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We are facing “the great-
est challenge in the 
history of Europe.” 

When Angela Merkel uttered 
these words in the Bundestag 
only a few days before Germany 
assumed the presidency of the EU 
Council, the chancellor was not 
referring to the climate crisis. Nor 
was she talking about the massive 
and ever-increasing destruction 
of the environment or the ongo-
ing extinction of countless species 
of plants, fish and insects. Merkel 
was speaking, of course, about the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

In the past several weeks, the 
pandemic appears to have eclipsed 
the significance of all other politi-
cal problems, no matter how press-
ing they may be. Yet, anyone who 
thinks that environmental pro-
tection will have to be put on the 
backburner – as has happened so 
often in the past – may actually be 
wrong this time. In the coming six 
months, it’s quite possible that the 
exact opposite will happen, for a 
number of different reasons. If all 
goes well, under the German presi-
dency of the Council, the EU may 
just be able to achieve more for the 
protection of the environment and 
especially of the climate than in any 
previous year.

The EU Council presidency does 
not usually involve any significant 
degree of power in terms of shap-
ing policy and launching initiatives. 
The basic task of the government 
holding the temporary presi-
dency is to run the business for six 
months and – when faced with any 
controversial issues – find fruitful 
compromises together with the 
heads of the other member states, 
the EU Commission and EU Par-
liament. In order to achieve this 
delicate balance, the government 
holding the presidency must often 
pigeonhole its own ambitious goals.

The fact that things might be 
different this time – that is, that 
Germany’s EU Council presidency 
could become something truly 

special and actually achieve a great 
deal in the realm of environmental 
protection, of all things – is due to a 
series of both fortunate and unfor-
tunate coincidences. 

The first coincidence is that 
the economic crisis into which 
all European member states have 
slipped as a result of the pandemic 
is exceptionally deep. Some regions 
are even on the verge of collapse. If 
the EU wants to get back on track 
as quickly as possible, it will have 
to engage in more than just rou-
tine administration during the 
coming months. It is going to need 
big programs, big ideas and big 
money. 

The second coincidence is that 
Ursula von der Leyen, the German 
Christian Democrat who heads 
the European Commission, has 
made one thing clear from the 
very beginning: She wants to use 
the EU to prove that environmen-
tal protection and economic pros-
perity are not mutually exclusive 
and that industrial nations can 
indeed be restructured to become 
carbon neutral. In fact, at the 
very start of her presidency, she 
announced that one of her priori-
ties would be the European Green 
Deal, which comprises an exten-
sive spending program and ambi-
tious climate legislation.

The third coincidence is that the 
head of government now at the 
helm of the EU Council is Angela 
Merkel, a politician who began her 
international career 25 years ago as 
Germany’s environment minister 
at the very first climate conference 
in Berlin. Since then, Merkel has 
been among those international 
leaders who have repeatedly and 
decisively worked to promote a 
global climate policy. As her chan-
cellorship is set to end in 2021, 
Germany’s EU Council presidency 
will be her final opportunity to 
forge something big and lasting on 
the international stage. Her repu-
tation as the “climate chancellor,” 
and thus a great deal of her legacy, 
will depend on her accomplish-
ments and achievements in the 
coming months.

Both Merkel and von der Leyen 
are aware that most of the pro-
grams created to offset the eco-
nomic effects of the pandemic will 
only make sense if they also serve 
to combat climate change. If funds 
were used only to prop up the old 
and polluting economic structure, 
the state of emergency caused by 
COVID-19 would be immediately 
followed by a climate catastrophe.

Merkel has thus referred to her 
EU job as a “double task,” which 
is to say that “the responses to the 
economic and social consequences 
of the pandemic” cannot include 

“a return to traditional ways of 
working and conducting busi-
ness.” The current COVID-19 aid 
programs encompass the double 
aim of saving the EU economy and 
simultaneously transforming it into 
a green economy. This requires 
giving the EU an eco-innovation 
boost.

There is certainly reason to be 
skeptical. In the past, a number of 
grand declarations and visions of 
environmental revitalization issued 
by new EU Council presidencies 
quickly withered and wilted, simply 
because they failed to find majority 
support for their lofty plans. 

The result has been a mixed bag. 
The EU has reduced its greenhouse 
gas emissions by 23 percent since 
1990, putting it far ahead of the 
pack of Western industrialized 
countries. Even the goals promised 

by the EU in the context of the 
Paris Climate Agreement are com-
paratively good: By 2030, the EU 
will reduce its CO2 emissions by 
at least 40 percent as compared to 
1990. Given the pace at which the 
climate is changing, this is far too 
slow. If the EU wants to show that 
it is taking the climate threat (and 
its own promises) seriously, it must 
show more ambition. 

Merkel still has this ambition. At 
the height of Europe’s experience 
of the pandemic in late April, she 
announced that EU climate tar-
gets would need to be ratcheted 

up. She now envisions a reduction 
of 50 to 55 percent rather than 40 
percent. In addition, a climate law 
is set to make the goal of climate 
neutrality by 2050 a binding com-
mitment. For environmental activ-
ists, this is still far too little; they 
are calling for at least a 65 percent 
reduction. But even Merkel’s lower 
target would have a very quick and 
tangible impact. It might result in 
CO2 certificates becoming more 
expensive, which would make 
CO2-intensive practices less lucra-
tive. 

There would also have to be 
stricter requirements for diesel 
and gas engines. Furthermore, 
member states would have to pro-
vide stronger support for housing 
and energy efficiency in general. 
And they would have to start gen-
erating a significantly larger degree 

of electricity from renewable ener-
gies, such as wind, hydro and solar. 

Stricter climate protection would 
have very real consequences out-
side of the EU, as well, with many 
international climate negotiators 
predicting that bold European 
policy decisions relating to the 
environment would send a clear 
signal to other countries. China, 
for example, might then ramp up its 
own efforts to become green. 

Still, ambitious goals are only a 
small part of climate policy. The 
Merkel-von der Leyen duo is also 
pushing for the implementation 
of the Green Deal. This involves 
more support from Brussels for the 
restructuring of the EU economy 
along environmentally friendly 
lines and the assessment of all pro-
grams and projects in terms of their 
climate impact.

Much of the deal is controver-
sial, however, and a number of 
details remain absent, in particular 
the approval of the vital spending 
programs by other EU member 
governments. This green light will 
not be easy to achieve. It remains 
unclear who will contribute what 
amount to the EU budget in the 
future and how large that budget 
should be in the coming years.

The Multiannual Financial 
Framework (MFR) for 2021–2027 
will have to be renegotiated, and 
this will be difficult due to the 
departure of the UK, which had 
contributed a considerable amount 
of money to the framework.

It is also still unclear how much 
money will flow into the recon-
struction fund proposed by the 
European Commission. According 
to a suggestion made by France and 
Germany, the EU would take €500 
billion in hand and pass it on to 
the hardest-hit member states. For 
its own part, the Commission has 
requested financial aid to the tune 
of €750 billion.

Yet another controversial issue 
revolves around the precise condi-
tions that determine exactly how 
money will flow from Brussels to 
those countries most affected by 
the COVID-19 crisis. If decision-

makers insist that ecological crite-
ria and environmental protection 
play a greater role in determining 
this flow, it will not make things 
any easier. 

Not everyone shares the idea 
that funding for economic growth 
should automatically go hand in 
hand with funding for climate pro-
tection. For example, the German 
chancellor is having a difficult time 
at the moment, even among her 
own supporters in the European 
People’s Party (EPP); these Chris-
tian Democrats in the European 
Parliament don’t think much of the 
Green Deal and are eager to make 
all programs contingent upon posi-
tive developments in the economy. 

“We have to stabilize industry 
first before we can lead it towards 
a climate-neutral future,” says EPP 
parliamentary leader Manfred 
Weber. He argues that the priority 
should be to first assess the state of 
the European economy and deter-
mine how many of the new climate 
regulations it could sustain: “Only 
then will we be able to think about 
a new set of rules regarding climate 
protection.” Weber would like to 
postpone environmental protec-
tion to some point in the future. 
He knows that he has the support 
of many Eastern Europeans as well 
as allies in Southern Europe, where 
the idea of linking funds from EU 
programs to strict conditions is also 
unpopular. 

In announcing her plan for Ger-
many’s EU Council presidency, 
Chancellor Merkel said: “With 
each summit, each negotiation, 
each conflict, each debate, [Europe] 
has also gained substance and […] 
mutual understanding. All this was 
in truth not always easy. There 
were some bitter conflicts.” But 
they were overcome. Merkel hopes 
that this will once again be the case.
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eager to show the EU’s strength 
and demonstrate just how impres-
sive Europe could be as a unit, espe-
cially vis-à-vis the US, China and 
Russia. 

By now, Ursula von der Leyen 
has become the “Corona presi-
dent,” despite the detailed nego-
tiations that still must take place 
on the terms of funding distribu-
tion. If she manages to keep her eye 
on the prize and remain a master 
bargainer with the EU states and 
European Parliament, it will secure 
her place “next to Angela Merkel in 
the history books,” says Guntram 
Wolf, head of Bruegel, a Brussels-
based economic think tank. The 
Brussels-born von der Leyen – a 
self-proclaimed “European by 
heart” – has reached the zenith of 
her career. “If things go well, Merkel 
and von der Leyen will go down 
as politicians who gave the EU a 

major push towards integration as 
a united group,” wrote the Zürcher 
Tagesanzeiger.

But it’s not just the European 
Commission that is undergoing an 
enormous power surge as a result of 
its responsibility to administer the 
trillions of euros set to be pumped 
into the EU member states. The 
reconstruction fund is also herald-
ing a paradigm shift in fiscal policy 
that many consider to be a big bang 
in the development of Germany’s 
EU policy.

Some are calling it a “180 degree 
turn” and a “break with taboo.” In 
fact, the €750 billion package will be 
financed, for the first time ever, by a 
joint borrowing scheme managed by 
the European Commission – some-
thing that had been a “no go” in the 
EU treaty until now. “Angela Merkel 
is finally doing the thing that people 
have been expecting Germany to do 

for years, namely to accept a com-
munity of debt,” enthused Jean Qua-
tremer, the veteran Brussels corre-
spondent for the left-liberal French 
daily Liberation.

At the annual meeting of the elite 
group of French Keynesians known 
as the “Cercle des économistes” in 
Aix-En-Provence in early July, one 
participant described the “sacred 
tone” in which the macroeconomists 
spoke of the debt union as a wheel 
of history that would not be able 
to be turned back. Angela Merkel, 
on the other hand, sees it as a one-
time financial move justified by the 
COVID-19 crisis and the potential 
disintegration of the EU. Von der 
Leyen herself attributed the abrupt 
shift to the fact that everyone had 
had “a glimpse into the abyss.” 

Yet another novelty is the consent 
being given to the European Com-
mission to procure its own funds 

on a much larger scale than before. 
This would mean that the Com-
mission would be less dependent 
on allocations from member states, 
thus receiving a big push in the direc-
tion of an EU central government. 
Among the models up for discussion 
are an EU-wide digital tax, a CO2 
tax and a tax on plastics. In order 
to be able to implement all of the 
plans being set up to prepare for the 
coming years of recession, the Euro-
pean Commission has already had 
to revise its working plans for the 
current year. 

Behind the scenes in Brussels, poli-
cymakers are discussing how much 
of the Green Deal can be saved in the 
face of massive layoffs in Europe’s 
industries. Manfred Weber, head of 
the conservative EPP faction in the 
European Parliament, has cast doubt 
on the CO2 reduction goals included 
in the climate package, stating that he 

wants to have the economic impact 
assessed before his group decides 
whether or not to accept them. Now, 
the submission of the package and 
the analysis have been postponed 
until the fall of 2020. 

Many of the legal projects designed 
to foster digitalization in Europe are 
also on ice, such as the analysis of the 
security impact of AI and the expan-
sion of a joint EU research space. 
New and important guidelines for 
an EU capital market union and an 
EU money-laundering directive are 
still expected this year. A number of 
other issues are waiting to be solved, 
including the rule-of-law conflict in 
Poland and Hungary, the EU’s rela-
tionship with Turkey and China, the 
admission of new member countries 
from the Western Balkans and the 
EU’s policy towards Africa. Propos-
als for a common EU asylum law are 
now expected from the Commission 

in the fall, and the clock is ticking on 
a Brexit trade deal with the United 
Kingdom by the end of 2020. 

There is one major project where 
all EU institutions are in full agree-
ment: the Conference on the Future 
of Europe. After a delayed start in 
May, it is now scheduled to begin 
in the third quarter of 2020. For 
two years, EU institutions, member 
states, regions and civil society will 
discuss the future shape of the EU. 
The search is now underway for a 
leading personality to guide the pro-
cess. One of the candidates is EPP 
head Manfred Weber, who lost out 
to von der Leyen in the battle to lead 
the European Commission.
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