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How is the European Commission 
President selected?

One of the main tasks after the forthcoming European 
Parliament elections is the selection of a new President of the  
European Commission. In the past, this was the sole responsibility 
of Heads of State and Government in the European Council.

However, over time the role of  the European Parliament in 
the selection process has increased significantly. 

In 2014, the Spitzenkandidat or lead candidate system was 
introduced as an initiative of the European Parliament.  
Under this system, each European political group in the European 
Parliament puts forward a candidate, or team of candidates, for 
the position of Commission President. In theory, this would 
mean that the candidate of the political group that secures the 
largest number of seats in the European elections would become  
Commission President. However, in reality it is the European 
Council that puts forward a candidate for the position of 
Commission President, it is only obliged to take into account 

the outcome of the European elections.1 The European Council’s 
nominee must then be formally approved by the European 
Parliament before he or she can take office.

The current European Commission President, Jean Claude 
Juncker from the European People’s Party (EPP), was the first 
President elected under the lead candidate system. 

Why is there a lead candidate system 
for Commission President?

The lead candidate system was presented as a more democratic and 
transparent system to select a European Commission President. 
More specifically, “in an effort to reinforce the link between the 
elections for the European Parliament (EP) and the presidency of 
the European Commission, the major European parties… decided 
to introduce a new procedure according to which the candidate 
nominated by the largest European party would become the new 
Commission President.”2 

The Parliament’s 2014 election campaign used the slogan ‘This 
time it’s different’, claiming that by voting in the European 
elections, European citizens would not only elect the Parliament 
but also have a say over who would head the EU’s executive arm–
the European Commission.3

Why is the lead candidate system 
contested in some EU Institutions and 
Member States?

The European Parliament and the European Commission have 
expressed support for the lead candidate system. However, the 
European Council has said that the selection of the lead candidate 
as Commission President is not automatic. While it is required 
to take into account the outcome of the European elections, 
it will have the final say on the nominee it puts forward for  
Commission President. 

The European Parliament passed a resolution in February 2018, 
which stressed the importance of the European Council adhering 

Key Takeaways
• There is considerable disagreement among EU leaders 

and the European Parliament on the process for 
selecting the next European Commission President.

• In 2014, the Spitzenkandidat or lead candidate 
system was introduced. Under this system, European 
political groups appoint lead candidates for the 
position of President of the European Commission 
ahead of the European elections. 

• It was thought that this would help strengthen 
the link between the European elections and the 
leadership of the European Commission.

• However, this system has proved controversial among 
some Heads of State and Government. It is unclear at 
this stage whether the European Council will accept 
the lead candidate process or instead select their own 
candidate.
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to the lead candidate process and stated that the Parliament 
“stands ready to reject any candidate...who was not appointed as a 
Spitzenkandidat.” 4

European Heads of State and Government are similarly divided 
over how to elect a new Commission President. Austrian 
Chancellor Sebastian Kurz, Irish Taoiseach Leo Varadkar and 
Croatian Prime Minister Andrej Plenkovic have fully backed the 
process, while French President Emmanuel Macron has argued 
strongly against endorsing the system. German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel has said that despite the Spitzenkandidat system, 
“who exactly becomes the Council’s nominee to be President of 
the European Commission can’t be completely automatic.”5

Who are the lead candidates?

A number of European political groups in the European 
Parliament have nominated their lead candidate for the position 
of Commission President. Not all political groups have selected 
just one lead candidate. The Alliance of Liberals and Democrats 
for Europe (ALDE) has put forward seven nominees in their 
‘Team Europe’. The following is a list of current nominees selected 
by European political groups: 

Party Candidate

The European People’s Party 
(EPP)

Manfred Weber (German MEP)

Progressive Alliance of 
Socialists and Democrats 
(S&D)

Frans Timmermans (Dutch politician, First 
Vice-President of the European Commission)

Alliance of European 
Conservative and Reformists 
(ECR)

Jan Zahradil (Czech MEP)

Alliance of Liberals and 
Democrats for Europe 
(ALDE)

Team Europe:
Guy Verhostsadt (Former Belgium Prime 
Minister and President of ALDE group)
Margaret Vestager (EU Commissioner for 
Competition) 
Violets Bulc (EU Commissioner for 
Transport)
Luis Garicano (Vice-President of ALDE)
Katalin Cseh (Lead candidate of ALDE party 
in Hungary)
Emma Bonino (Former European 
Commissioner for Health and Consumer 
Protection)
Nicola Beer (Lead candidate of ALDE party 
in Germany)

Greens
Ska Keller (German MEP and Co-leader of 
the Greens)
Bas Eickhout (Dutch MEP)

European Free Alliance (Part 
of Greens/European Free 
Alliance)

Oriol Junqueras (Member of Catalan regional 
Parliament)

What is next for the lead candidate 
system?

The European Parliament has insisted on continuing with the 
lead candidate system, as yet, it is unclear whether the European 
Council will fully endorse this system when selecting the new 
Commission President in November 2019.

The emergency summit on 28 May 2019, called for by European 
Council President Tusk, may reveal the answer. The objective 
of the summit is to decide on a number of key institutional 
appointments; the President of the European Commission, 
the President of the European Parliament, the President of the 
European Council, the new HRVP/Foreign Policy chief and 
the President of the European Central Bank. President Macron 
is reported to have commented on the nomination for the 
post of Commission President saying that he wants to avoid 
a “compromise on the least good candidate, as was the case in  
the past.”6 This presages an interesting and challenging summit 
on 28 May.
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