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CRITICAL THINKING AT THE CRITICAL TIME™ 

INTRODUCTION 

On Saturday 30 August, the European Council finally 

decided on the position of the European Union’s High 

Representative and appointed Italy’s Foreign Minister 

Federica Mogherini. She will be responsible for 

coordinating the EU's Common foreign and security 

policy. At the same time the Heads of State appointed 

Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk as President of the 

European Council. Tusk will chair and drive the work of 

the European Council and will facilitate the negotiations 

in the European Council. Now with the three top 

positions settled everything is geared towards the 

selection of the Commissioner designates. This 

snapshot introduces the new High Representative and 

the President of the European Council. 

 

Federica Mogherini: The new High Representative 

Federica Mogherini, Italy’s Foreign Minister, has been 

appointed to the position of EU High Representative for 

Foreign Affairs. In spite of the intensity of the campaign 

against her focusing on her lack of experience, and pro-

Russian stance on the Ukraine crisis, Matteo Renzi’s (Italy’s 

Prime Minister) stubbornness to have Mogherini leading the 

EU’s External Action Service eventually persuaded the other 27 

Member States, including the Eastern countries that first 

raised questions over her candidature. The fact that she is a 

woman, socialist and from Southern Europe also played a 

strong role in the intricate net of EU negotiations. 

Federica Mogherini is a 41-year-old politician, barely an 

adolescent according to Italian standards, but her CV is not as 

thin as has been portrayed by the media (especially in light of 

Lady Ashton’s lack of experience when she was appointed). 

She has been active in politics since her student days, serving 

on the board of the European Youth Forum where she focused 

on human rights and international affairs. As she advanced in 

her career she became increasingly interested in foreign and 

defence policy and topics ranging from NATO, human rights, 

the Middle East and relations with the US. On these issues she 

was particularly vocal as a parliamentarian and, later, 

secretary of the Italian Parliament’s Defence Committee and 

President of the Delegation for relations to NATO (the first 

woman to have held this role). 

She spent some time as a Fellow at the German Marshall Fund 

but her real political capital was gained within the Democratic 

Party where she held a number of leadership positions and 

where she is respected for being incredibly hard-working and 

always well prepared. This was one of the main reasons Renzi 

chose her for the position of Foreign Minister in spite of her 

criticising him only months previously on his lack of knowledge 

of foreign policy.   

As a High Representative, one of Federica Mogherini’s first 

tasks will be to deal with the Ukrainian crisis. Critics fear that 

her ‘pro-Russia’ stance could get in the way of having a 

stronger EU position on Russia but the reality is that her take 

towards the Kremlin has been very much in line with that of 

other Western Member States. Yes, she visited Putin soon 

after Italy took up the Italian Presidency, but so have many 

other European leaders such as French President François 

Hollande and German Chancellor Angela Merkel. Yes, she has 

argued that more dialogue (rather than more forceful 

measures) is the solution to the Ukrainian situation, but that 

tends to be the response of many foreign ministers when 

faced with a crisis. The one factor which might hold more 

weight is the fact that Italy has a history of strong economic 

ties to Russia, in particular when it comes to energy policy. 

Luckily, she will always have 27 other Member States and a 

Polish President of the European Council to balance this out. 

Implications for national politics 

Mogherini’s nomination will also have some implications for 

Italian politics. By taking up the EU High Representative 

position she leaves a coveted space at the Ministry for Foreign 

Affairs. According to the latest intelligence, Renzi is expected 

to conduct a full government ‘re-shuffle’ to help him 

implement his reform plans more swiftly. It is likely that the 

current Interior Minister, Angelino Alfano (leader of the Nuovo 

Centro Destra, the party which split out of Berlusconi’s Forza 

Italia to join Renzi’s government) will move to the Farnesina 

(the Foreign Ministry). The Minister for Education is also likely 

to be replaced by a representative of Renzi’s party, the Partito 

Democratico. 

Donald Tusk: The new Council President 

Donald Tusk, Poland’s Prime Minister since 2007, and the first 

Polish Prime Minister who had won a second term since the 

fall of the Iron Curtain, has been appointed to the position of 

President of the European Council. This will increase the rank 

of Poland’s role to a major player within the 28-nation bloc, 

alongside the EU's two core founding Member States France 

and Germany.  

Tusk enjoys strong support from the countries of Central and 

Eastern Europe and is known for his close relationship with 

Angela Merkel. Germany is at the same time Poland’s most 

important trading partner and the EU’s power centre. Despite 

the disputes with Britain’s Prime Minister David Cameron over 

EU labour migration, Tusk understands the need for 

implementing reforms within the EU and is willing to closely 

cooperate with Cameron on this issue in particular. It might be 

due to this agreement that Cameron at last supported Tusk’s 

nomination. 

An enthusiastic pro-European, Tusk delayed Poland’s joining to 

the eurozone and spoke out publicly against the concept of a 

two-speed Europe. However, as the next Euro Summit 

President, with the role of convening, chairing and steering 
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Euro Summit meetings, Tusk will also have direct influence on 

shaping the debate around the eurozone’s future. Herman Van 

Rompuy, who currently holds both positions, showed how 

influential this role can be. 

Poland’s leader is also putting emphasis on the EU’s Eastern 

Partnership programme initiated by Poland, expressing 

support for the idea of future eastward enlargement of the EU.  

Tusk’s proposal in April of an EU-wide energy union to break 

Moscow's dominance over European energy markets, may 

concentrate his efforts in his new role. The public support for 

the energy proposal of François Hollande, sent a strong signal 

to the other Member States. Poland is also one of the 

strongest advocates of imposing further sanctions on Russia.  

As a student Donald Tusk was active in the Solidarity anti-

communist movement. Along with some political allies, Tusk 

founded in 2001 Civic Platform, the party of which he is still 

the undisputed leader. The majority perceives him as 

business-friendly; however he is increasingly criticised for the 

slow pace of introducing economic reforms. The seizing of half 

of the portfolio of the 13 private pension funds in February to 

improve public finances caused serious damage to the 

government’s image.  

At the same time, the Polish economy is performing 

exceptionally. An average growth of 3 percent since 2004 and 

an increase in the size of the economy by nearly a fifth since 

2008 speak clearly in favour of Tusk.  

Lacking a solid basis in foreign languages, Tusk may need to 

find another form of reaching consensus among the EU’s 28 

leaders. Firmly addressing the burning issues of the stagnating 

European economy, the Ukraine crisis and Britain's place in 

Europe would prove him to be a strong political leader.   

Implications for national politics  

Tusk will need to be replaced as Prime Minister and the 

discussions have already begun. The ruling party (Civic 

Platform) will have to nominate a candidate who will be strong 

enough to lead the country and win the acceptance of the 

coalition partner (the Polish Peasant’s Party). In this context, 

three names are circulating amongst political analysts – Ewa 

Kopacz, Elżbieta Bieńkowska and Tomasz Siemoniak. 

The first presently holds the position of speaker of the lower 

house of the Polish Parliament (Marshal of the Sejm) and 

enjoys strong support amongst their colleagues. Another 

possible candidate is Elżbieta Bieńkowska, the Deputy Prime 

Minister, who leads the Ministry of Infrastructure and 

Development. Her strong personality and previous experience 

as Minister of Regional Development give her a good chance 

of becoming the future Prime Minister. Finally, the present 

Minister of Defence Tomasz Siemoniak, who is valued by 

remaining party members and trusted by the coalition partner, 

is another credible candidate. 

The changes in the Polish government will have to take place 

before 1 December, when Donald Tusk will officially become 

President of the European Council, and may occur according to 

two scenarios. In the first case, the present government will 

resign and the new Prime Minister will be appointed by the 

President to form a government based on a parliamentary 

majority. The second scenario is more complex, requiring the 

present government to conduct a constructive vote of no 

confidence. 

Conclusions  

The difficult discussions preceding the appointment of 

Mogherini as High Representative were already described as 

the first crisis of the Juncker Commission (which has still not 

taken office). However, the relatively smooth and discreet 

decisions on 30 August showed that European leaders can act 

decisively. This will be necessary in view of the challenges the 

EU is currently facing.  

 

With Tusk, the first Eastern European in a top position, the EU 

is expected to take a tougher stand against Russia. Part of this 

position will be his continued drive towards an EU Energy 

Union to gain more independence from Russia. Another major 

issue Tusk is going to tackle could be the reform of the EU 

which he agreed on with Cameron. 

 

Tusk is highly respected among his peers and the press 

describes him as a political heavyweight. However, he needs to 

improve his linguistic skills if he wants to become effective.  In 

fact it will be interesting to see who he appoints to his Cabinet 

(the effectiveness of current European Council President Van 

Rompuy has depended to a large degree on having very good 

Cabinet advisers). Tusk has a very different style from Van 

Rompuy, a stronger public ego and is less conciliatory, which 

will have an impact on how the position will develop in EU 

politics. 

 

With Mogherini, the EU has decided to yet again appoint a 

relatively junior and inexperienced politician (as they did with 

Ashton), which shows that the area of foreign affairs is still 

considered by Member States (certainly the big ones) as a key 

competence and authority of Member States. 
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