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This is the second in a series of updates outlining key developments which have taken place across EU institutions 
and Member States. Each week, the EU27 Bulletin will update you on institutional proposals, major policy speeches 
by EU leaders and decisions adopted by EU institutions. We also look ahead to what developments may emerge 
over the coming week. 

Developments in the European Commission

On Tuesday, 10 September 2019, President-elect of the European Commission Ursula von der Leyen announced her 
proposed list of Commissioners and their respective portfolios. While the names of most of the Commissioners-
designate had been widely circulated in the media in advance of the announcement, there are some surprises regarding 
the proposed structure and division of portfolios in the new European Commission. All candidates must still be subject 
to approval by the European Parliament. 

During an official press conference, President-elect von der Leyen described her ambition for the new Commission 
to be “well-balanced, agile and modern” in order to find answers to the greatest challenges of our time. In contrast 
to her predecessor, von der Leyen declared her Commission a “geopolitical” Commission, with the ability to “better 
align the internal and external aspects of our work”. An alignment which was also evident in the portfolio titles of each 
Commissioner, which closely mirror the political priorities outlined by von der Leyen in July 2019. 

Von der Leyen was quick to point out that the unifying factor in the new Commission is a desire to add a new impetus 
to democratic practices in the EU, under the slogan “A new push for European Democracy”. The President-elect added 
that “one in, one out” would be the mantra of the new Commission, alluding to the Commission’s intention to reduce 
red tape and to make life easier for people and businesses. Balance, rather than hierarchy, lies at the heart of the new 
Commission, according to von der Leyen, who stated that it reflects “political parties, plus geographical balance, plus 
gender balance”. Hence the circular depiction of the new Commission released by von der Leyen’s team. She emphasised 
that members of the College of Commissioners will work in different clusters on a case by case basis. 

The new organisational structure proposed by von der Leyen marks a departure in part from the outgoing Commission. 
The Vice-President positions created under President Juncker remain, but they have increased in number from five to 
eight, including the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Policy and Security Policy. Each of the eight Vice-
Presidents is responsible for overseeing the implementation of von der Leyen’s political priorities. They are: 1) An 
Economy that works for People, 2) European Green Deal, 3) Europe fit for the Digital Age, 4) Protecting our European Way of 
Life, 5) Democracy and Demography, 6)Values and Transparency, 7) Interinstitutional Relations and Foresight, and 7) A Stronger 
Europe in the World. Von der Leyen stressed that the proposed Vice-Presidents are drawn from East, West, North and 
South to ensure geographical balance. 

Among the Vice-Presidents are three Executive Vice-Presidents, an entirely new addition. It must be remembered that 
as part of the leadership deal brokered by the European Council in July 2019, it was agreed that while the Presidency 
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would go to von der Leyen (EPP group in the European Parliament), Franz Timmermans (S&D group in the European 
Parliament) and Margrethe Vestager (Renew Europe in the European Parliament) would be appointed as Vice-Presidents 
to ensure that the three largest political families in the EU would be represented in the Commission’s leadership. Under 
von der Leyen’s plans, Timmermans and Vestager will serve as Executive Vice-Presidents, alongside a third candidate 
Valdis Dombrovskis (EPP), former Prime Minister of Latvia, added at the request of von der Leyen, once again, to achieve 
greater geographical balance. This could be interpreted as von der Leyen setting down a marker for the European Counil 
that she will prioritise balance, be it gender, geographical, or political as part of her new Commission’s agenda. 

The Executive Vice-Presidents will play a double role, coordinating work on the three “core topics” of the new Commission’s 
agenda: An Economy that works for People (Dombrovskis), European Green Deal (Timmermans) and Europe Fit for 
the Digital Age (Vestager). Crucially, they will also manage a policy portfolio within this broader topic, thereby giving 
them direct access to the resources and expertise of the Commission’s DGs. Dombrovskis will act as Commissioner for 
Financial Services, Timmermans as Commissioner for Climate Action Policy and Vestager will remain as Commissioner 
for Competition. This is what sets them apart from the other Vice-Presidents, who play more of an oversight role, and 
indeed from the Vice-Presidents in the outgoing Juncker Commission who lacked access to this essential resource.  

The final point of note regarding the structure of the Commission is the near perfect gender parity achieved by von der 
Leyen. 13 out of the 27 Commissioner candidates are female. In comparison, the gender breakdown under the Juncker 
Commissioner was nine female Commissioners to 19 males. 

Regarding the portfolios themselves, a number of  portfolio titles have proved controversial. Traditional portfolio titles 
such as Migration, Social Affairs and Humanitarian Aid are notably missing, while a number of titles have also been 
shortened, either for greater simplicity or to reflect changing remits. Mission letters for each Commissioner-designate 
have been published online. Although it is not possible to cover all appointments within the scope of this bulletin, some 
notable ones include:  

•	 Paolo Gentiloni, the Italian Commissioner-designate, was given the Economy portfolio (previously Economic and 
Financial Affairs, Taxation and Customs), a choice that is likely to reflect Italy’s new pro-European government. 

•	 Czech Commissioner-designate and outgoing Commissioner for Justice, Vera Jourová, was put forward as Vice-
President for Values and Transparency, which includes rule of law, a topic which has often brought the V4 group, 
of which the Czech Republic is a member, into conflict with the EU institutions. 

•	 Margrethe Vestager was re-appointed to the Competition portfolio, which came as a surprise to many people 
and which now comes under the remit of Europe Fit for the Digital Age. The current Director-General for 
Competition will also remain in their current role.

•	 French Commissioner-designate Sylvie Goulard was nominated for the Internal Market portfolio, which will 
now encompass the new DG for Defence Industry and Space, indicating von der Leyen’s intention to link greater 
defence cooperation to strengthening the EU’s industrial base. 

•	 Polish Commissioner-designate, Janusz Wojciechwski, was appointed to the Agriculture portfolio. Poland is one 
of the biggest recipients of CAP funding. It will be interesting to see how this plays out during the negotiations 
for the next EU long term budget (MFF), considering the proposed cuts to the CAP. 

•	 Margaritis Schinas, the Greek candidate for Commissioner, was appointed as Vice-President for Protecting 
our European Way of Life, a complex portfolio encompassing the Security Union, skills, integration and, 
controversially, migration. 

•	 Phil Hogan, Commissioner-designate from Ireland, secured the Trade portfolio and will therefore lead trade 
negotiations with the UK if negotiations begin on the future relationship. Von der Leyen described Hogan as a 
“an excellent and very fair negotiator”.  

•	 László Trócsányi of Hungary secured the Neighbourhood and Enlargement portfolio, a seemingly controversial 
appointment as he will be responsible for monitoring compliance with rule of law in candidate countries. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/interim/commissioners-designate
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Developments in the European Parliament

This week the political groups and committees in the European Parliament held meetings in advance of the plenary of 
16-19 September 2019. The EPP, S&D and Renew groups welcomed the announcement of President-elect von der Leyen’s 
proposed College of Commissioners. The Green and GUE/NGL groups were less enthusiastic, with both calling for von 
der Leyen to turn her ambitions into action. Neither the Identity and Democracy nor the ECR groups appear to have 
issued any formal comment on the proposed College of Commissioners. The number of Commissioners associated with 
each political group can be seen below. 

Further details emerged about Parliament’s role in approving the College of Commissioners. The Conference of  
Presidents confirmed that hearings will take place between 30 September and 8 October 2019. The Executive Vice-
Presidents will be the final candidates to attend the confirmatory hearings on 8 October 2019. Additional hearings will 
be held on 14-15 October if necessary. Further details about which Commissioners-designate will be heard by which 
Committee(s) will be decided on 19 September 2019. This will be particularly interesting, given the cross-cutting nature 
of many portfolios. 

The format of the hearing shall be an opening oral statement by the Commissioner-designate of no longer than 15 minutes, 
followed by up to 25 questions, which will be streamed live for the public. Each hearing will last approximately 3 hours. 
Following the hearing, the candidate’s performance will be assessed by committee chairs and designated coordinators in 
each committee. The candidate must receive approval from coordinators representing at least two-thirds of committee 
membership (which in turn reflects the size of the political groups). Prior to the hearing, the Parliament’s legal affairs 
committee will scrutinise the Commissioner-designates mission letters and declarations of financial interests to 
examine any potential conflict of interest. 

The final vote on the entire College of Commissioners is currently scheduled for the plenary of 23 October 2019. Once 
the European Parliament has given its consent, the European Council formally appoints the European Commission, in 
line with Article 17(7) TEU.

The European Parliament has emphasised that the hearings are by no means a rubber-stamping exercise and that 
candidates in the past have been forced to withdraw, or voluntarily withdrawn, following difficult hearings. Media 
reports are already circulating about which candidates could face difficulties. Poland’s Janusz Wojciechowski, 
Commissioner-designate for Agriculture and Romana Plumb, Romanian Commissioner-designate for Transport, have 

Number of Commissioners

Political 
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both come under criticism from MEPs for allegations of corruption.  The appointment of Hungarian László Trócsányi, 
as Commissioner-designate for Neighbourhood and Enlargement, despite ongoing rule of law issues at home, has also 
caused controversy. However, the appointment of Margaritis Schinas as Vice-President for Protecting our Way of Life, 
which includes migration, has proved to be the biggest source of criticism for von der Leyen, who has been accused by 
some of adopting the rhetoric of the far right. The opposition has been such that von der Leyen is said to be considering 
changing the name of the portfolio.

In a press conference on 12 September 2019, newly elected President of the European Parliament David Sassoli, 
described von der Leyen’s choice of portfolio names as “slightly original and bizarre”, he added that what he considers 
“fundamental” portfolios, such as Culture, Migration and Research were missing. In view of the concerns raised by some 
MEPs as to the names of certain portfolios, President Sassoli invited President-elect von der Leyen to attend a meeting of 
the Conference of Presidents in Strasbourg next week to discuss these concerns. 

Developments in the Council 

On 10 September 2019, the European Council adopted the proposed list of Commissioners presented to it by President-
elect of the European Council, Ursula von der Leyen. 

On 12 September 2019, the Council decided to extend sanctions over actions undermining or threatening the territorial 
integrity, sovereignty and independence of Ukraine for a further six months, until 15 March 2020. 

The Eurogroup met in Helsinki on 13 September 2019. Following the meeting, Mario Centeno, President of the 
Eurogroup, noted that progress had been made on discussions for introducing an instrument for budgetary convergence 
and competitiveness (BICC), and that an agreement is expected by October 2019. Vice-President of the Commission for 
the Euro and Social Dialogue, Valdis Dombrovskis, added that the Commission will seek to help shape international 
agreement on a digital tax during the first half of 2020. In relation to Ireland, the findings of the eleventh post-programme 
surveillance review were also presented. The review pointed to solid growth in the short term, supported by increasing 
employment and wages, but warned that Brexit remains a source of significant economic uncertainty. 

EU Finance Ministers met in Helsinki on 13–14 September 2019 to discuss action on building a financial toolkit for 
mitigating the effects of climate change and building financial resilience to hybrid threats. 

Progress of the Finnish Presidency

The Finnish Presidency of the EU has indicated that it will seek to advance discussions on the MFF by producing a draft 
framework of the long-term budget following the European Council in October 2019. Finland’s Minister for European 
Affairs, Tytti Tuppurainen, referred to the document as a “negotiating box” for future discussions.  

Rule of law is a key priority of the Finnish Presidency. This week, Finland announced plans to make the receipt of EU 
funding conditional on rule of law performance as part of the EU’s next long-term budget. In addition to regular meetings 
to review the situation of rule of law in all Member States. Commenting on the plans, Finland’s Minister for EU Affairs 
said the intention was not to “name and shame” particular countries, rather to “safeguard our common budget” and 
common values. The plans have since been criticised by a number of Central and Eastern European countries. Hungarian 
Minister for Justice, Judit Varga, said that Hungary would reject any attempt to introduce conditionality into the budget. 

On 10 to 11 September 2019, the Finnish Presidency hosted a conference on Democracy, Rule of Law and Fundamental 
Rights, the conclusions of which will be presented to the General Affairs and Home Affairs Councils next week.  
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The conference conclusions called for the creation of a “Union of values for all” based on the principles enshrined in the 
EU Treaties and the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. Specifically, the conclusions called for “building up democratic 
resilience”, “ensuring that objective and reliable information is available for all”, enhancing the implementation of the 
EU Charter of Fundamental Rights at the national level and the development of new tools for monitoring and preventing 
rule of law abuses. 

Other speeches/developments 

On 12 September 2019, the Governing Council of the ECB took a number of measures designed to boost the eurozone 
economy in the long term. The measures include reducing its main deposit rate to 0.5% and the reintroduction of its 
quantitative easing programme of bond-buying, committing to purchase €20bn a month from November. With inflation 
well below the ECB’s target of near but just below 2%, some commentators see this as a final attempt by outgoing 
President of the ECB, Mario Draghi, to place greater emphasis on promoting fiscal stimulus both at the EU and national 
levels, ahead of his handover to Christine Lagarde.  

Julia Laffranque, an Estonian judge at the European Court for Human Rights, announced her candidacy for the position 
of European Ombudsman. Candidates require the support of 40 MEPs to be able to stand for the post. Thus far, Ms 
Laffranque and current Ombudsman Emily O’Reilly are the only two candidates to have reached this threshold. 

What to look out for next week   

• 16 September 2019: The General Affairs Council, composed of Foreign Ministers and in some cases 
Ministers for European Affairs, will meet in Brussels Discussions will focus on the state of play on 
the MFF discussions and preparations for the October European Council. They will also hold a public 
debate on enhancing respect for rule of law in the EU, including a hearing with Hungary under the  
Article 7(1) procedure. 

• 16-19 September 2019: The Plenary of the European Parliament will take place in Strasbourg. Highlights 
include a debate on foreign affairs issues in the presence of High Representative of the Union for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy on 17 September 2019. On 18 September, the Council will present its position 
on the draft annual budget for 2020. On 19 September, a debate and vote on a resolution will be held 
concerning breaches of human rights, democracy and the rule of law. 

• 18 September: President Jean-Claude Juncker addresses the Plenary of the European Parliament on the 
United Kingdom’s withdrawal from the EU. 

• 20 September: Commissioner Malmström delivers a keynote address at a Businesseurope event to mark 
the 2nd anniversary of the EU-Canada Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA).

https://eu2019.fi/en/article/-/asset_publisher/how-to-strengthen-democracy-the-rule-of-law-and-fundamental-rights-ideas-emerging-from-a-presidency-conference
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