT A ROTATING PRESIDENCY OF THE 
COUNCIL OF THE EU?   

T 
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which are often attributed to the Council 

Presidency. This will give a clearer perspective 

on what the Presidency is and what it is not.  

 The Rotating Presidency is not a Presidency of 

the entire European Union 

One of the most common views about the 

Presidency of the Council of the EU is that 

Bulgaria will preside over the entire European 

Union. As one Bulgarian media recently joked, 

Bulgaria will not temporarily spread over twelve 

seas and an ocean. Not at all. Bulgaria will only 

occupy the drive seat of one out of seven 

European institutions. The myth that Bulgaria 

will preside over the entire European Union is 

indeed the most common one regarding the 

Presidency. This myth was not busted even by 

the rather long title of the Ministry and the 

minister established to be responsible for its 

preparation and conducting.  

The National Centre for the preparation and 

conducting of the Bulgarian Presidency of the 

Council of the EU was substituted with a 

Ministry for the Bulgarian Presidency of the 

Council of the EU.  

It is true that the Council is one of the most 

important institutions of the EU, but the 

institutional architecture of the EU is designed 

so that none of the institutions can have the 

leading role for the development of the EU on its 

own, without respecting the positions of the rest 

of the institutions.   

At the same time despite the fact that the EU is 

a supra-national organization, different from 

other international organizations, it cannot be 

developed without the consent of the Council of 

the EU. To move forward, EU’s policies and 

reforms need to be supported by its Member 

States, including in the framework of the Council 

of the EU.  

 The Rotating Presidency is not the sole 

agenda-setter 

Without any doubt, one of the major myths 

regarding the Rotating Presidency, including in 

Bulgaria, is that it determines independently the 

agenda of the EU, i.e. of the Council. In a way, 

this statement is true, but only to a very limited 

extent. In practice, most issues on the EU 

agenda during a Presidency term, are usually 

predetermined beforehand and are “inherited” 

by the incoming Presidency. Of course, the 

Presidency may define its own priorities and 

may decide not to place high priority on some 

legislative proposals, but the room for maneuver 

is not too big.  

For example, the Bulgarian Presidency cannot 

dismiss issues such as improving the security 

and defense of the Union; taking further steps 

for countering terrorism and its financing; 

implementing further measures with regard to 

climate change; taking further steps in the area 

of energy; implementing the plans for 

deepening of the Economic and Monetary Union, 

etc.  

Often the Rotating Presidencies try to include 

their priority own topics in the EU agenda. But 

neither the Maltese succeeded to amend EU 

maritime policy in the first half of 2017 or the EU 

policy towards Northern Africa, nor did the 

Estonian Presidency managed in the second part 

of the year to establish electronic conducting of 

Council meetings and entirely paperless 
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documentation flow, despite its ambitions to do 

so in the months before its term. In this regard, 

Bulgaria has a greater chance to place the 

speeding up of the European perspective of the 

Western Balkans in the EU agenda, but there are 

still no guarantees for such a success. And even 

if achieved, this success would hardly be the 

result only of the willingness of Bulgarian 

diplomacy, but also on a number of other factors.  

 The Rotating Presidency has no legislative 

initiative 

The Rotating Presidency cannot determine the 

EU agenda independently and without 

coordination (if it does, this will be the shortest 

way to its failure). Moreover, it has no legislative 

initiative to propose new secondary EU 

legislation. Because it is precisely the European 

Commission which is empowered with the sole 

responsibility for proposing draft regulations 

and directives. In this regard, the Council of the 

EU, respectively the Rotating Presidency, cannot 

implement new reforms and policies, if they are 

not initiated by the European Commission. This 

makes the role of the Presidency even more 

limited.  

 The Council of the EU usually adopts the 

secondary legislation of the EU together with 

the European Parliament 

The Council of the EU in most cases cannot 

independently adopt secondary legislation of 

the EU. Within the framework of the ordinary 

legislative procedure (until recently referred to 

as co-decision), the Council and the Parliament 

have to reach agreement in order for a 

legislative proposal to be approved.  

Each revision of the Founding Treaties increases 

the competences of the European Parliament in 

the EU decision-making process. The recent 

revisions make no exception. This has led to 

comparatively balanced positions of the Council 

and the European Parliament with regard to the 

process of adopting the directives and 

regulations. The cases in which only a general 

consent is required of the Parliament (without 

the possibility to propose amendments) or a 

consultation procedure takes place, are a rare 

exception to the general rule for joint decision-

making of the two institutions.   

In that sense, despite the significant role of the 

Council in the legislative process, it cannot 

independently adopt new measures and policies. 

On the contrary, in the framework of the 

ordinary legislative procedure, the 

representatives of the European Parliament are 

doing their utmost to obtain increased influence 

and role and in a number of cases in order to 

reach agreement, the Council and the 

Presidency need to make significant concessions 

from their initial positions. 

 The Presidency of the European Council is no 

longer conducted by the Rotating Presidency  

After the Treaty of Lisbon, the role of the 

Rotating Presidency was limited. One of the 

important changes in this regard was the 

intriduction of the new position of permanent 

chair of the European Council. Before the entry 

into force of the Lisbon Treaty, this function was 

carried out by the head of state or government 

of the Member State, which was Rotating 

Presidency of the Council.  
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Unlike the Council of the EU (previously known 

as the Council of Ministers), which has 10 

configurations comprising the sectorial ministers 

(for example the ministers of agriculture take 

part in the meetings of the Council on 

Agriculture and Fisheries) 2 , the European 

Council is composed of the heads of state and 

government of the Member States, the 

President of the European Council and the 

President of the European Commission. The 

Lisbon Treaty provided for another significant 

change: The European Council officially is 

considered an EU institution.  

The introduction of the position of permanent 

President of the European Council with a 2,5-

year term, renewable once, the role of this 

institutions and its chair increases further. The 

Rotating Presidency only has coordination role 

with regard to the selection of the President of 

the European Council, but such a selection is not 

expected to take place within the term of the 

Bulgarian Presidency, since Donald Tusk was 

recently reelected for his second term in office.3  

After the Lisbon Treaty entered into force, the 

function of President of the European Council is 

becoming increasingly more meaningful. He 

presides over the meetings of the European 

Council and oversees its activities. He also has 

the responsibility to prepare these meetings, in 

cooperation with the President of the European 

Commission and on the basis of the preparatory 

                                                                    
2 Bulgaria is represented by the Minister of Agriculture, 
Food and Forestry.  
3 The argument that the European Council is a much more 
influential European institution now is supported by the 
fact that the recent re-election of the Polish Donald Tusk 
was not supported only by one Member State -  Poland 
itself.  

work of the General Affairs Council. One of the 

key tasks of the President of the European 

Council is to seek consensus among the 

members of the European Council in the process 

of adopting the guidelines for the development 

for the European Union. He presents a report to 

the European Parliament after each European 

Council meeting. The President cannot occupy 

any national position in any of the national 

institutions of the EU Member States.  

The election of a permanent President of the 

European Council with a clear mandate and 

functions decreased the role of the Rotating 

Presidency of the Council of the EU. The aim of 

this change was to foster the leadership in 

determining the direction of the development of 

the EU, because the 6-month term of rotating 

Presidency of the European Council before the 

Treaty amendments did not prove particularly 

successful and effective for defining long-term 

priorities and tasks of the Union. 

 The Foreign Affairs Council is not chaired by 

the Rotating Presidency  

The Foreign Affairs Council is one of the ten 

Council configurations. Until recently it was 

chaired by the minister of foreign affairs of the 

Member State, holding the Presidency. But after 

the Lisbon treaty entered into force, the role of 

the Rotating Presidency decreased additionally 

with regard to this important format. Currently 

this is the only Council configuration, which as a 

rule is not chaired by the Presidency. It is 

presided upon by the High Representative of the 

European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security 

Policy. After the Lisbon Treaty entered into 

force the function of High Representative of the 
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European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security 

Policy is executed by a member of the European 

Commission. Currently this is Federica 

Mogherini, who substituted Catherine Ashton on 

this position4.  

 The role of the Rotating Presidency with 

regard to Brexit negotiations is limited 

The negotiations on the withdrawal of the 

United Kingdom from the EU are definitely one 

of the biggest challenges on the EU agenda. But 

they are not directly delegated to the Rotating 

Presidency. On the contrary, the Council 

Presidency has a rather limited and auxiliary role 

in those negotiations which need to achieve not 

only balance in the EU-27 (the current Member 

States excluding the United Kingdom), but also 

to preserve the consensus and solidarity among 

those 27 states.  

Brexit negotiations are conducted on behalf of 

the EU-27 mainly by the European Commission 

and the negotiation team, presided by Michel 

Barnier. The European Council provides 

guidelines and approves the mandate of the 

negotiation team for the talks with the UK 

regarding its withdrawal from the EU. 

                                                                    
4 In the future it is possible that another position could be 
taken out of the Presidency competences. In case the idea 
to create a common minister of economic and monetary 
policy of the Union is taken further, he will have 
competences mainly with regard to the Euro area Member 
States. He is provisioned to carry out the role of a vice-
President of the European Commission and President of 
the Eurogroup. For more information on the idea for the 
introduction of the position of minister of economic and 
monetary policy of the Union, and his potential 
functioned, please see the following article from the Jean 
Monnet Center of Excellence archive: 
http://jeanmonnetexcellence.bg/: Assoc. Prof. Kaloyan 
Simeonov “New minister, new luck” (21 December 2017).  

The role of the Rotating Presidency is largely 

limited to the participation of its representative 

in the working group on the Brexit negotiations, 

as well as when some more technical matters 

are discussed at COREPER level, which at this 

stage is rare. It is enough to quote the statement 

of the current minister of foreign affairs of 

Bulgaria after the meeting with Michel Barnier in 

the second half of December 2017. After this 

meeting, according to Bulgarian media, the 

minister has stated that as Rotating Presidency 

Bulgaria “will support the Brexit process as much 

as it can”. These words evidence the lack of a 

leading role of the Presidency as regards the 

Brexit talks.  

The fact that the Bulgarian Presidency does not 

have a leading role on the Brexit negotiations 

has its positive aspects. Because during the first 

six months of 2018, they are expected to enter 

into decisive stage when key issues will be 

discussed that are directly related to the future 

relations between the UK and the EU. Thus, the 

Bulgarian Presidency will be able to place a focus 

on the remaining legislative proposals on the EU 

agenda.  

 The Rotating Presidency has no role in 

determining the monetary and supervisory 

policy of the Euro area.  

The Rotating Presidency also has no influence 

on the common monetary policy in the 

framework of the Euro area. This is not due to 

the fact that Bulgaria does not participate in the 

common currency area, but to the fact that this 

policy is implemented by the European Central 

Bank, which has also obtained the statute of an 

EU institutions after the Lisbon Treaty.  

http://jeanmonnetexcellence.bg/
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Bulgaria will also not have a role in the 

supervisory policy in the framework of the Single 

Supervisory Mechanism, which is a part of the 

Banking Union. This policy was recently initiated 

and is also implemented by the European 

Central Bank, which conducts direct oversight 

over the largest and systemic banks and takes 

the most important decisions also regarding the 

rest of the banks in the Euro area.  

  

Conclusion 

The Rotating Presidency of the Council of the EU 

does not mean presidency over the entire 

European Union, despite certain expectations 

and perceptions which are often created, 

including within the Bulgarian public. One of the 

key limitations of any Presidency, including the 

Bulgarian Presidency, is the timeframe of its 

term.  Six months are a very short period to 

initiate entirely new ideas about the 

development of the EU.   

After the Treaty of Lisbon, the role of the 

Rotating Presidencies was additionally limited, 

both in regards to the increase in functions of 

the European Council and its President, and the 

fact that the chairing of the Foreign Affairs 

Council was assumed by the High 

Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs 

and Security Policy. In the future, it is possible 

that the role of the Rotating Presidency could be 

additionally limited and it could turn into a 

ceremonial function, assumed by rotation every 

six months. Just as the changing of the guards in 

front of the Presidency buildings in some 

countries (including Bulgaria), these changes do 

not lead to serious changes within the structures 

of the institution itself (Council of the EU), in 

which political and administrative life has its 

own logic and circumstances.  

Therefore, the Rotating Presidency should not 

be burdened with over-expectations and great 

hopes. Those could only lead to over-

disappointments. The Bulgarian Presidency of 

the Council of the EU should not be related to 

extreme ambitions and promises, which could 

not be achieved within its term, because this will 

decrease trust in the country.   

Nevertheless, the role of the Presidency is not 

minor and should not be underestimated. The 

Bulgarian Presidency will have to overcome a 

number of challenges which will require serious 

diplomacy and efforts on the part of our country.  

Therefore, the Rotating Presidency should 

neither be overestimated, nor underestimated. 

As most things in life, it should be viewed with 

an adequate and objective assessment of the 

situation and the available capabilities.  

We will only know whether we have succeeded 

in preparing for the first Bulgarian Presidency in 

six-months’ time.  

And there is a lot of work ahead until then.  


