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ECB: September Minutes Detail Extent of Dissent 

 It was clear following September’s European Central Bank’s (ECB) 

monetary policy meeting that the Governing Council’s (GC) 

disagreement on stimulus measures went far beyond the “clear 

majority” that Pres. Draghi noted was in favour of restarting QE. It 

appears that the only issue on which Governors unanimously agreed 

was the need for governments with fiscal space to use it in a “timely and 

effective manner.” 

 The minutes are thin on pointers toward possible next steps by the ECB 

beyond a nearly inevitable need to either revisit public-issuer limits 

under the ECB’s asset purchase programme (APP) or to change the mix 

of assets added to the ECB’s balance sheet from public markets under 

the APP.  

AS LONG AS IT TAKES, WITH AS MUCH DISSENT AS BEARABLE 

In the wake of the September 11–12 ECB monetary policy meeting, there 

was a clear sense that ECB President Draghi chose to emphasize areas of 

agreement amongst GC members. Pres. Draghi was clearly focused on 

ensuring market expectations were shaped to enhance the effectiveness of the 

stimulus package that the Bank had just unveiled.  

The minutes from that meeting make plain that this meeting was one of the 

most divided of Pres. Draghi’s tenure: dissent extended across nearly every 

point under consideration. The minutes note that, “ A number of reservations 

were expressed about individual elements of the proposed policy package.” For 

instance, there was dissension on the shift from date-dependent to state-

dependent forward guidance and on the specific wording the new guidance would 

take. GC members even disagreed markedly on the characterization of current 

and future economic conditions. In fact, the minutes imply that the only issue on 

which there was unanimous agreement was the need for Eurozone governments 

that have fiscal space to use it in a “timely and effective manner” to support faster 

growth and inflation.  

The minutes provide some insight into the policy horse-trading in which the 

GC engaged on policy options: “Although the rationale for a comprehensive 

package was widely shared, members assessed the case for specific 

elements differently, with some measures seen as substitutes rather than 

complements.” We already knew ahead of the meeting that some members 

of the GC were opposed to reducing rates at all. But the minutes show that some 

members of the GC were inclined to push for an even larger cut in interest rates 

and were willing to give up on restarting QE in order to win support from the GC’s 

hawks. In the event, this possible trade-off appears to have been unnecessary.  

While a “clear majority” favoured restarting QE, “a number of members”—at 

least seven of the GC’s 25 members—felt the case for a new round of QE 

was “not sufficiently strong”. The open-ended nature of the new asset-

purchasing programme raised concerns that issuer purchase limits would be hit 

and lead to calls for them to be revised—which will surely be the case.  
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Before and after the meeting, several key GC members indicated with varying degrees of explicitness their opposition to 

additional loosening of monetary policy. Following the meeting, Governors from Austria, France, Germany, and the 

Netherlands all expressed their firm disagreement with various aspects of the decisions reached by the GC. German Executive 

Board and GC member Sabine Lautenschlaeger followed-up on her pre-meeting opposition to renewed QE with her resignation 

from the ECB. In the days following the meeting, Bundesbank President and GC member Jens Weidmann registered his further 

dissatisfaction with what he felt were efforts by Pres. Draghi to limit debate. 

Despite Pres. Draghi’s best efforts, market-based inflation expectations haven’t lifted: 5yr5yr inflation expectations hit a 

record low of 1.11% in early October (chart). The extent of dissent revealed after the meeting and in the minutes has 

clearly dented faith in the effectiveness of the ECB’s policy package to move inflation back toward the Bank’s target just below 2%.  

ECB Vice-President Luis de Guindos has indicated that he would not be inclined to make any change to the package of 

measures agreed on September 12 in the near future. Nevertheless, as noted above, discussion is likely to be pushed 

sooner rather than later on possible revisions to the public-issuer purchase limits and other parameters of the asset 

purchase programme (APP). Although outstanding stocks of Eurozone sovereign bonds imply that the limits could be hit 

by end-2020, the minutes show that the GC intentionally avoided this discussion: “It was felt that a discussion of the limits could 

wait until the issuer becomes more pressing” given that some GC members remain deeply concerned that the ECB could be seen 

to be financing national deficits by blurring “the boundary between monetary and fiscal policy.” Since the meeting, the ECB Chief 

Economist Philip Lane has indicated that the discussion on limits might be skirted further by shifting the mix of purchases more 

heavily toward non-sovereign assets—corporate and covered bonds—rather than lifting the limits on individual sovereign issuers.  

Looking ahead, the minutes underscore the divided nature of the institution Christine Lagarde will head from November 

1, and the difficulty she will face in pursuing the additional policy measures that markets anticipate will be necessary. In 

this context, the GC’s consensus on the need for more fiscal stimulus is very little consolation.  
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