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ABSTRACT

Research on the presidency of the EU shows mixed results.
Although most scholars agree that the EU presidency is not
able to advance its domestic interests in the European forum,
Tallberg (2006) provides evidence for presidency effects. In
the present paper, we empirically estimate presidency-based
power in the Council of the European Union on the DEU data
— a large-scale data set containing EU policy issues from
various policy areas. We show that holding the presidency
does significantly and positively contribute to the bargaining
power of member states, but only in the final stages of
decision-making.
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Introduction

The academic debate on who is powerful in Brussels concentrates on the
relative impact of the European Commission, the European Parliament (EP)
and the Council of the European Union (e.g. Tsebelis and Garrett, 2000; Selck
and Steunenberg, 2004) and the impact of member states on policy outcomes
(Bindseil and Hantke, 1997; Lootsma, 2004). Most scholars agree that the
Council is the most powerful among the three governmental institutions of
the European Union (EU) (Westlake, 1995; Cini, 1996; Hayes-Renshaw and
Wallace, 1997). At face value, one would thus expect the presidency of the
Council to have additional leverage in EU policy-making. Nevertheless, the
scarce literature addressing the power of the EU presidency suggests that
member states at the helm cannot exert more influence, or even have less
influence, compared with other member states (Schout, 1998).

Officially, the presidency is expected to be impartial (Tallberg, 2006).
Accordingly, the literature emphasizes the presidency’s role as a neutral
broker and negotiation facilitator. Although authors recognize that member
states holding the presidency pursue their domestic agendas, the degree of
their success is considered to be low (Bassompierre, 1988; Westlake, 1995; Cini,
1996; Hayes-Renshaw and Wallace, 1997; Sherrington, 2000). Several argu-
ments sustain this view. First, the relatively short period at the helm narrows
the scope of what can be done. Since a member state is chair for only six
months and the bargaining process is slow, only a limited number of domestic
objectives can be pursued.! Second, the lion’s share of the presidency’s time
and resources are spent on administrative tasks — the ongoing Council
business. These tasks are not directly related to influencing policy outcomes
(Kirchner, 1992). Third, the presidency is often faced with external events that
require immediate attention. Fourth, the presidency is hampered by policy
inheritance: policies that have been set out prior to a member state’s presi-
dency term are hard to reverse. Fifth, the formal powers of the presidency, in
terms of agenda-setting and veto power, are limited.

A final reason for a toothless presidency is the existing ‘culture of
consensus’ (Van Schendelen, 1996; Mattila and Lane, 2001). Indeed, decision-
making in the European Union is often characterized by intensive negotiations
and compromises (Sherrington, 2000; Thomson et al.,, 2006). A culture of
consensus constrains presidency behaviour, because other member states will
keep it to its expected neutrality and its role as a welder of integrationist policy
solutions. Thus, presidencies may be forced to spend resources to further
Community interests and strengthen their reputation.

One author challenges the well-established view of the toothless presi-
dency. Tallberg (2006) develops a theory of formal leadership and presidency
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power, grounded in rational choice institutionalism (Shepsle, 1989;
Aspinwall and Schneider, 2000). His main thesis is that the rules, norms and
procedures that constitute the institutional framework provide the presi-
dency with asymmetric access to information and asymmetric control over
the negotiation procedure vis-a-vis other member states. These advantages
can and will be brought into play, not only to ensure efficient EU bargain-
ing, but also to advance the presidency’s domestic interests. Tallberg (2006)
relies on descriptive case studies to support his argument.

In this article we will try to shed some light on the puzzle of presidency
power. We study the ability of individual member states to influence policy
outcomes. We aim at finding out whether member states holding the presi-
dency can exert more influence on policy outcomes than expected on the basis
of their formal voting power. By recognizing that the bargaining process in
the EU is a relay race — it typically involves multiple presidencies that hand
over leadership over the negotiations every six months — we try to locate the
stage in the bargaining process where presidency power is largest.

We apply a cooperative bargaining model and estimate parameters for
presidential bargaining strength using the ‘Decision making in the European
Union’ (DEU) data set (see Thomson et al., 2006). This data set consists of 162
controversial policy issues, nested in 66 Commission proposals. The issues
are selected over various policy areas, such as Agriculture and the Internal
Market, and subject to either qualified majority voting (QMV) or unanimity
under the co-decision and consultation procedures. The large number of cases
used in the data set allows for more general conclusions about presidency
power than has previously been possible.

Presidency power in different stages of involvement

EU bargaining is a complex process. Before policy proposals become
legislation, they go back and forth between the Commission, the Council and
the Parliament, which can amend, reject, delay and accept proposals under
different institutional procedures and decision rules (Hix, 2005: 100-1; Wallace
and Wallace, 2000: 11-22). It follows that bargaining over a policy proposal is
a time-consuming and path-dependent process, involving multiple presi-
dencies. Hence, we propose a stage model of the EU bargaining process
that allows us to discriminate between the different mechanisms behind
presidency power. The stage model distinguishes between four stages of
presidency involvement, based on two important events in EU decision-
making: (a) the adoption of a Commission proposal, and (b) the formal
decision of the Council.
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