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COMMENTARY: EU COMMISSION LEADER 
Our experts react to Ursula von der Leyen’s win 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Christian Kvorning Lassen | Narrow victory for Ursula von der Leyen 
indicative of the monumental task she is facing 

Ursula von der Leyen’s narrow appointment to the post of Commission President – only 10 votes granting 
majority – is emblematic of the depths of internal divisions on key sensitive issues the EU is currently facing, and 
arguably also indicative of the controversy of her nomination within the newly-elected European Parliament, who 
justifiably may feel sidelined as democratically elected representatives of Europeans in lieu of opaque backroom 
politics conducted by the Council. Simply by virtue of the opaque way Ursula von der Leyen was appointed, 
Eurosceptics within the Parliament will have strong reason to decry her appointment as a symptom of a democratic 
deficit. 

In terms of policy challenges, a reform of the Common European Asylum Policy, including yet another attempt 
at Dublin Regulation reform, and border policy will indubitably deepen the East-West divide exposed during the 
migration crisis of 2015. The same goes for her upcoming proposal for the creation of a European framework for 
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minimum wages, in itself a gargantuan task given the different labor markets and models within the EU. With 
regards to climate change, her reiteration that the EU needs to be carbon-neutral by 2050 will no doubt lead to 
conflict with the V4 countries – whose support has helped ensure her appointment.  

Ultimately, the appointment of Ursula von der Leyen might prove a watershed moment in the EU’s history. 
At a time when the EU is challenged on numerous fronts both internally and externally, and on a hitherto 
unprecedented scale, the success or failure of her Presidency could very well become a reference point for the 
future direction of the EU once her Presidency ends by either legitimizing or delegitimizing the pro-European 
centrism, which she embodies. Navigating an increasingly fractured European Parliament while advancing 
sensitive but necessary and long overdue policies and issues will be challenging for even the strongest politician; 
hopefully she, with the aid of Timmermans and Vestager, are up to the task. 

 

Katerina Davidova | Ursula von der Leyen narrowly appointed after 
increasing EU’s climate ambitions 

Just like during the European elections, the topic of climate protection played an important role in the 
confirmation process of the new European Commission president Ursula von der Leyen. During her meetings with 
different parliamentary groups prior to the vote, the question of climate policy came up in several conversations, 
most notably with the Greens/EFA. At the initial stage, von der Leyen stance on climate was rather lukewarm – 
she only backed the target of 50% greenhouse gas reduction by 2030, as opposed to the 55%, which the Greens 
have set as their red line.  

However, after it became clear that she would not get the support she hoped for not only from the Greens, 
but also from the socialists and the liberals, she boosted her climate position and agreed to support the 55% 
emissions reduction by 2030 and climate neutrality by 2050. Furthermore, she proposed to establish a Green Deal 
for Europe as well as to transform the European Investment Bank into a “climate bank”. 

Her confirmation as the new Commission president signals that the desire for higher climate ambition is 
rife among the MEPs and that her promises were not in vain. Now, the most important task ahead of her will be 
to deliver on these promises, which will prove difficult especially as many of the proposed measures will depend 
on the support of the member states, some of which are more reluctant that the Parliament when it comes to 
climate policies. 

 

Louis Cox-Brusseau | Tyranny of the Majority: The Face of Foreign and 
Security Policy to Come? 

Ursula von der Leyen’s election to the post of Commission President is a watershed moment for gender 
balance at the highest levels of the European political framework, but in the long term it may prove problematic 
for the European institutions for reasons less readily apparent. Ms. von der Leyen’s initial remarks upon her 
election did not divulge much in the way of hints as to foreign policy priorities, much less indicate where the new 
President of the European Commission might stand on centre-stage sensitive issues related to Ukraine, Russia or 
EU enlargement. Indeed, the only sensitive issue the new Commission President seemed to give a clear statement 
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on was her openness to further extensions to the Brexit process. However, in broader foreign and security policy 
a few crucial messages can be gleaned from her speech, and combined with her background as German defence 
minister, there may be strong indications of a serious shift on the horizon for the way the EU conducts foreign 
policy. 

Firstly, Ms. von der Leyen stated on Tuesday evening that she aims to eliminate the prerequisite for foreign 
policy decisions to be made via unanimous decision and instead replace it with a majority vote. In practice, whilst 
a familiar practice to democratic nations, this will remove the ability of Member States to veto decisions taken by 
the EU as a whole in its external relations with third countries. This would be a drastic and fundamental change 
in the way the EU conducts its foreign policy and would almost certainly skew future foreign policy decisions in 
favour of whichever Member States can secure a qualifiable majority – to the detriment of smaller Member States 
unable to exercise veto. Although Ms. von der Leyen is currently supported by Member States historically separate 
to the ‘gang’ led by France and Germany – most notably, the Visegrad nations – she may see her support in 
Central European states evaporate once it becomes apparent that a Franco-German bloc commanding a majority 
of votes could override the wishes of smaller Member States. 

Secondly, Ms. von der Leyen’s record as defence minister in Germany – leaving aside well-publicised 
allegations of nepotism – indicates a strong shift toward what critics will describe as the federalisation of European 
defence. Whether through her role in the amalgamation of several Czech, Romanian and German armoured 
divisions in 2017 or the support for French President Macron’s efforts to collectivise European defence, it is very 
apparent that Ms. von der Leyen’s attitude to European defence closely reflects the hardline approach of 
Eurofederalists like French President Emmanuel Macron. Although she has not yet made concrete statements 
regarding the future of European defence, it is clear that under Ms. von der Leyen’s presidency the face of 
European security and defence cooperation could change dramatically. Indeed, the prospect of a federalised 
European defence force may prove to be much less fantastical than has previously been thought should it receive 
support – tacit or overt – from the new President of the European Commission. 


