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Some journalists, who were bored for four days, noted that the EU summit in Brussels over 
the weekend of 17-20 July 2020 broke the record for the duration of another "historic" 
summit, that of Nice. In December 2000, the Nice Summit agreed on the European Treaty that 
preceded the one currently in force. Unfortunately, the exceptional duration of the two 
summits is not the only thing that makes them comparable. In Nice, with a view to 
enlargement to the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, the extension of qualified 
majority decisions in many areas has been an important institutional step to avoid decision-
making deadlocks. But as Romano Prodi noted,1 the chiefs in Nice missed the point in two 
areas that would have given full meaning to this advance: taxation and, to a very large extent, 
social. They faced the vetoes of a few countries, always the same ones, that will recognize 
each other. The economic governance of the European Union is still deeply unbalanced today. 
The old world of special and national interests had not let go. The incomplete reform of Nice 
has allowed tax havens to flourish within the Union itself and created the conditions for 
unbridled fiscal and social dumping, now abusively anchored in the development models of 
some EU countries at the expense of others. Like a drug, it is becoming more and more difficult 
to get rid of it. France, which presided over Nice, is not without responsibility for this result 
since it had not made the change of qualified majority in taxation a prerequisite for an 
agreement on what would become the Treaty of Nice. 
 
Twenty years later, a similar scenario unfolds. Of course, the Brussels summit2 will be another 
"historic" summit. A shared debt will finance the Community budget and the recovery facility 
will allow financial transfers between states. Three taboos fall. But in Brussels in 2020, as in 
Nice in 2000, the risk is that the agreement leads to a lasting unbalanced economic 
governance of the Union. The aim was in Nice to face the integration of the countries of 
Eastern Europe. The Union now faces a very different challenge: winning the fight against 
global warming. However, one only has to read paragraph A193  on the terms of disbursement 
of transfers to national budgets to understand that this ambition is far from being met.  The 
Economic and Financial Committee and the finance ministers will be in charge of verifying 
compliance with the conditions. This old world that forges fiscal and economic orthodoxy has 
not let go. The disbursement conditions must, as a priority, be consistent with the 
recommendations of the European Semester4, the process  that  coordinates the economic 
policies of the EU countries. In practical terms, policies under the Recovery Facility will have 
to respect the Stability Pact and its budgetary rules, as well as contribute as a priority to 

                                                      
1 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_00_499  
2 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/07/21/european-council-conclusions-17-21-
july-2020/ 
3 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/07/21/european-council-conclusions-17-21-
july-2020/ 
4 https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-
governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/european-semester_en 
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strengthening potential growth, creating jobs and economic and social resilience. The "green 
transition" comes only second. As if, in the face of climate risks, the "green transition" was not 
the prerequisite for a sustainable and inclusive economy, and at the very least, creating jobs; 
and as if it were not first and foremost supporting and accelerating the demand for investment 
in energy transformation that counts. Make no mistake: the signal that the heads of state and 
government have just given to their finance ministers is to continue with the old recipes, those 
that have failed to combat climate change and will continue to fail. The old world of fiscal 
discipline above all and macroeconomic structural reforms that were hoped to be ousted by 
COVID is coming back.  However, without a major reform of budgetary rules and, more 
generally, of the European Semester5, the reorientation of European economic policies will 
not take place. This reform, the Heads of State and Government, could have asked for it. They 
did not. Add to this the massive reduction of the "Just Transition Fund"   which they have 
agreed to: the fight against climate change is not a priority for heads of state and government. 
 
It is normal for commitments and disbursements of financial transfers between states to be 
made in the transparency of expenditure. But there was an alternative. Instead of proposing 
to endorse transfers mainly on the economic governance of the Stability Pact, it would have 
been possible to support it on climate targets and energy transition, a common European 
good. All EU countries adopted and sent to the European Union "National Climate Energy 
Plans"6 , describing  more or less accurately the climate policies they intend to implement in 
different sectors, building renovation, mobility, renewable energy, agriculture with estimates 
of the total amount of investments - indiscriminately private and public - needed. The ultimate 
objective of this confrontation of national plans at EU level is to ensure that the policies 
undertaken by each country at the national level will enable the Union to meet its climate 
targets. The stimulus facility was an opportunity to encourage Member States to clarify their 
policies and to plan the necessary public spending in support of their policies to combat global 
warming. In return, the facility would have secured "green" public investment for at least 
three to four years and thus stabilized the expectations of private investors. The processes of 
coordination of energy-climate policies and the European semester still do not fit each other. 
Obviously, it will only be possible to win the battle to combat climate change if the need for 
green public spending is included in national budgetary programming. Anchoring the facility 
as a priority on a needs estimate would have been a first step towards that end. The logical 
next step is the reform of the European semester in order to put the ecological transition at 
the center. Such a reform should put indicators of environmental imbalances on an equal 
footing with indicators of macroeconomic imbalances. The involvement of ministers and 
ministries in charge of ecological transition would also be essential, at least on an equal 
footing with the finance ministries in charge of macroeconomics. Indeed, the success of the 
transition will depend on the success of each sector policy, and not on macroeconomic 
policies. Without this rebalancing of the Union's economic governance, it is not possible to 
expect a sufficient policy shift and the cost of non-action will continue to increase. 
 
Who can help correct the shot?  The European Parliament is on the front line because it will 
need its agreement on various implementation regulations. In particular, it could fight to 

                                                      
5 https://greentervention.wordpress.com/2020/06/17/la-facilite-pour-la-reprise-et-la-resilience-forces-et-
limites/ 
6 https://ec.europa.eu/info/energy-climate-change-environment/overall-targets/national-energy-and-climate-
plans-necps_en 
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ensure that the fight against climate change is the priority in the criteria for evaluating national 
plans. The governments could then be expected to present national recovery plans that 
provide priority support for the energy transition and, if necessary, conduct an open and 
public dialogue with the “controlling” bodies. And civil society by acting in a convergent way 
at both European and national levels can also do its own. 
 


