
The European Union is at a crossroads which will determine its direction of travel over the next five years. This process began 
with the elections to the European Parliament in May 2019 and continued with the nomination and/or appointment of a 
number of key leadership positions across the EU, culminating in the beginning of a new legislative term. The following briefing 
provides background on the proposed leaders and explores where they stand on issues of relevance to the future of Europe 
and to Ireland. The briefing also covers the next steps in the appointment process for the candidates that have not yet been  
formally appointed.

Background 
 
On 2 July 2019, the European Council put forward its preferred package of new EU leaders, following several previous attempts to reach 
consensus. 

As part of this package, the European Council elected Charles Michel (Prime Minister of Belgium) as President of the European Council. 
It proposed Ursula von der Leyen (German Federal Minister of Defence) as President of the European Commission and Josep Borrell 
Fontenelles (Spanish Minister of Foreign Affairs) as High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy. The 
European Council also put forward Christine Lagarde (Managing Director of the IMF) as President of the European Central Bank (ECB). 

On 3 July 2019, David Sassoli (Former Vice-President of the European Parliament) was elected as President of the European Parliament 
by MEPs. Following this, on 16 July 2019, Ursula von der Leyen was elected as President of the European Commission, after winning the 
support of a majority of MEPs in the European Parliament. To date, Ursula von der Leyen is the only leader to have formally presented 
her leadership vision for the new legislative term.

The reaction to this package was mixed. The most striking characteristic was the lack of lead candidates or Spitzenkandidaten.  
This process allows political groups in the European Parliament to put forward nominees for Commission President. On this occasion, 
none of the appointments or nominations came from the list put forward by the European Parliament’s political groups. Unsurprisingly, 
the bypassing of the Spitzenkandidat system was strongly criticised by the majority of political groups during the inaugural sitting of the 
European Parliament.1 The deal has also been particularly problematic in Germany, where Chancellor Angela Merkel has faced significant 
opposition from her coalition partners, the Social Democrats, for abandoning the Spitzenkandidat process and consequently was forced 
to abstain on the final vote. Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar, welcomed the package of leaders, describing them as a good candidates for Ireland 
and for Europe.2 
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Who are the proposed leaders? 

President of the European Council 

Name: Charles Michel

Nationality: Belgium

National political party: Reformist Movement (MR) 

European political group: Renew Europe (Formerly 
ALDE) 

Previous positions of note: Prime Minister of Belgium 
(October 2014–present). Minister of Development 
Cooperation (2007–2011).

 

Key positions on the Future of Europe 
• European integration: Prime Minister Michel has been one of the keenest advocates of a multispeed Europe, which balances 

the benefits of EU membership with different levels of responsibilities and restrictions. 3

• Relations with Africa: As a former Belgian Minister of Development Cooperation, Prime Minister Michel has advocated the 
importance of strengthening EU cooperation with Africa through a form of “sacred alliance” covering investment, trade and 
jobs in both Africa and Europe. 4

• Rule of law: Prime Minister Michel supports the creation of a peer review mechanism to monitor respect for rule of law. This 
would involve EU Member States submitting themselves to regular scrutiny by other Member States.

• Economic and Monetary Union (EMU): The completion of the Banking Union and the EMU more broadly is a priority for 
Prime Minister Michel. 

Implications for Ireland
• Brexit:  Prime Minister Michel has been a key supporter of Ireland during the Brexit negotiations. He was one of the first EU 

leaders to visit the Irish border in 2018 and he has highlighted the importance of the backstop for guaranteeing peace and 
for the integrity of the domestic market.5 Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar, described Michel as “a friend of Ireland”, adding that he 
“understands Brexit”. 6

•	 Tax: Prime Minister Michel has argued against offering tax breaks for digital tax giants and has called for a gradual harmonisation 
of the corporate tax base. 

Next steps in the appointment process 
Having been formally appointed by the European Council on 2 July 2019, Charles Michel is expected to take up office on  
1 December 2019 until 31 May 2022. 
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President of the European Commission

Name: Ursula von der Leyen

Nationality: German

National political party: Christian Democratic Union 
(CDU) 

European political group: European People’s Party 
(EPP) 

Previous positions of note: German Federal Minister 
of Defence (2013–July 2019). Minister of Labour and 
Social Affairs (2009–2013). Minister of Family Affairs, 
Senior Citizens, Women and Youth (2005–2009).

Key positions on the Future of Europe 
• Climate and the Environment: Ursula von der Leyen has proposed a number of ambitious climate goals, which she referred 

to as a ‘Green Deal for Europe’. This includes introducing a legally binding target of achieving climate neutrality by 2050 and 
reaching a 55% reduction in CO2 emissions by 2030. These ambitious targets would be supported by increased investment 
through a Sustainable Europe Investment Plan and a climate bank as an offshoot of the European Investment Bank. She has 
also called for the introduction of a carbon border tax and the creation of a Just Transition Fund to help mitigate the negative 
effects of this transition.

• Gender: Ursula von der Leyen has indicated her intention to have a gender balanced College 
of Commissioners and has asked all Member States to put forward both a male and a female  
Commission candidate. She also plans to introduce an EU-wide gender equality strategy.

• Enlargement: Ursula von der Leyen believes the “door should stay open” to enlargement to the Western Balkans, particularly 
amid competing influences from Russia, China and Turkey in the region.7

• Security and Defence Cooperation: Ursula von der Leyen has called for the simultaneous strengthening of the European 
Defence Union and the transatlantic partnership. She has also advocated the creation of an ‘army of Europeans’ as opposed to 
a European Army. This idea is based on the Dutch-German model, which would require intensive cooperation among military 
forces, while maintaining the independence of the defence forces.   

• Migration: Ursula von der Leyen has pledged to negotiate a new and modern pact on migration and asylum, underpinned by 
the principles of solidarity and burden sharing, including revisiting the reform of the Dublin regulation. Key to her migration 
proposals is the reinforcement of the European Border and Coastguard Agency, reaching a target of 10,000 border guards by 
2024. 
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• Foreign Policy: Ursula von der Leyen is in favour of introducing Qualified Majority Voting (QMV) in Foreign Policy.

• Social policy: Ursula von der Leyen has called for the full implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights, backed by 
the creation of a European Unemployment Benefit Reinsurance Scheme and a European minimum wage. Youth issues feature 
strongly on her agenda, including tripling the Erasmus budget and setting up a European Child Guarantee.

• Rule of law: Ursula von der Leyen proposed the introduction of an EU-wide mechanism for monitoring rule of law, which 
would run parallel to current rule of law instruments. 

• Institutional questions: Ursula von der Leyen has indicated her support for introducing the right of initiative for the European 
Parliament and for strengthening the lead candidate or Spitzenkandidaten process. 8

• Citizens engagement: Ursula von der Leyen has proposed holding a citizen led conference on the future of Europe from 2020 
to 2022. 

Implications for Ireland
•	 Brexit: Ursula von der Leyen has indicated her openness to an extension of the Brexit negotiations but only “for a good reason”, 

and has highlighted the preservation of peace in Ireland as one of her priorities. The Taoiseach is said to be confident that Ursula 
von der Leyen will demonstrate similar solidarity to Ireland as outgoing President Juncker. 

•	 Economic integration: Ursula von der Leyen has expressed support for strengthening innovation and entrepreneurship 
especially for small and medium sized businesses, which she referred to as the “backbone” of the European economy. She believes 
that this requires the completion of the Capital Markets Union. 

•	 Tax: Ursula von der Leyen has ambitions to introduce QMV on issues of taxation and ending unfair tax practices for global 
tech companies. 

Next steps in the appointment process
Ursula von der Leyen was elected as President of the European Commission on 16 July 2019 by the European Parliament. She secured 
votes from 383 MEPs, nine more than the majority threshold required to be elected. For comparison, her predecessor Jean Claude Juncker 
was elected with 422 votes in favour, with a minimum of 376 required.  

One of her first roles as Commission President will be to select Commissioners and distribute their portfolios, in consultation with 
Member States. She is expected to serve a five year term.

The entire College of Commissioners, including the Commission President, must be approved by the European Parliament before taking 
office on 1 November 2019. 
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President of the European Parliament

Name: David Sassoli  

Nationality: Italian 

National political party: Democratic Party (PD)

European political group: Progressive Alliance of 
Socialists and Democrats (S&D)  

Previous positions of note: MEP since 2009. Vice-
President of the European Parliament from 2014–2019 
with responsibility for the budget and Mediterranean 
Policy. Former journalist for Italian channel TG1. 

Key positions on the Future of Europe 
•	 European economic model: President Sassoli has called for an update of the rules governing the European economic model, in 

order to balance growth, social protection and respect for the environment. 

•	 European values: President Sassoli advocates the defence and promotion of the EU’s fundamental values of freedom, dignity, 
diversity and solidarity both among EU Member States and in the wider world. 

•	 Social Europe: President Sassoli is a strong advocate of equipping the EU with more effective mechanisms for combatting 
poverty, increasing opportunities for young people and strengthening cohesion. 

•	 Migration: President Sassoli has underlined the urgency of reviewing the Dublin regulation and strengthening the European 
Asylum Support Office. 9

•	 Institutional questions: President Sassoli has called for the EU institutions to reach a political agreement on strengthening the 
instruments of European democracy, including introducing the right of legislative initiative for the European Parliament and 
the Spitzenkandidat process.  

Implications for Ireland
• Digitalisation: While recognising the opportunities brought about by the digital economy, President Sassoli favours greater 

regulation that will support technological progress alongside the adequate protection of workers and individuals, a priority of 
the Irish Government.

Next steps in the appointment process
President Sassoli, a member of the Socialist political group, took office at the inaugural plenary session of the newly elected Parliament on 
2 July 2019. He is due to a serve a two-and-a-half-year term, renewable once. It is widely expected however, that he will only serve one 
term after which time the post will be given to a member of the centre right EPP.10
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Nominee for the position of President of the European Central Bank

Name: Christine Lagarde  

Nationality: French 

National political party: Republican Party 

European political group: European People’s Party 
(EPP)  

Previous positions of note: Managing Director 
of the IMF (2011–present). French Minister of the 
Economy, Finance and Industry (2007–2011).  
Minister of Agriculture (2007). Minister of Commerce 
(2005–2007). 

Key positions on the Future of Europe 
• National fiscal responsibility: Christine Lagarde has called for Eurozone countries to get their own fiscal policies in order, by 

tackling high public debt and low interest rates, rather than relying on the ability of the ECB to combat crises.11

• European growth: Christine Lagarde argues that promoting convergence and ensuring that the benefits of economic growth are 
spread evenly across the EU will be vital for strengthening public support for the EU. 

• Completion of the EMU: Lagarde has called for greater integration of financial and capital markets across Europe to help 
support pan-European investment. 

• Gender: Christine Lagarde has pledged to introduce greater gender balance in the European Central Bank and on the boards of 
other financial institutions. Currently only 8% of the ECB’s Governing Council are women.

• Outright Monetary Transactions (OMT): Christine Lagarde has expressed support for Outright Monetary Transactions 
(OMT), the bond-buying programme proposed by outgoing ECB President Mario Draghi. 

Key positions for Ireland 
• Tax: In her capacity as Managing Director of the IMF, Lagarde called for a review of global corporation tax rules to ensure global 

tech giants pay their fair share of tax.12 

• Brexit: Christine Lagarde has urged a revision of the EU’s regulatory and supervisory capacity to cope with the migration of 
UK-based firms to Ireland and the rest of the EU if and when Brexit takes place.13

• The IMF was one of the troika of lenders during the Irish bailout, which prompted a show of solidarity from Lagarde, who 
vowed that the IMF would ‘do what it can’ to help Ireland exit the bailout programme.14
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Next steps in the appointment process
Having been nominated by the European Council and EU Finance Ministers on 9 July 2019, Christine Lagarde must attend a hearing 
in both the European Parliament and the European Central Bank’s Governing Council, although neither of the latter institutions has the 
power to block her appointment. 15 Her hearing at the European Parliament is expected to take place on 12 September 2019. 16 Once 
formally appointed, Christine Lagarde is expected to take charge of the ECB on 1 November 2019 for an eight year, non-renewable term.

Nominee for the position of High Representative of the Union for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy 

Name: Josep Borrell Fontenelles

Nationality: Spain

National political party: Spanish Socialist Workers 
Party (PSOE)

European political group: Progressive Alliance of 
Socialists and Democrats (S&D)  

Previous positions of note: Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, the European Union and Cooperation (2018-
2019). President of the European Parliament (2004-
2007). Minister of Public Works and the Environment 
(1991-1996).

Key positions on the Future of Europe 
• Europe as a global actor: Minister Borrell has argued that the retreat of the US from international alliances and agreements, 

such as the 2015 Paris Agreement and the Iran Nuclear Deal, could provide an opportunity for EU countries to act externally 
with greater unity and decisiveness and to promote rules-based multilateralism.17

• Migration: Minister Borrell has in the past criticised countries such as Italy, Hungary and Poland for their lack of solidarity in 
managing migration stating “This is a shared problem and it has to be treated as a shared problem”.18  He believes migration 
offers Europe the opportunity to combat an ageing population. Borrell also supported increased EU financial aid to countries 
of origin, such as Morocco, for helping the EU to tackle illegal migration.19

• Africa: Minister Borrell has been a strong supporter of developing more robust EU relations with Africa in order to boost 
development and in turn reduce migration flows to Europe. 20

• Foreign Policy: Minister Borrell has criticised an EU foreign policy led by different coalitions of Member States rather than the 
EU as a whole, for example in response to the crises in Venezuela and Iran. He has called for greater unity if the EU is able to 
increase its capacity to influence world affairs. 21

• Transatlantic Relations: Minister Borrell recognises the importance of the transatlantic relationship and has called for Europe 
to build up its own strategic capacity to complement transatlantic cooperation through NATO. 
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Implications for Ireland
• Brexit: Minister Borrell is cognisant of the delicate issue of the border in Ireland. He has argued strongly that the four freedoms 

of the EU are indivisible and that the UK cannot be allowed to cherry pick.”22

Next steps in the appointment process
Minister Borrell has been nominated by the European Council, but still requires approval by the President-elect of the European 
Commission. He must also undergo a hearing in the European Parliament, and as the High Representative is also a Vice President of the 
Commission, must be approved by the European Parliament as part of the entire College of Commissioners. It is expected that he would 
take up office on 1 November 2019 and serve a five year term.

Conclusion 
Three of the five leadership candidates have now been formally elected. Discussions on the remaining offices (President of the ECB and 
the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy) and the selection of the College of Commissioners will 
continue over the summer and into the autumn. 

Minister von der Leyen’s narrow margin of election demonstrates that the new leaders of the EU’s main institutions take office at a 
watershed moment for the EU. From 2014 to 2019, the centre right EPP held the Presidencies of the Commission, the European Council 
and the European Parliament, creating institutional predictability. On this occasion, the political complexion of the main institutions is 
changing as a result of the loss of the EPP-S&D governing majority in the European Parliament elections and the strong performance 
of other political groups such as the Liberals and the Greens. The EPP still holds the Commission Presidency, but the European Council 
Presidency is now held by a Liberal and the Parliament Presidency by a member of the Socialists. The Greens did not secure a leadership 
role, but they remain an influential voice in the EU following their strong election result. 

Navigating this new political landscape will require the newly appointed leaders to build broader consensus across institutions, political 
groups and nationalities. 
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