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Jean-Claude Juncker, President of the European Commission, gives his State of the Union address for 2015 in the European Parliament, Strasbourg, 9 September 2015.

At the beginning of my mandate in November 2014 I promised a new start for Europe and that this Commission would focus on 10 political priorities — the key challenges faced by our economy and society. As it turned out, the first year of our mandate, 2015, was a year when the world closely watched the EU and how it dealt with a series of crises.

Horrifying terrorist attacks took place in Paris in January and November. Together with the Member States we needed to reduce the risk of such brutal attacks becoming a recurring phenomenon. The European agenda on security, which was adopted in April, set out how the EU contributes to a more effective and coordinated approach to fighting terrorism, organised crime and cybercrime. Within the framework of the agenda the European Commission put forward a set of measures in December to step up the fight against terrorism and the illegal trafficking of firearms and explosives. Member States also found agreement on the Commission’s proposal for an EU passenger name record system. This will ensure air carriers provide EU Member States with data on passengers entering or departing from the EU — an important part of EU security policy.

In parallel, in 2015 our continent witnessed the greatest mass movement of people seen since the Second World War, as hundreds of thousands of refugees from conflict zones began to arrive in Europe. Over 1 million people took the long and dangerous journey, the vast majority fleeing from war and terror in Afghanistan, Eritrea, Libya and Syria.

Earlier this year the Commission put forward a comprehensive migration policy and took immediate steps to manage the crisis. We tripled our presence in the Mediterranean Sea, helping to save lives. We fought back against the criminal networks of smugglers and traffickers. Under the Commission’s leadership Member States agreed rules to relocate and resettle hundreds of thousands of people in clear need of international protection. The EU agencies continue to help the often overburdened national authorities in the most affected Member States to identify, screen and fingerprint incoming migrants, speed up the processing of asylum seekers and coordinate the return of those who do not qualify for protection. The EU also mobilised billions of euros to help the refugees who had already arrived on our shores, as well as those in neighbouring countries, while efforts to tackle smugglers and dismantle human-trafficking groups were redoubled. In October in Brussels 11 countries agreed a 17-point plan to achieve the gradual, controlled and orderly movement of persons along the western Balkans route, while in November in Valletta an EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa was launched to address the root causes of irregular migration that force people to escape and migrate: poverty, wars, persecutions, violations of human rights and natural disasters.

It is clear that the refugee crisis will not simply go away. While the crisis put the spotlight on immediate needs it also revealed much about the limitations of EU migration policy and the tools at its disposal. Nevertheless, we must and we will continue our efforts to tackle the crisis. We Europeans should remember well that Europe is a continent where nearly everyone has at one time been a refugee. Our common history is marked by millions of Europeans fleeing from religious or political persecution, from war, dictatorship or oppression.

Earlier this year we experienced a difficult period during which Greece’s continued membership of the euro area was in question. After months of talks and many difficult moments a new stability support programme for Greece was finally agreed in August. I never doubted we would find a solution; adopting the euro is an irrevocable decision, and all members stand together to make it work. As the impact of the Greek crisis continues to be felt in the euro area and throughout the European economy and society, I would, however, like to see the programme we agreed respected by every Greek government, past, present and future.

The crisis will be over when full employment returns to Europe. Today over 23 million people are unemployed in the European Union. This is an unacceptably high number. There is a clear need to invest in Europe’s sources of jobs and growth, notably in our single market, and to complete our economic and monetary union to create the conditions for a lasting recovery. We have acted on both fronts.

For example, the €315 billion investment plan is now up and running, and should generate more than 2 million jobs. The first projects have already been launched and many more will follow. At the same time we are upgrading our single market to create more opportunities for people and businesses in all 28 Member States. Thanks to projects such as the digital single market, capital markets union and energy union we are reducing obstacles to cross-border activities while stimulating innovation, connecting talents and offering a wider choice of products and services.

In June I presented, together with the presidents of other key EU institutions, a report on the completion of our economic and monetary union. The five presidents involved agreed a roadmap that should allow us to stabilise the euro area by early 2017 and then, on the basis of a renewed convergence of our economies, move from crisis resilience to new growth perspectives. This was a bold political decision to look ahead amidst the Greek crisis.

The European Union and its Member States were pivotal in brokering the historic agreement in Paris in December, where 195 countries adopted the first ever universal, legally binding global climate deal. The agreement sets out a global action plan to avoid dangerous climate change by limiting global warming to well below 2 °C. It will steer the world towards a global clean energy transition and is a success for the European Union. Europe has long been the global leader in climate action; the Paris agreement now reflects our ambition worldwide.
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The EU in 2015



There is much more to be said, and more detail is provided in the report, but in touching upon the main challenges that have confronted us over the last 12 months I am struck by one inescapable conclusion, and that is that when faced with the refugee crisis, the economic crisis or foreign policy challenges there is only one way to succeed: solidarity. We can only succeed as a Union. Collectively we are stronger than the challenges that confront us. It is time we had a little more faith in Europe’s ability to provide collective solutions to problems felt acutely and independently by each Member State.

At the end of a difficult year, during which the very nature of the European Union has been called into question, it is important that we Europeans remember that it is Europe that represents a haven of stability in the eyes of people in the Middle East, in Africa and elsewhere in the world. That is something to be proud of.
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Jean-Claude Juncker


THE EU IN 2015
PRIORITY 1

A new boost for jobs, growth and investment
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‘My first priority as Commission President will be to strengthen Europe’s competitiveness and to stimulate investment for the purpose of job creation.’

Jean-Claude Juncker, political guidelines, 15 July 2014

‣ A top priority in 2015 was to get the EU growing again and increase the number of jobs and the amount of investment without creating new debt. The Commission came forward with proposals for structural reforms and advocated the responsible management of finances. In order to restore investment levels in the EU’s economy it launched the investment plan for Europe, including new financial instruments, in cooperation with the European Investment Bank. The plan was agreed in record time by the European Parliament and the Council of the European Union, and a new European Fund for Strategic Investments was created. The fund contains an initial €21 billion of EU money, and is expected to lead to investments 15 times larger thanks to a multiplier effect, thus triggering investments of more than €315 billion.

The European Structural and Investment Funds, with a budget of €454 billion for 2014-2020, invested in EU priority areas throughout the year. Operational programmes under the European Social Fund, worth €86.4 billion, continued to invest in people, while the EU also frontloaded €1 billion to speed up the youth employment initiative, helping young people find jobs.

Intense negotiations were held at EU level regarding the ongoing economic and financial situation in Greece. In July the Commission launched a jobs and growth plan for Greece, mobilising up to €35 billion to support it until 2020. Then, in August, the negotiations were successfully concluded and an agreement on the third economic adjustment programme for Greece was signed by the Commission, acting on behalf of the European Stability Mechanism. The agreement pulled Greece back from the brink of default and safeguarded its future in the euro area. It paved the way for mobilising up to €86 billion in financial assistance until 2018, linked to progress by Greece in delivering the agreed reforms.


THE EU IN 2015
PRIORITY 2

A connected digital single market
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‘We must make much better use of the great opportunities offered by digital technologies, which know no borders. To do so, we will need to have the courage to break down national silos in telecoms regulation, in copyright and data protection legislation, in the management of radio waves and in the application of competition law.’

Jean-Claude Juncker, political guidelines, 15 July 2014

‣ In 2015 the Commission began to implement its strategy for connecting the digital single market. The strategy aims to remove online barriers that lead to EU citizens missing out on goods and services. The barriers also mean that internet companies and start-ups cannot take full advantage of growth opportunities online.

In May the Commission took the first steps in implementing the strategy, which aims to transform the EU from 28 national markets to a digital single market, create hundreds of thousands of new jobs and contribute €415 billion per year to the EU economy.

The EU institutions reached a landmark agreement in December to finally end mobile roaming charges in June 2017, provided that certain legal acts are adopted. From that date citizens will be able to travel throughout the EU without paying extra charges for using their mobile phone, smartphone or tablet. They also agreed to guarantee an open internet for all. The first legislative proposals of the digital single market strategy were presented in December. They included new rules to give EU residents the right to enjoy the films, sports broadcasts, music, e-books and games that they have paid for in their home Member State when they travel in the EU. The Commission also proposed new cross-border contract rules to better protect consumers who shop online across the EU and help businesses expand their online sales.

Political agreement was reached on a new EU data protection regime, and on new rules to ensure a high common level of network and information security across the EU.


THE EU IN 2015
PRIORITY 3

A resilient energy union with a forward-looking climate change policy
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‘Current geopolitical events have forcefully reminded us that Europe relies too heavily on fuel and gas imports. I therefore want to reform and reorganise Europe’s energy policy into a new European energy union.’

Jean-Claude Juncker, political guidelines, 15 July 2014

‣ The EU headed into 2015 with a commitment to deliver secure and affordable energy to its citizens and businesses, while also fighting the causes of climate change. It launched the energy union in February to help consumers save money and energy, help the environment and ensure security of supply. A number of related proposals were launched in July that covered revising the EU emissions trading system, making energy-efficiency labels clearer and delivering a better deal for consumers. The Commission also launched a public consultation regarding the new design of the electricity market.

In February the Commission presented a communication on how to achieve a 10  % electricity interconnection target in all Member States by 2020. By the end of 2015 several interconnection projects had already been unveiled, linking the Baltic states in the north, the Iberian peninsula in the south and Malta with the rest of the EU.

In September the Commission adopted the new strategic energy technology plan. Its aim is to accelerate the development and deployment of low-carbon technologies.

In November the Commission issued the state of the energy union report, which showed the progress made since the adoption of the energy union framework strategy. Its implementation will require further efforts, however, and 2016 will be a crucial year for the delivery of energy union.

In addition the EU played a central role in brokering the world’s first universal, legally binding climate deal, which was adopted by 195 countries in December in Paris. The agreement set out a global action plan to enable the world to avoid dangerous climate change by limiting global warming to well below 2 °C. It also sent a clear signal to investors, businesses and policymakers that the global transition to clean energy is here to stay and that resources have to shift away from polluting fossil fuels.


THE EU IN 2015
PRIORITY 4

A deeper and fairer internal market with a strengthened industrial base
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‘Our internal market is Europe’s best asset in times of increasing globalisation. I therefore want the next Commission to build on the strength of our single market and to fully exploit its potential in all its dimensions.’

Jean-Claude Juncker, political guidelines, 15 July 2014

‣ The Commission presented plans in 2015 to build on the strength of the EU single market and fully exploit its potential. The single market already offers easier access to many products and services, lower prices, greater commercial opportunities and higher standards of safety and environmental protection.

The Commission is further developing the single market to enable EU companies and industry to thrive in the global economy. In October it launched the single market strategy to help create new opportunities for consumers and businesses.

In the autumn the Commission launched the capital markets union, together with an action plan of 33 measures. These will make it easier for smaller businesses to tap into capital markets and find the funding they need. This access to funds is an essential part of the EU’s financial stability.

The EU also needs a framework for the fair and efficient taxation of corporate profits. This would help distribute the tax burden equitably and promote sustainable growth and investment. It would also diversify funding sources and strengthen economic competitiveness. In March the Commission proposed a package of measures to create more transparency in corporate taxation. This was followed in June by an action plan to achieve a comprehensive approach to ensuring fair and efficient corporate taxation. During the year the Commission launched investigations under State aid rules into whether certain Member States had granted tax advantages to selected companies.


THE EU IN 2015
PRIORITY 5

A deeper and fairer economic and monetary union
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‘Over the next 5 years, I want to continue with the reform of our economic and monetary union to preserve the stability of our single currency and to enhance the convergence of economic, fiscal and labour market policies between the Member States that share the single currency.’

Jean-Claude Juncker, political guidelines, 15 July 2014

‣ On 1 January 2015 the euro area welcomed Lithuania as its 19th member.

Throughout the year the EU continued to prioritise the completion of economic and monetary union. By doing so it aims to create a better and fairer life for all citizens and prepare for future global challenges. The EU’s future prosperity depends on the euro achieving its potential in delivering jobs, growth, social fairness and financial stability. The euro is, however, a political project, requiring political supervision and democratic accountability. The Parliament played a leading role in ensuring that accountability in 2015.

The EU moved forward in building the solid architecture needed for the euro area, the world’s second largest economy. Despite progress in recent years divergence across the euro area remains significant, and the recent crisis further highlighted existing shortcomings, with 18 million unemployed in the euro area and many people exposed to the risk of social exclusion.

The five presidents’ report on how to complete economic and monetary union was launched in June. The report was the result of joint reflections by the Presidents of the European Commission, the European Council, the Eurogroup, the European Central Bank and the European Parliament. In the short term the report proposes using existing instruments and the current treaties to boost competitiveness and structural convergence, to achieve responsible fiscal policies at national and euro-area levels and to complete financial union. In the longer term the convergence process must be more binding, for example through agreed benchmarks for convergence and a euro-area treasury. In October the Commission adopted a first package of measures to start implementing the plan.


THE EU IN 2015
PRIORITY 6

A reasonable and balanced free trade agreement with the United States
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‘Under my presidency, the Commission will negotiate a reasonable and balanced trade agreement with the United States of America, in a spirit of mutual and reciprocal benefits and transparency … I will also be very clear that I will not sacrifice Europe’s safety, health, social and data protection standards or our cultural diversity on the altar of free trade.’

Jean-Claude Juncker, political guidelines, 15 July 2014

‣ One of the EU’s biggest challenges in 2015 remained the negotiations with the United States on the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership. Four rounds of negotiations were held during the year, with progress made across a range of areas. The Commission has been clear that any agreement needs to ensure that the EU’s current high standards of protection are maintained. The EU–US economic relationship is the biggest in the world. Independent studies and existing EU trade agreements suggest that a new free trade agreement with the United States would help generate growth, cut prices and give consumers more choice of goods and services.

To address civil-society concerns the Commission has ensured that the negotiations are more open and transparent than ever before. Throughout the year it engaged with stakeholders, published negotiating texts and provided detailed information about the negotiations.

The EU continued to actively implement its trade policy during the year. It sought to maintain the global trading system and played an active role in the World Trade Organisation. In the autumn the Commission published its new trade and investment strategy.

Opening up markets with key partner countries remained a central element of EU trade policy. The EU continued to negotiate free trade agreements with, among other countries, Japan and Vietnam. The agreement with Vietnam was concluded in 2015. The EU also participated in plurilateral negotiations, under the auspices of the World Trade Organisation, for a Trade in Services Agreement and an Environmental Goods Agreement.


THE EU IN 2015
PRIORITY 7

An area of justice and fundamental rights based on mutual trust
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‘I intend to make use of the prerogatives of the Commission to uphold, within our field of competence, our shared values, the rule of law and fundamental rights, while taking due account of the diversity of constitutional and cultural traditions of the 28 Member States.’

Jean-Claude Juncker, political guidelines, 15 July 2014

‣ Throughout 2015 the EU continued to develop its justice, fundamental rights and citizenship policies. These are based on the EU’s core values of democracy, freedom, tolerance and the rule of law. EU citizens must have full confidence that, wherever they are in the European Union, their freedom and security are well protected.

In April the Commission presented a European agenda on security. The agenda focuses on areas where the EU can make a difference, such as better exchange of information and strengthened police and judicial cooperation.

Following the terrorist attacks in Paris in January and November the Member States resolved to work together to defeat terrorism. They took steps to counter radicalisation, cut terrorist financing and enhance the cooperation between the EU’s law enforcement agency, Europol, and its judicial cooperation agency, Eurojust.

In the area of justice the Commission delivered on its commitment to finalise EU data protection reform, ensuring better protection of citizens’ personal data. The Commission also made progress towards the establishment of the European Public Prosecutor’s Office, which will investigate and prosecute EU fraud affecting the Union’s financial interests.

The Commission finalised negotiations on an EU–US data protection umbrella agreement. The agreement will protect personal data transferred between the European Union and the United States for the prevention, detection, investigation and prosecution of criminal offences, including terrorism. It will also enable EU citizens to benefit from the possibility of seeking judicial redress in the United States under US law.


THE EU IN 2015
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Towards a new policy on migration
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‘The recent terrible events in the Mediterranean have shown us that Europe needs to manage migration better, in all aspects. This is first of all a humanitarian imperative. I am convinced that we must work closely together in a spirit of solidarity.’

Jean-Claude Juncker, political guidelines, 15 July 2014

‣ In 2015 the world was shocked by the plight of thousands of refugees putting their lives at risk to enter the EU. Throughout the year Europe witnessed one of the biggest mass migrations of people since the Second World War. The EU stepped up its efforts to save lives, fight human trafficking and cooperate with countries of origin and transit. It also launched initiatives to tackle the root causes that force people to escape and migrate. These include poverty, wars, persecution, violations of human rights and natural disasters.

In May the Commission presented the European agenda for migration, setting out a comprehensive approach to migration management. The agenda aims to reduce the incentives for irregular migration, save lives and secure the external borders of the EU. It provides for the development of a strong common asylum policy and a new policy on legal migration.

In September the Commission mobilised an extra €1.8 billion to address migration and the refugee crisis. By doing so it increased the total EU budget for tackling the crisis to €9.3 billion for 2015-2016. Member States agreed to relocate 160 000 people in need of international protection from those Member States most affected to others. They also agreed to resettle 22 000 refugees from camps outside the EU. By tripling the funding for its maritime patrolling assets on the central and eastern Mediterranean migratory routes the EU contributed to saving over 252 000 lives. It also redoubled its efforts to tackle smugglers and dismantle human trafficking groups. The EU mobilised around €4 billion to help Syrian refugees both in Syria and in neighbouring countries. In October Commission President Juncker called a leaders’ meeting on refugee flows along the western Balkans route.


THE EU IN 2015
PRIORITY 9

A stronger global actor
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‘We need a stronger Europe when it comes to foreign policy. The Ukraine crisis and the worrying situation in the Middle East show how important it is that Europe is united externally.’

Jean-Claude Juncker, political guidelines, 15 July 2014

‣ In July 2015, following years of EU-led diplomacy, a historic international agreement was reached on Iran’s nuclear programme. The EU, together with China, France, Germany, Russia, the United Kingdom and the United States, brokered the agreement. Iran pledged that under no circumstances would it ever seek, develop or acquire nuclear weapons.

Throughout the year the EU continued to play a leading role in international efforts to solve crises in Iraq, Libya, Syria and Ukraine. It worked tirelessly with its international partners against the activities of ISIL/Da’esh.

Due to the above crises, in particular the war in Syria, an increasing number of people were forced to flee their homes. The EU continued to provide humanitarian aid to people displaced by conflict, tackle the root causes of crises and assist those trying to flee war zones.

During the year the Commission’s Directorate-General for Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection (ECHO) provided food, shelter, protection, healthcare and clean water to more than 120 million people affected by natural disasters or conflict in over 80 countries. The EU also remained committed to promoting respect for human rights across the world and promoting international law through dedicated human rights dialogues, advocacy in multilateral forums and the European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights.

2015 was also the European Year for Development. With the political support of the EU and its Member States, the United Nations General Assembly adopted new sustainable development goals. These set out a global framework to achieve sustainable development and poverty eradication. The EU remained the world’s largest donor of development assistance in 2015.


THE EU IN 2015
PRIORITY 10

A Union of democratic change
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‘The proposal and election of the President of the European Commission in the light of the outcome of the European Parliament elections is certainly important, but only a first step in making the European Union as a whole more democratic. A European Commission under my leadership will be committed to filling the special partnership with the European Parliament … I am also committed to enhanced transparency when it comes to contact with stakeholders and lobbyists … I also intend to review the legislation applicable to the authorisation of genetically modified organisms.’

Jean-Claude Juncker, political guidelines, 15 July 2014

‣ In 2015 the European Parliament provided significant input in debates ranging from the economic situation in Greece to the refugee crisis. In October it held discussions with the German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, and the French President, François Hollande. It was the first time in over 30 years that the leaders of the EU’s two largest Member States had addressed the Parliament together. Also in October the Parliament awarded the Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought to Saudi Arabian blogger and human rights activist Raif Badawi.

Latvia and Luxembourg held the rotating Presidency of the Council of the European Union in 2015. The Council’s agendas were driven by the year’s major developments, such as the tensions in Ukraine, terrorism, the refugee crisis and the situation in Greece.

The European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions focused their activities on the Commission’s work programme for 2015. Georges Dassis was elected as the new President of the European Economic and Social Committee, while Markku Markkula was elected as the new President of the Committee of the Regions.

National parliaments continued to express their views on EU matters via the political dialogue with the European Commission and the Subsidiarity Control Mechanism. The mechanism allows national parliaments in the EU to issue opinions if they consider that EU draft legislation does not comply with the principle of subsidiarity. Members of the Commission made numerous visits to national parliaments to explain key priorities and major political initiatives.

During 2015 the Commission organised 53 citizens’ dialogues throughout the EU, enabling citizens to make their voices heard by EU decision-makers.
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ONLINE

Information in all the official languages of the European Union is available on the Europa website:

europa.eu

IN PERSON

All over Europe there are hundreds of local EU information centres.

You can find the address of the centre nearest to you at:

europa.eu/contact

ON THE PHONE OR BY MAIL

Europe Direct is a service which answers your questions about the European Union. You can contact this service by freephone: 00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11 (certain mobile telephone operators do not allow access to 00800 numbers or may charge for these calls), or by payphone from outside the EU: +32 22999696, or by e-mail via europa.eu/contact

READ ABOUT EUROPE

Publications about the EU are only a click away on the EU Bookshop website:

bookshop.europa.eu

You can also obtain information and booklets in English about the European Union from:

EUROPEAN COMMISSION REPRESENTATIONS

European Commission Representation in Ireland

12-14 Lower Mount Street

Dublin 2

IRELAND

Tel. +353 16341111

Internet: ec.europa.eu/ireland

Email: eu-ie-info-request@ec.europa.eu

European Commission Representation in Malta

Dar l-Ewropa

254, Triq San Pawl

Valletta VLT 1215

MALTA

Tel. +356 23425000

Internet: ec.europa.eu/malta/home_en

Email: comm-rep-mt@ec.europa.eu

European Commission Representation in the United Kingdom

Europe House

32 Smith Square

London, SW1P 3EU

UNITED KINGDOM

Tel. +44 2079731992

Internet: ec.europa.eu/unitedkingdom

European Commission Office in Northern Ireland

74-76 Dublin Road

Belfast, BT2 7HP

UNITED KINGDOM

Tel. +44 2890240708

Internet: ec.europa.eu/unitedkingdom

European Commission Office in Scotland

9 Alva Street

Edinburgh, EH2 4PH

UNITED KINGDOM

Tel. +44 1312252058

Internet: ec.europa.eu/unitedkingdom

European Commission Office in Wales

2 Caspian Point, Caspian Way

Cardiff, CF10 4QQ

UNITED KINGDOM

Tel. +44 2920895020

Internet: ec.europa.eu/unitedkingdom

EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT INFORMATION OFFICES

Information Office in Ireland

12-14 Lower Mount Street

Dublin 2

IRELAND

Tel. +353 16057900

Internet: europarl.ie

Email: epdublin@europarl.europa.eu

Information Office in Malta

254 St. Paul Street

Valletta VLT 1215

MALTA

Tel. + 356 21235075

Internet: europarlmt.eu/en

Email: epvalletta@europarl.europa.eu

Information Office in the United Kingdom

Europe House

32 Smith Square

London, SW1P 3EU

UNITED KINGDOM

Tel. +44 2072274300

Internet: europarl.org.uk

Email: eplondon@europarl.europa.eu

Information Office in Scotland

The Tun, 4 Jackson’s Entry

Holyrood Road

Edinburgh, EH8 8PJ

UNITED KINGDOM

Tel. +44 1315577866

Internet: europarl.org.uk

Email: epedinburgh@europarl.europa.eu

There are European Commission and Parliament representations and offices in all the Member States of the European Union. The European Union also has delegations in other parts of the world.

Did you find this publication useful? Let us know: comm-publi-feedback@ec.europa.eu
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