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CRITICAL THINKING AT THE CRITICAL TIME™ 

INTRODUCTION 

Yesterday, the next European Commission President, 

Jean-Claude Juncker, unveiled his new team, presenting 

the 27 other appointed Commissioners and their 

portfolios. Altogether Juncker presented a very strong 

line-up, with many new faces (only seven are returning 

Commissioners), of which many are former Prime-

Ministers and experienced Ministers; and he appointed 

nine female Commissioners, making good on his 

promise to give them important portfolios. 

The most striking feature is the new structure: there are 

seven Vice-Presidents, mainly from the centre-right, 

each leading a project team of Commissioners and 

coordinating the work of those whose portfolios are 

associated.  

This structural overhaul, Juncker’s awarding of the most 

influential positions to strong candidates from small 

countries, and the alignment of the portfolios with his 

priorities all show that Juncker is seriously attempting to 

address the Commission’s unwieldy nature and the rise 

of Euroscepticism. It remains to be seen whether this 

structure will work as Juncker envisages. 

The Parliament still has to give its approval to the 

Commission nominees: its Committee confirmation 

hearings will start in the week of 29 September, and it 

can be expected that the MEPs will give some of them a 

very hard time. 

Here we take a closer look into the new Commission and 

its structure and analyse some of the highlights. 

 

 

 

 The New Structure 

The new structure under the Vice-Presidents is undoubtedly a 

bold and clever move. It has enabled Juncker to deal with the 

problem of having too many Commissioners without creating 

superfluous portfolios, it highlights his policy priorities and it 

creates new flexibility to balance the power between large and 

small Member States. Strikingly five of the Vice-Presidents 

come from small Member States in particular from the North 

and East of the EU, while Juncker resisted the pressure from 

Angela Merkel to give a key portfolio to the German 

Commissioner Günther Oettinger, another clever political 

move. 

The portfolios of the Vice-Presidents are organised around the 

political priorities of the Juncker Commission and underline 

the clear rationale of Juncker’s approach, namely the strong 

focus on economic growth and job creation: Budget & Human 

Resources (Kristalina Georgieva, Bulgaria), Energy Union 

(Alenka Bratusek, Slovenia), Jobs, Growth, Investment & 

Competitiveness (Jyrki Katainen, Finland), the Euro & Social 

Dialogue (Valdis Dombroskis, Latvia) and Digital Single Market 

(Andrus Ansip, Estonia). The rationale behind the new 

structure is to get away from the different silos and achieve 

real cooperation between portfolios. The Vice-Presidents will 

have considerable power not only coordinating their teams of 

Commissioners but also acting as effective deputies to the 

President. They will also filter what comes from the 

Commissioners and decide what will be put on the agenda of 

the weekly College of Commissioner meetings.  

It will be interesting to see how well this structure works in 

practice and if the Commissioners from larger Member States 

accept being managed by the Vice-Presidents. Juncker has 

already made it clear that he would not hesitate to replace any 

of the Vice-Presidents if he considers that the person does not 

fulfil the role. Moreover some of the portfolios seem to overlap 

and it remains to be seen whether this will work smoothly: 

some Commissioners will report to as many as four Vice-

Presidents, depending on the policy. The fact that there are 

Vice-President roles both for Energy Union and Digital Single 

Market demonstrates that these are the policy areas in which 

Juncker sees the biggest challenges and opportunities. In 

particular Digital Single Market will coordinate the major 

economic portfolios underscoring a conviction that it will be a 

central driver of competitiveness.  

Another novelty is the appointment of a First Vice-President for 

Better Regulation, Inter-Institutional Relations, Rule of Law & 

Charter of Fundamental Rights (Frans Timmermans, The 

Netherlands). Referred to by Juncker as “his right hand” 

Timmermans will serve as a filter between the President and 

the Commissioners. He will have veto power over all 

Commission initiatives to ensure that the EU only legislates 

where and when necessary. His appointment shows how 

seriously Juncker takes the need to reform the EU institutions. 

Some Highlights 

The allocation of portfolios and their changed responsibilities 

offer some surprises and will lead to tough discussions with 

the European Parliament. For example Internal Market has 

been combined with Industry, Entrepreneurship & SMEs, and 

Justice has been combined with Consumers & Gender 

Equality. Below we take a look at some of the most interesting 

allocations. 

Internal Market, Industry, Entrepreneurship and SMEs 
In the outgoing Commission, the Internal Market 

Commissioner has been in charge of the vast financial services 

reform and this has been considered by many as one of – if 

not the – most prominent portfolios. Without the financial 

services element, this role might be less visible but 

considering it now combines Industry, Entrepreneurship and 

SMEs it will remain extremely important. Intellectual property, 

industrial policy and chemicals are only a few of the areas 

which will now be covered by Elżbieta Bieńkowska (Poland). In 

addition it will regain some important elements from the 
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health portfolio, which moved from DG Enterprise to DG Sanco 

in the outgoing Commission. 

Bieńkowska was Deputy Prime Minister in the Polish 

Government and Prime Minister Tusk’s trusted advisor. As 

Minister of Regional Development she successfully managed 

the EU structural funds and has the reputation of being a 

competent official who knows her area thoroughly. Hence, it 

seems that she has the right credentials to make the best out 

of the portfolio.  

Financial Services 
One of the biggest surprises of the new line-up has to be the 

choice of British nominee, Jonathan (Lord) Hill, to oversee 

Financial Services, Financial Stability and the Capital Markets 

Union. This is surprising, but shrewd in light of the ongoing 

discussions about the UK’s position in the EU. The decision to 

give Lord Hill an important position – one that is key for the UK 

and the City of London – will help UK domestic politicians 

make the case for the UK to remain in the EU and maintain its 

influence in Brussels. This outcome may also help David 

Cameron in convincing his electorate – and party – that his EU 

policy is protecting the City and the national interest. Lord Hill’s 

nomination will also reassure non-Euro countries: a non-Euro 

Commissioner will be responsible for making new legislation 

such as the Banking Union work. This should decrease fears of 

a two-speed Europe. 

Hill will however face challenges to make good on undoubtedly 

high expectations. In the first place he will need to pass the 

confirmation hearings in Parliament, where MEPS from the 

Socialist and Green groups have already said that they would 

reject him unless he takes a strong stance on bankers’ 

bonuses. He will need to focus on the finalisation, 

implementation and application of a tremendous amount of 

legislation. Needless to say, his portfolio could make great use 

of British expertise and understanding of financial markets. 

However, aside from the Capital Markets Union, which could 

potentially decrease the EU’s over-reliance on finance and 

improve the flow of capital to those businesses that need it, it 

is difficult to foresee new major policy initiatives which could 

be launched. Lord Hill is unlikely to find much appetite in the 

College of Commissioners to undo main elements of 

legislation. In addition, his freedom is further restricted by the 

new structure: Jyrkki Katainen, the former Finnish Prime 

Minister, will be closely looking over his shoulder as the Vice-

President for Jobs, Growth, Investment and Competitiveness. 

Competition 
The prestigious Competition portfolio traditionally benefits 

from particular visibility within the Member States. The 

appointment of Danish nominee Margrethe Vestager surprised 

many – notably those who saw German Commissioner Günther 

Oettinger as a firm frontrunner. However, as a former Minister 

for the Economy with a reputation of being a strong and 

determined negotiator, Vestager certainly has the right 

credentials for this very contentious job. At EU level she left a 

good impression while chairing the very high-level meetings of 

the Economic and Finance Ministers (EcoFin) during the 

Danish Council Presidency in 2012. She is widely respected as 

being a dedicated and skillful operator and deal-maker. She 

worked on thorny issues like the multiannual financial 

framework discussions and led the negotiations on the raising 

of capital requirements for banks. The key areas mentioned by 

Juncker for Vestager to focus on is the digital single market, 

energy, financial services, and tax evasion. Surprisingly he has 

also made it clear that he wants her to have a strong economic 

approach, which has never been very welcome by the EU 

courts. 

Climate Change & Energy 
Over the past years Energy has become one of the most 

important and visible portfolios; the Climate Change portfolio, 

on the other hand, has been given political visibility without 

necessarily becoming truly important. The fact that both roles 

have now been combined has been strongly criticised by the 

Parliament’s centre-left groups and the Greens, who are 

concerned that Climate Change will lose out as a political 

priority. Juncker however argues that increasing the share of 

renewables is not only important for the climate but also from 

an industrial policy perspective. Indeed it can be argued that 

Climate Change is now being pulled out of its corner right into 

the political centre. However, the fact that this portfolio falls 

under the Energy Union Vice-Presidency shows that the Energy 

Union, and in particular energy security, will be the overarching 

priority of the new Commission.  

Arias Cañete, the Spanish nominee for this portfolio was 

expected to become the next Commissioner for Agriculture, 

given his experience as Minister for Agriculture in Spain. As 

member of the ruling centre-right party and close to Prime 

Minister Rajoy, he can be expected to take a pragmatic 

approach to challenges and to the priorities of security of 

energy supply and competitiveness. This could mean that he 

will follow the position of his predecessor Oettinger and be 

supportive of shale gas. 

He is one of the nominees that will face a hard test in the 

European Parliament due some politically challenging 

comments he made in Spain and to ties he may have had to 

the oil & gas industry. 

Environment, Maritime Affairs & Fisheries 
Environment is one of the policy areas with most 

competencies at EU level and it has produced a large amount 

of very impactful legislation in the past. It therefore comes at a 

surprise that this portfolio has been combined with Maritime 

Affairs and Fisheries, traditionally seen as a less important 

one. Juncker explains this decision as representing the “the 

twin logic of green and blue growth”. However the Green Group 

in the European Parliament will most likely interpret this as a 

weakening of environmental policies.  

It will therefore be very important for the Maltese 

Commissioner-Designate Karmenu Vella to make a strong 

showing at the Parliament confirmation hearings. His long 

experience as a centre-left domestic politician and the various 

terms as Minister for Public Works and for Tourism should 

come in handy. 

The DG Overhaul 
Apart of the top positions, the Commission’s Directorates-

General (DGs), whose functionaries advise and serve the 

Commissioners while maintaining separate structures, have 

also seen some interesting changes. Copyright, copyright 

enforcement and media networks and contracts will go from 

DG Internal Market to DG Connect, a testimony to Juncker’s 

conviction that issues related to the digital economy should be 

in one place. DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion will 

gain in importance as it will be in charge of the labour market 

reform. DG Environment will lose some responsibilities relating 
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to food safety that will go to DG Health and Consumers. The 

latter, on the other hand, will give back matters relating to 

medicines such as health technology, cosmetics and medicinal 

products and authorisations to DG Enterprise. A detailed 

overview of these changes is available here. 

Next steps 

The European Parliament must approve the European 

Commission as a whole. The hearings of the nominees in front 

of the responsible Committees will take place between 29 

September and 3 October and could be extended to 9 October, 

giving the nominees only a short time window to prepare. On 

21 October the Parliament Plenary vote on the College of 

Commissioners is scheduled in Strasbourg. If all goes well the 

Commission will be confirmed by the European Council on 23 

October and can start working on 1 November. 

However, it is very likely that the MEPs will not approve of this 

list of Commissioners on time. On the last two occasions 

(approval of the two Barroso Commissions in 2004 and 2009), 

MEPs declined to approve certain candidates who they felt did 

not uphold European values on certain social matters and they 

voiced serious concerns about the competence of specific 

nominees. For various reasons, not only Spain’s Miguel Arias 

Cañete is likely to come under fire, but also Slovenia’s Alenka 

Bratušek and Hungary’s Tibor Navracsics. Juncker certainly 

seems to expect that one or more nominees will be rejected 

and he will then have to award their portfolios to replacements 

nominated by the governments in question. 

If the new Commission is not in place by 1 November, the EU 

treaty contains provisions that allow for a caretaker 

Commission to continue. This also happened at the start of the 

second Barroso Commission, when the outgoing Commission 

carried on managing affairs for more than three months.  

The European Commission has produced insightful material on 

the new Commission including the allocation of portfolios and 

supporting services and a detailed Q&A document that 

illustrates the responsibilities of each Vice-President.1 

 

 

 

 

                                                                 
1 http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-14-523_en.htm 
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