
The  Lessons  of  the  EU
Leadership Fight

The haggling may have been unedifying, but the candidates
nominated by the European Council to lead the European Union’s
governing institutions are undoubtedly impressive. If approved
by the European Parliament, German Minister of Defense Ursula
von der Leyen and Belgian Prime Minister Charles Michel will
become  president  of  the  European  Commission  and  Council,
respectively, and Spanish Minister of Foreign Affairs Josep
Borrell will serve as High Representative of the Union for
Foreign  Affairs  and  Security  Policy.  Then,  in
November, Christine Lagarde is set to succeed Mario Draghi as
president of the European Central Bank.

The  good  news  is  that  each  of  these  candidates  would
strengthen the EU at a time of global insecurity. The bad news
is  that  the  EU  itself  will  continue  to  face  significant
challenges  from  within.  The  struggle  to  fill  the  top
leadership  positions  resulted  in  the  elimination  of
the  Spitzenkandidaten  process  –  whereby  the  largest  party
grouping in the European Parliament selects the Commission
president – and the return of backroom deal-making, which many
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see as undemocratic. The justification for that change needs
to be explained, or the EU’s credibility may suffer. After
all, the Spitzenkandidaten process was introduced in 2014 to
counter the perception that the EU suffers from a democratic
deficit.

The  leadership  struggle  has  also  intensified  a  clash  of
perspectives  within  –  and  about  –  the  EU’s  sources  of
legitimacy. Whereas member states with a strong parliamentary
culture think the top personnel should be selected based on
the  results  of  May’s  European  Parliament  election,  others
(like France) consider executive experience far more important
than the link to those results. It is naturally a long process
to devise a broadly accepted system for selecting EU leaders.
Despite  this  year’s  setback,  the  principle  of
the Spitzenkandidaten system should be preserved and combined
in the next elections, with additional transnational lists of
candidates backed by stronger trans-European party structures.
Beyond that, the EU also needs to strengthen the role of the
European Parliament.

A  number  of  MEPs  are  deeply  frustrated  by  the  Council’s
failure to nominate any of the Spitzenkandidats on offer, and
they  could  make  their  sense  of  betrayal  known  by  voting
against von der Leyen’s appointment. Should her candidacy be
rejected,  months  of  institutional  gridlock  would  likely
follow. As a show of good faith, von der Leyen should announce
early that she will work toward empowering MEPs de facto to
initiate  legislation.  With  an  inter-institutional  agreement
with the European Commission, such a change would not require
an amendment to any founding treaties. Moreover, if confirmed,
von der Leyen and the new European Parliament president, David
Maria Sassoli of Italy’s Democratic Party, should establish a
working relationship as close as that of their respective
predecessors,  Jean-Claude  Juncker  and  Martin  Schulz.  But,
given the new composition of the European Parliament, they
should strongly involve the chairs of all parliamentary groups



that wish to work toward a stronger Europe.

The fact that MEPs elected Sassoli instead of the Council’s
own  candidate,  former  Bulgarian  Prime  Minister  Sergei
Stanishev, suggests that the European Parliament election in
May  has  led  to  a  renewed  desire  for  institutional  self-
assertion. And yet the election left the body more fragmented
than  ever.  The  number  of  seats  held  in  the  751-member
parliament by the two main party groups, the European People’s
Party (EPP) and the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and
Democrats (S&D), fell from 404 to 336, owing to gains by the
Greens, right-wing nationalists, and liberal centrists.

The fall of Europe’s grand coalitions and the emergence of
new, smaller parties will impede decision-making, as already
demonstrated  by  the  Parliament’s  failure  to  agree  on  its
own  Spitzenkandidaten.  Divisions  among  the  parliamentary
groups are not just political, but also geographic. The EPP
has almost no MEPs from France or Italy, and large delegations
from  Germany  and  Northern  Europe.  The  S&D  draws  far  more
support from the Iberian Peninsula and Italy, with relatively
few MEPs from the Visegrád group (the Czech Republic, Hungary,
Poland, Slovakia) or France.

The increased fragmentation in the European Parliament goes
hand in hand with changing relationships between EU member
states. France and Germany’s days of working hand in glove are
gone; and even if they do come together on a particular issue,
blocking minorities can stand in their way at the Council. The
latest round of EU leadership negotiations shows just how hard
it has become to reach a majority, let alone unanimity. On the
contrary, national governments fight increasingly recklessly
for their interests. As a result, individual member states
will face a strong temptation to pursue specific objectives in
smaller, likeminded groups. The challenge, then, is to ensure
that such initiatives follow official EU processes, rather
than being decided through intergovernmental backroom deals.



The  strong  turnout  in  the  European  Parliament  election
indicates  that  the  EU  has  not  lost  public  support.  The
political center was strengthened at a time when Euroskeptic
and nationalist parties are on the rise in member states.
Overall, public trust in the EU is as high as it was in the
1980s, when European integration served as a defense against
the Soviet Union. For most Europeans, being a part of the EU
still means something.

But the outcome of the election also signaled a desire for
change. Many citizens abandoned traditional parties, and a
significant share of them did so out of fear. Like politicians
at the national level, the EU’s new leaders will have to
answer to voters who harbor deep uncertainties about their and
their children’s future. Europeans are understandably anxious
about great-power competition, new security threats, and a
technological  revolution  that  threatens  to  upend  entire
economic systems and societies.

The EU, working with member-state governments, will need to
respond to these challenges with ambition and resolve. The
European Council has already devised a strategic agenda for
2019-2024, and now the ball is in the European Parliament’s
court. Since the elections in May, MEPs from the four moderate
party groups have been negotiating a shared program of policy
priorities. In other words, they are putting substance over
personnel;  regardless  of  who  fills  the  top  leadership
positions, the European Parliament will already have a shared
platform  in  place.  Despite  the  circumvention  of
the Spitzenkandidaten process, this effort, like the slate of
promising candidates selected by the Council, suggests that
the EU is slowly and steadily maturing.


