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Hungarian National Assembly – Committee on European Affairs 

Pest, February 15, 2021 

 

 

1. Elnök úr. Államtitkár úr. Hölgyeim és uraim.  

Nagyon szeretnék önökhöz magyarul szólni, de még nem beszélek olyan jól. 

Remélem hamarosan, eljön ez az idő is.  

2. My second choice would be to speak in Portuguese, but that would be 

imposing on the interpreters. I will thus proceed in English, bearing in mind 

the words of George Steiner: "The genius of Europe lies in linguistic, 

cultural and social diversity. There are no 'minor languages'.”  

 

3. It is an honour for me to be here today, in this magnificent building of the 

Hungarian National Assembly. I thank Dr. Richard Hörcsik for the kind 

invitation. My greetings to all members of this honourable Committee and 

many thanks to all of you who took your time to be here this morning.  

 

4. If we were living normal times, I would start by thanking the previous 

German Presidency for the fine manner in which they ended their semester, 

paving the way for operational measures in 2021. However, these are not 

normal times and I thus have to thank Germany a second time, as well as 

France and the Luxembourg, for the solidarity and medical support offered 

to my country. Vielen dank! Un grand merci! 

 

5. The Portuguese Presidency takes place at an extremely challenging and 

difficult moment. The world is in turmoil and the pandemic and all its 

consequences represent an unprecedented trial for the European Union and 

its Member States.  
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6. Therefore, this today is for me also a difficult task. To quote the comedian 

Milton Berle: “I feel like Zsa Gábor's sixth husband. I know what I'm 

supposed to do, but I don't know how to make it interesting.”  

7. Nevertheless, allow me to try. I thus start by recalling the present context. 

 

8. On January 1, 2020, there were officially zero recorded cases of Covid-19 

in the whole world. Six months later, the World Health Organization 

reported the existence of a total number of 10 million cases and half a 

million deaths. Yet, in Europe, the atmosphere was slowly returning to a 

more positive mood and the main topics on the agenda were essentially 

regarding post-Covid. Well, today, February 15 2021, the world records 

110 million cases of infection and is nearing the 2.5 million deaths by 

Covid. In the space of just six months there has been an exponential 

increase in those numbers. 

9. We must of course look ahead and face the future. The Spanish poet 

Antonio Machado wrote “Caminante, no hay camino, se hace camino al 

andar.” (Traveller, there is no road; you make your own path as you walk.) 

We must continue to move forward but we also need to have in mind the 

current context, analyze the recent past and show no complacency or self-

satisfaction. Our citizens, our youth, our societies, will not accept living in 

an infinite pandemic, with limited freedoms, livelihoods destroyed, and 

prospects for a normal life greatly threatened. The citizens of our 27 

nations want to be sure that the nightmare that has assaulted us for more 

than a year will soon have an end, that their present or their future will not 

remain hostage to this situation, and that the pandemic will not only be 

controlled but also certainly defeated. 

10. It is impossible to predict the outcome of all the uncertainty we are facing. 

I thus approach this presentation with humility, modesty and prudence.  
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11. The motto of our Presidency is "Time to act”. The credibility of the EU is 

at stake. We need to demonstrate its benefits, first in terms of access by all 

of our citizens, under equal conditions, to safe and effective vaccines. 

Then, with a response to the economic and social crisis, in terms of 

financial stability.  

 

12.  I shall now address point by point our priorities for this semester, which 

will not come to you as a great surprise:  

a. The first priority is the economic and social recovery of Europe, 

having the dossiers on climate and digital as its engines;  

b. The second will consist in developing the European Pillar of Social 

Rights, to ensure that this double transition, climatic and digital, will 

leave no one behind;  

c. And the third involves strengthening the strategic autonomy of a 

European Union open to the world.  

 

13. The first condition for recovery – our foremost priority - is the flattening 

of the pandemic’s curve and the success of the vaccination process, without 

which it will not be possible to safely resume a normal life. It is imperative 

that we continue to work to overcome the virus, trying to restore full 

freedom of movement and the full potential of the internal market. It is also 

essential to show solidarity to others, both in our neighbourhood as well as 

in Africa and Latin America. 

14. In parallel, the instruments for economic and social recovery must be put 

into motion. We need to conclude fast the ratification processes in all 

Member States of the Decision on Own Resources and approve the 27 

National Recovery and Resilience Plans. The recovery of each Member 

State is inseparable from the recovery of the whole Union.  
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15. It will then be important to start the implementation of the programs of the 

new Multiannual Financial Framework, starting with those that have 

enjoyed an important strengthening: Horizon Europe, EU4Health, or 

ERASMUS +. 

 

16.  We cannot overlook the essential challenges that we had before the 

pandemic, and that we still have before us. The European recovery must 

thus be based on the climate and digital transitions. 

17.  Environmental problems have not disappeared and we cannot waste more 

time. The European Green Deal is urgently needed. The fight against 

climate change must be a crosscutting objective of all Union policies. 

Immediately, by approving the new European Climate Law, one of the 

main political objectives of the Presidency, which will depend on obtaining 

a rapid political agreement with the European Parliament. This is the 

decisive decade, which requires the greatest effort and the greatest 

ambition, so that we may live up to our commitment to achieve carbon 

neutrality by 2050. 

18.  In addition, it is also the decade of Digital Europe. No country falls behind 

in this demanding competition on a global scale. We will pay particular 

attention to the digital services package, recently proposed by the 

Commission, as a fundamental legislative instrument for the protection of 

individual rights, and for a better competition in the digital market, 

stimulating entrepreneurship and creativity. 

19.  Our recovery cannot be limited to responding to the needs of the present 

with more or less effective economic stimuli. It involves also investments 

and reforms that may allow all EU countries to emerge from the crisis with 

more resilience, more respect for the environment and with significant 

progress in digitalization. 
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20. We are aware of the worry that these challenges cause too many small and 

medium-sized enterprises, and to millions of workers in Europe. 

Businesses are afraid of losing competitiveness or failing to modernize. 

Moreover, workers fear for the future, the future of their workplace, of new 

forms of employment, of the virtualization of hard-won rights. For this 

reason, our second priority will be to concretize the European Pillar of 

Social Rights as a basis of trust in climate and digital transitions.  

21. We need to:  

a. Strengthen skills, so our citizens can be actors and not victims of 

these transitions;  

b. Invest more in innovation, to strengthen the competitiveness of our 

companies; and  

c. Reinforce social protection to ensure that no one is left behind.  

22.  The central event of the Presidency will be the Social Summit, in May in 

Porto, with the social partners, civil society, the presidents of institutions, 

and the member states. This Summit will give a strong political impetus to 

the Action Plan which the Commission will present in March, and which 

represents the ambition to put into practice the General Principles 

proclaimed in Gothenburg.  

23. We need to produce tangible results. The development of the Social Pillar 

is essential to restoring confidence to our citizens. Nevertheless, the 

changes underway should also be seen as an opportunity, and the Social 

Pillar should be an antidote against inequalities and fears. 

 

24. The third priority is to consolidate the strategic autonomy of an EU open 

to the world. Our countries cannot depend entirely on third parties for the 

supply of essential goods or value chains with a great risk of disruption. 

We all remember what happened in the first weeks of the pandemic. 
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25. We must therefore strengthen our autonomy. A very challenging debate 

because it concerns industrial policies, competition policies and trade 

policies, all at the same time. 

26.  This objective cannot mean, however, either a protectionist drift or a 

promotion of alleged "European champions", with some "more equal than 

the others" within the EU. We cannot disperse the enormous competitive 

advantage of an economy based on small and medium-sized enterprises in 

twenty-seven countries. Our research, development and innovation 

systems must be articulated, enhanced and integrated into global-value 

chains. We need the updating of the Industrial Strategy, which the 

Commission will present, in order to promote this vision. 

27. The consolidation of strategic autonomy means also a Europe capable of 

being a global player, enhancing our values, including the social and 

environmental standards that distinguish us. 

28. We want to continue to strengthen the neighborhood partnership in the East 

and South, and the strategic partnership with the African continent, as well 

as our relations with the UK, the US and Latin America.  

29.  The United Kingdom deserves special attention. A new neighbor of the 

EU and an old ally – with Portugal the oldest allied treaty in Europe, from 

1373 - an ally who will continue to be an important partner for us all. We 

look forward to the consent of the European Parliament to the agreement 

on trade and cooperation reached on Christmas Eve, and we will continue 

to work towards the establishment of a comprehensive framework for our 

future relationship. 

30. This is also the beginning of a new administration in the United States, 

and we hope to be able to collectively relaunch transatlantic relations, 

especially in the areas of climate, the fight against the pandemic, 

encouraging greater respect for multilateralism, and working in the areas 

of security, commerce, and even digital. 
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31. The Portuguese Presidency also intends to promote strategic collaboration 

between the European Union and India. We will welcome an EU-India 

Summit in Porto in May. The consolidation of trade and investment will 

be discussed, as well as cooperation in the fields of digital, 

pharmaceuticals, science and space. 

32.  Migration, as we all know, is a subject on which there are different 

sensitivities within the EU. Migration management requires common 

action. The German Presidency has produced a progress report and now 

we have the task of continuing the work on the Pact on Migration and 

Asylum presented by the Commission, seeking appropriate balances, in 

particular between the internal and external dimensions of this dossier, 

without neglecting the issue of legal migration.  

33. It is time to act in terms of vaccinations, time to show results in the chapter 

of economic and social recovery, in the development of the Social Pillar, 

in the consolidation of the strategic autonomy of a European Union open 

to the world. But it is also time to act for the future of Europe. To this end, 

the Conference on the Future of Europe will prove useful as a forum for 

debate on what we want to build together in the future.  

34. The Conference, which will start in May, will have to focus on the 

aspirations and anxieties of the citizens, who will be involved in these 

consultations, and not on institutional issues. It will have to be oriented 

towards common policies and responses to the challenges we face in a 

world that is less and less Eurocentric.  

35. However, sharing the same values does not mean leaving aside our identity 

or giving up the freedom to make our one's own choices. The future of 

Europe is not compatible with a single thought, whatever it may be. It is 

well known that today there are different visions of what the EU should be 

in the coming years. We must not ignore this plurality of points of view 

and interests, to do justice to our motto "United in diversity". 
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36.  Last, but not least, “rule of law”. Portugal knows from direct experience 

that respect for the rule of law is a necessary condition for being part of the 

European Union. As Minister Judit Varga once rightly said, “the 

fundamental values of the European union, including the rule of law, are 

our common values.” I would add that they are the cornerstone of our 

Union. As Presidency, Portugal is committed to act as a fair mediator, 

delivering on the mandate it has received. 

37. In short, we have a widely shared vision, a concrete program and the 

financial instruments necessary to move forward. Will we succeed? That 

is a hard question. Portugal has the vocation (and maybe also the 

experience) to act as an "honest broker". We have no hidden agendas, we 

are not part of any directory. Our commitment – and mine in particular - is 

to build bridges between our countries. 

38.  The challenges we face will not be overcome in six months. We know well 

what are the responsibilities but also the limitations and constraints of this 

six-month mandate. Especially in the context we are living in.  

39. Based on the joint work of the Commission, the European Parliament and 

the Member States gathered in the Council, and without forgetting the role 

of national parliaments, it is the objective of this Presidency to put in place 

every effort to overcome the pandemic and overcome this crisis. 

40.  With a final ‘thank you’ in Portuguese, I will have managed to insert six 

European languages in my text, a small symbolic gesture to our diversity. 

I thus end my initial intervention, Mr. Chairman. I am now at the disposal 

of this Committee for any questions and added information you may desire. 

Muito obrigado. Köszönöm szépen. 


