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THE VON DER LEYEN COMMISSION 
EVERYTHING THAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

In a transformative year for the European Union (EU), the 
vote in favour of the new College of Commissioners marks 
the end of the ‘Great Transition’ in EU politics, putting the 
von der Leyen European Commission on track to take office 
on 1 December. On 27 November, Members of the European 
Parliament (EP) approved the von der Leyen Commission 
with 461 votes in favour, 157 against and 89 abstentions. What 
did they vote for exactly? According to the new Commission 
President, they voted to build a European Union that is more 
sovereign, assertive and green than ever before.

The new Commission has had a somewhat rough start. The 
Parliament, unhappy with how Europe’s next leaders were 
chosen and unusually fragmented after the Green wave and 
the increased support of Eurosceptic parties following the 
European Parliament elections in May, did not shy away from 
using its powers to assert its voice in the appointment of both 
the Commission President and her College. Von der Leyen 
herself was approved in July with a razor thin majority after 
a frantic week of talks with the biggest political parties, and 
three Commissioners-designate were subsequently rejected.

Despite these hiccups, the new Commission has made an 
overall positive first impression. The structure itself builds 
on the legacy of the Juncker Commission - by striving for a 
political rather than bureaucratic decision-making process – 
and aims to avoid some of the power struggles caused by the 
previous set-up (e.g. by providing Executive Vice-President 
Commissioners with direct authority over Directorate 
Generals). The appointment of experienced Commissioners 
to these roles provides the new President with some safe 
pair of hands as she pursues her political priorities.  Much of 
the Commission’s success will depend on how well the three 
powerful Executive Vice-Presidents work together and with 
the rest of the College of Commissioners.

Von der Leyen has vowed to lead a geopolitical Commission 
to withstand political headwinds coming Europe’s way.  On 
the back of unprecedented events such as Brexit and the 
United States’ withdrawal from global leadership, Europe 
is now embarking on a quest for a more prominent global 
role and stronger economic sovereignty; the von der Leyen 
Commission has a key role to play in setting the course and 
captaining Europe towards this destination.

In a politically uncertain world, with unexpected moves 
away from multilateralism and prominent champions of free 
markets retreating from formal structures of international 
cooperation, Europe is primed to take a more prominent role 
on the global stage. According to the picture painted by von 
der Leyen’s political guidelines, Europe’s increased influence 
in global politics is meant to protect the multilateral rules-
based world and promote a green transition globally. For von 
der Leyen, such an enhanced role in international relations 
will only be possible if Europe succeeds in completing the 
single market and revamping its competition and industrial 
strategies to allow for the emergence of European champions.  

Achieving a more assertive Europe that can project its 
competitiveness and sovereignty in this context is the top 
priority for President von der Leyen. The feeling that Europe 
is losing ground in the digital race for reshaping the economy 
and society, that unfair competition from China and the United 
States is stifling the creation of big European multinationals, 
and that old allies are no longer reliable partners are all 
driving her agenda. 

An industrial renaissance, however, would require changes 
to existing rules as well as significant investments. On the 
latter point, the EU’s budget for the next seven years foresees 
a large increase in research, development and innovation 
funding. This would be a step in the right direction according 
to the European Parliament and the Commission, but it has 
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already been put into question by Member States’ diverging 
priorities. In addition, in the area of financial services, the 
next Commission will increase efforts to revitalise the capital 
market union and thus allow start-ups and SMEs to have 
access to more funding options. 

Changing the existing competition framework will be a more 
complicated task, as efforts here will mostly focus on aligning 
competition and state aid rules with the new realities of the 
global economy. Although Executive Vice-President Vestager 
does not envisage a complete revamp of the competition rule 
book, it is expected that she will seek to balance promoting 
free markets with protecting European companies from unfair 
state practices. Even more interesting will be the interplay 
between any revised competition rules and Commission’s 
digital agenda. According to the Commission President, EU 
competition rules must be fit for the increasingly digital 
economy. 

Europe’s industrial future will be largely dependent on the 
bloc’s ability to master the digital transformation. Von der 
Leyen has stressed the importance of strengthening Europe’s 
technological leadership numerous times and the creation of 
a portfolio dedicated to preparing the EU for the digital age 
testifies to this. The fact that it will be handled by the same 
Commissioner as the one in charge of competition (Vestager) 
could be considered somewhat problematic, and potentially 
raise issues of conflict of interest. However, it further 
demonstrates that the European goal will be to harness the 
potential of technologies such as AI and blockchain in order 
to compete on a par with the United States and China. 

Driving the climate transition is the other key ambition of 
the Commission through what is described as the European 
Green Deal. It will take an enormous effort by policymakers 
and businesses to achieve the goals set out by the President:  
a carbon neutral economy by 2050. Financing this goal is a 
challenge of its own but the new Commission will also have 

to deal with the socio-economic effects of this transition – 
an issue to be tackled by the newly proposed Just Transition 
Fund. The strong social pillar that von der Leyen promises, 
including a fair minimum wage, is meant to reconcile the 
economic transition with social rights and thereby ensure 
support for the project.  The success of this project is vital 
- not only for Europe, but also for global efforts to tackle 
climate change. Should it be a success in Europe, a precedent 
will be set for all other countries to follow. Executive Vice-
President Frans Timmermans will drive these ambitions very 
forcefully. 

By proclaiming a “Geopolitical Commission”, von der Leyen 
pushes the external dimension of the new College. To this 
end, a strategic approach to areas such as trade, enlargement 
and the newly created area of defence will be launched. 
Relations with China, Russia and the United States will remain 
key to Europe’s position globally. Even more pressing will be 
relations with the UK; this is one to watch as expectations for 
a quick and easy trade deal might end up causing even more 
turmoil than the exit negotiations. 

With such a geopolitical agenda the stakes are high for 
the new Commission. Delivering tangible results will 
largely depend on effective cooperation with a fragmented 
European Parliament and the ability to inspire political 
will amongst heads of government, lately more sceptical 
of supranational decision-making. Even more importantly, 
the rise of the Eurosceptic parties across Europe has shown 
that citizens could become increasingly critical of the future 
of the European project, should policymakers not succeed 
in delivering on their promises for a more competitive and 
socially responsible Europe.
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URSULA VON DER LEYEN 
President of the European Commission

• Ursula von der Leyen is an experienced politician but a relative 
novice in Brussels. Her unforeseen accession to the helm of 
the European Commission caused friction with the European 
Parliament, signalling that policymaking in the next few years will 
require more dialogue and a greater ability to compromise than 
in previous years. 

• Von der Leyen was pressured to put forward an ambitious and all-
encompassing agenda by Members of the European Parliament in 
return for their backing. As a result, she proposed a programme 
which is grounded in the political priorities of her own political 
family – the European People’s Party – but also mirrors some of 
the biggest policy objectives of other groups, a prime example of 
which is the European Green Deal or the Conference on the Future 
of Europe. 

• The von der Leyen Commission proposes that the focus of 
European policymaking in the next five years should be on 
championing a green strategy to tackle climate change, increasing 
Europe’s economic sovereignty, and strengthening Europe’s role 
on the global stage. 

• Even before taking office, von der Leyen had to adjust some of her 
ambitions. Three of her Commissioners-designate were rejected 
by the Parliament which led to her abandoning the goal of having 
a fully gender-balanced College of Commissioners, changing the 
names of the portfolios of some Commissioners and starting her 
term a month late. Additionally, some find key proposals such 
as the green agenda and plans to create European champions 
to be too ambitious. All this might be regarded as part of the 
routine power struggle between the EU institutions, but it could 
also signal a tough road ahead for the Commission President. 

FRANS TIMMERMANS 
Executive Vice-President - European Green Deal 

• The European Green Deal is the bedrock of all strategies for 
the new legislative cycle – an all-encompassing framework that 
will underpin the transition towards a low-carbon, secure and 
competitive economy. 

• To this end, Frans Timmermans has been tasked with introducing 
new climate legislation (to enshrine in law the 2050 EU climate 
neutrality objective and to raise the EU’s emissions cutting target 
to at least 55% by 2030), a Sustainable Europe Investment Plan and 
a Just Transition Fund to help coal and carbon-intensive regions. 
A review of the Energy Taxation Directive, a broader application of 
ETS and a decarbonised industrial policy will also be key enablers 
of the sustainable transition. Further plans include a new Circular 
Economy Action Plan focusing on sustainable products, notably 
in materials-intensive sectors such as textiles and construction, 
as well as a more extensive Single Use Plastics Strategy.

• Although a consensus on the need for a more ambitious agenda 
on climate change exists, concerns are mounting as to the 
financing strategy for the green transition. In addition, due to 
the structure of the energy sector of a number of EU countries, 
it is highly likely that Timmermans will be faced with strong 
opposition to his carbon neutrality target and he will therefore 
need the Just Transition Fund to persuade the governments of 
those communities who will be most affected by the phasing out 
of certain energy resources. 

• From a global perspective, Timmermans has vowed to foster 
EU climate diplomacy, promoting higher trade standards of 
climate protection as well as the protection of biodiversity. The 
achievement of these ambitious goals will depend on the global 
international context which appears increasingly challenging for 
the EU’s aspired leadership on climate. 
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MARGRETHE VESTAGER  
Executive Vice-President - Europe fit 
for the Digital Age 

• After her re-appointment and elevation to an even more powerful 
role, Margrethe Vestager has high ambitions for her new super-
charged role as Europe’s incoming antitrust and digital policy 
chief. 

• She pledges to continue the review of the EU’s antitrust, mergers 
and state aid rules, while creating a new European industrial 
strategy and unlocking Europe’s Digital Single Market. 

• In doing so, it will be worth paying attention to how she will 
balance the two parts of her portfolio and avoid conflicts that 
will inevitably come with the combination of her role overseeing 
competition and her new political responsibilities on digital 
regulation. 

• She is likely to continue on her prominent collision course with 
Big Tech – and a lot will be determined by how she chooses to 
deploy the elements available in her toolbox on the regulation 
vs. enforcement matrix.

VALDIS DOMBROVSKIS  
Executive Vice-President - An Economy 
that Works for People  

• Valdis Dombrovskis has already proved himself a safe pair of 
hands to guide Europe’s policy in the area of financial services. 
With his re-appointment, he has been given a significantly 
stronger political role – and an extended mandate also covering 
anti-money laundering, strengthening the European pillar 
of social right, enhancing the protection for consumers in 
financial services and ensuring that Europe is more resilient to 
extraterritorial sanctions.

• In this role he is expected to provide continuity for both the big 
financial services projects the EU has grappled with in the past 
–Banking Union and the Capital Markets Union (CMU) – as well 
as to create new strategies in the area of FinTech, including a 
common approach to cryptocurrencies, green financing, and anti-
money laundering. An overarching theme in all activities will be 
the strengthening of the role of the Euro and Europe’s relative 
importance on global markets.

• On financial services, Dombrovskis will first and foremost work 
towards completing these projects mentioned above. He will also 
need to navigate the policy response to the entry of technological 
giants in the financial sector. This entails a tough balancing act 
between harnessing the potential of new technologies (e.g. cloud 
computing, artificial intelligence) and ensuring the stability of 
the financial system while also protecting citizens’ rights.

• Dombrovskis has acknowledged that financial services legislation 
will remain key in enabling the transition to a green economy, 
thereby signalling an even more ambitious approach in the area 
of sustainable finance and corporate governance.  

• With the UK leaving the EU, Dombrovskis might be faced with 
the challenge of legislating in a new way in the area of financial 
services (i.e. principle-based approach). Brexit poses an 
opportunity for further integration of EU markets and thus greater 
EU importance globally – a momentum which Dombrovskis will 
be under pressure to maximise.
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JOSEP BORRELL   
Vice-President - High Representative - A Stronger 
Europe in the World 

• Josep Borrell has extensive experience in foreign affairs and is 
considered a close ally of the European Parliament. In charge of 
a key portfolio for the new Commission’s ambition to ensure a 
bigger role of the European Union on the global stage, Borrell has 
signalled support for majority voting in foreign policy matters if 
the EU is to compete with the United States and China on the 
world stage.

• Despite the recent setbacks – where a group of Member States 
rejected the Commission’s recommendations to start accession 
negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia – Borrell believes 
that the EU should expand in the Western Balkans and maintain 
sanctions on Russia to support democracy and the territorial 
integrity of Ukraine.

• Beyond the EU’s borders, Borrell has been tasked with 
developing a new comprehensive strategy for Africa and working 
out a politically rounded strategy in and with Asia. Of particular 
interest will be the relationship with China and the EU’s scrutiny 
of foreign direct investment – including Chinese investment – in 
the strategic sectors of the EU economy. Borrell will also focus 
on stepping up cooperation with Latin America and resetting the 
relationship with the United States.

• The relations with the United States and China as well as Russia are 
expected to take centre stage in EU foreign policy making during 
Borrell’s mandate. Despite President von der Leyen’s vow to have 
a more decisive Europe on the global stage, it remains to be seen 
how far Member States’ ability to reach a unified approach and 
agree on common policies goes. The plans for increasing Europe’s 
economic sovereignty could generate tensions with the United 
States. Relations with China are expected to be difficult, especially 
in key technological fields where the country is pursuing a global 
leadership role. In the EU’s immediate neighbourhood, sanctions 
against Russia have persisted despite the opposition of several 
countries. With the UK leaving there could be a shift in the EU 
approach towards Russia.

MAROŠ ŠEFČOVIČ  
Vice-President - Interinstitutional 
Relations and Foresight  

• Šefčovič has been charged with cutting down on EU regulations 
by implementing a new ‘One In, One Out’ principle. This is easier 
said than done as the Commission cannot cancel legislation on 
its own. It entails working with the European Parliament, who 
hold dearly the right to regulate and have concerns this principle 
is a cover for deregulation. 

• He supports the European Parliament’s right of initiative – i.e. 
the right for Parliament to request a legislative proposal from the 
Commission. At a first glance, this is good news for the European 
Parliament who have long called for these powers. But as ever 
the devil is in the detail and as it became clear in his hearing the 
intention is for the Commission to stay in line with the existing 
rules. 

• A public “evidence register” of all the evidence used in the 
legislative proposals is one of his promises. It will be one to 
watch, as it could be music to the ears of industry, who feel policy 
making has become increasingly politicised and less evidence-
based. Equally, it could be good news for NGOs that advocate for 
more transparency from the EU institutions. 

• With ‘foresight’ as a key part of his portfolio, he will be responsible 
for yearly foresight reports to identify strategic sectors in order to 
keep pace with the EU’s industrial competitors. Another example 
of a more activist EU industrial strategy and that the Commission 
doesn’t want to miss out on the next big thing, be it hydrogen, 
nanotechnology or AI.

• The so-called Red Card Procedure, which allows national 
parliaments to veto European legislation, and a push for closer 
work with national parliaments also has his support.
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VĚRA JOUROVÁ    
Vice-President - Values and Transparency

• As a re-appointed Commissioner, Jourová has earned positive 
recognition for her work in the previous mandate, and President 
von der Leyen is confident that she will be able to deal capably 
with some thorny policy issues. 

• A key priority will be to uphold European values in the face of 
the introduction of potentially disruptive technologies such as 
artificial intelligence. 

• The battle against disinformation and how to tackle its impact in 
the European political public sphere will also be a key challenge 
for Jourová who will strive to strike a balance between increasing 
the responsibility of online platforms and not compromising 
fundamental rights such as freedom of speech and expression.

• Jourová will also be tasked to uphold the rule of law within the EU 
in a firm but fair way. The issue of the rule of law was contentious 
in the past mandate, highlighting tensions in the East-West 
dimension of the Union. The hope is that Jourová’s nationality 
and personal background will add weight and credibility to her 
work.

DUBRAVKA ŠUICA   
Vice-President - Democracy and Demography  

• Šuica’s key priority will be the two-year flagship project 
‘Conference on the Future of Europe’, which is to start in 2020. 
The conference will be a forum to connect European citizens, 
civil society, and European institutions and produce a vision for 
the future of the EU. Šuica’s main goal will be to ensure that the 
Conference presents concrete proposals for change. 

• On institutional matters, Šuica supports the right of initiative 
of the European Parliament and further discussions on the 
‘Spitzenkandidaten’ system for choosing Europe’s leaders and 
potential transnational electoral lists for the next EU elections.

• Being from a country facing demographic challenges herself, 
Šuica’s interest and proactivity on issues concerning demographic 
change is expected to be significant. She will face challenges here, 
given the lack of EU competence in this area, making creativity in 
identifying appropriate policy instruments for change imperative.
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MARGARITIS SCHINAS     
Vice-President - Promoting the European Way of Life

• Schinas has underlined his first main task is the promotion of 
a comprehensive approach for inclusion and integration, and 
that he will also aim to ensure that the European Social Fund 
is properly implemented. He also wants to create a European 
education area. 

• Schinas has vowed to work closely with Stella Kyriakides, the 
Commissioner for Health, to ensure the universal application of 
inclusive health systems. He has highlighted that this approach 
would continue to welcome people from third countries. 

• Delivering the New Pact on migration and asylum, with reform of 
the system, is another critical function of his portfolio. Migration 
will be one of the biggest challenges, particularly given Turkey’s 
stance on the issue. He has emphasised on returning to a 
functioning Schengen Area with a credible system of asylum in 
place. Furthermore, Schinas wants to promote additional legal 
immigration to meet Europe’s demographic challenge.
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JOHANNES HAHN    
Commissioner - Budget and Administration  

• Hahn will play a key role in ensuring an agreement on the future 
of the multiannual EU budget (2021-2027) is found. The size of the 
budget will be subject to a harsh debate, with divergent views 
between net beneficiary and net contributor Member States.

• Ensuring the coherence between individual sectoral programmes 
that are a priority to the other Commissioners within the next 
long-term budget will be a crucial task for Hahn, as it will be 
critical in order to prevent delays in funding or launching projects.

• In this regard, budgetary concerns have already been raised 
about the flagship project of the von der Leyen Commission, the 
European Green deal, which is expected to bring far-reaching 
financial implications for the EU.

• In addition, working within his administration portfolio, Hahn will 
aim to modernise the Commission, ensuring the full digitisation 
of its working procedures. He will also work for gender equality 
at all levels of Commission management, a priority clearly set out 
by President von der Leyen.
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PHIL HOGAN      
Commissioner - Trade

• Formerly Europe’s agriculture Commissioner, Phil Hogan has now 
been appointed to one of the key roles in the outward-looking 
Commission of Ursula von der Leyen. Hogan has promised 
to prioritise a somewhat standard list of issues including 
multilateralism (the renewal of the WTO), sustainability and 
enforcement by levelling the trade playing field with reciprocity 
and tackling unfair competition – notably against China. 

• His overall objective will be to allow trade policy to play a role 
in strengthening the EU’s security and position in the world as 
well as supporting the EU’s broader policy objectives, notably on 
sustainable development and the fight against climate change.  
If his hearing is to be any signal of what can be expected from 
Hogan, one is to assume a somewhat tougher European policy 
on trade.

• Hogan is a renowned negotiator who will have significant 
influence over the talks for an EU – UK trade deal. The future 
relationship with the UK is likely to be the most important 
item on his agenda. His counterparts can expect a robust and 
cooperative approach but the fact that the Irishman is well 
acquainted with the complexity of the Brexit intricacies might 
make the negotiating process a lot more complicated. More than 
anybody else in the College, Hogan could be expected to want a 
close relationship with the UK but his goal to have one in place 
by 2020 might turn out to be too ambitious. It would also be 
important that he pursues negotiations with other key regions 
like the Mercosur and ASEAN with the same vigour as with the UK. 
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MARIYA GABRIEL     
Commissioner - Innovation, Research, Culture, 
Education and Youth  

• Preserving Europe’s leading position in science and supporting 
innovation will be the primary goals of Gabriel’s mandate. 
She has highlighted the central role of the European Research 
Council, supports increasing the budget for the research funding 
programme Horizon Europe and preserving access to it for 
third-country talents to achieve this goal. She will champion a 
Communication on revitalising the European Research Area, 
including initiatives to address a brain drain in Europe. 

• Gabriel aims to focus on digital skills and media literacy in the 
areas of education and has promised to fight for a tripling of the 
Erasmus+ budget. She will focus on creating a common European 
university network and a European student card as a unification 
of diplomas. On fake news, she has vowed to ensure freedom of 
expression, while strengthening the responsibility of platforms, 
thereby backing an overhaul of the E-commerce directive. 

• However, Gabriel’s ambitious plans largely depend on the 
willingness of Member States to increase the funding for EU 
programmes, e.g. Erasmus and Horizon Europe. A tailwind for 
Gabriel is the increased focus on research and innovation as 
part of a new industrial strategy for the EU coupled with the 
aim of greater sovereignty and global leadership for the EU. 
Turbulence is however certain as the key areas in her portfolio 
are not exclusive EU competences and achieving these goals will 
necessitate working very closely with Member States.
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NICOLAS SCHMIT       
Commissioner – Jobs and Social Rights 

• Schmit has indicated three main goals for his mandate:  to boost 
employment, to promote a skilled workforce that is responsive 
to the digital and climate transition, and to promote social rights 
and social inclusion for all.

• In practice, this will mean promoting high standards in the 
European labour market, aiming for upward convergence between 
Member States – a challenging task given the current disparities.

• Schmit has also indicated that he will pay special attention to 
categories at risk, such as persons with disabilities, migrants, 
Roma communities and children in poverty.

• In line with the vision of President von der Leyen, Schmit has 
made a strong commitment to act on gender balance and gender 
equality to ensure that equal opportunities are guaranteed to 
women.

• Among the key challenges that the Luxembourgish Commissioner 
will have to face is the transformation of labour markets, which 
will be affected by automation, digitalisation and artificial 
intelligence.

• Within this remit, Schmit will also seek to address the labour 
conditions of platform workers, an issue where several Member 
States have already undertaken regulatory initiatives.
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PAOLO GENTILONI      
Commissioner - Economy  

• A top priority for Gentiloni will be to pursue a sustainable 
and inclusive economic growth. He will focus on public debt 
reduction, by making use of flexibilities within the rules, and 
strive to reinforce the role of the Euro – a geopolitical priority for 
the Commission. 

• Gentiloni has vowed to work towards fair and effective taxation 
in the EU. This would also ensure the necessary funds and 
investments are available to sustain the European Green Deal. 
To this end, he will aim to create a new environmental taxation 
framework, including a carbon border tax. Gentiloni will also 
continue the work of the previous Commission for tax proposals 
to be adopted with qualified majority votes and by co-decision. 

• Praised by the European Parliament for his stance on taxation, 
Gentiloni will face a much more sceptical EU Council when it 
comes to the procedure as well as the substance on tax matters. 
It is highly unlikely that Member States will give up their 
competences on tax or will be willing to make it easier to reach 
consensus on taxation on EU level.
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JANUSZ WOJCIECHOWSKI        
Commissioner - Agriculture 

• For Wojciechowski, the competitiveness of the European farming 
industry is top of mind. He has vowed to allocate significant 
resources to further this goal and plans to develop a vision for 
the agriculture sector to match the other long-term strategies 
currently at play in the EU.

• Small, family-run farms will be at the centre of his climate and 
environment actions, as he considers them the first victims, but 
simultaneously the champions that can fight climate change.

• These ambitious ideas for the future will likely be eclipsed by 
the realities of the ongoing trade quarrel with the United States, 
e.g.  over Boeing/Airbus, which is being fought on the back of the 
EU’s agricultural produce. It will probably take up the time and 
resources that would otherwise be used to develop a longer-term 
strategy.
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THIERRY BRETON       
Commissioner - Internal Market   

• Breton’s very broad portfolio will be central to delivering the 
vision that President von der Leyen has outlined - to build a 
technologically sovereign Europe. 

• He has a proven track-record in the field, and a stated “passion” 
for the industries he will be tasked with regulating. His policy 
priorities will include a revamped e-commerce and digital 
services regulation, audiovisual services, free flow (of data and 
services alike), and emerging technologies (artificial intelligence, 
5G, quantum tech, high power computing, etc.).

• Breton has also signalled his intention to support Executive Vice 
President Vestager’s reform of EU competition rules (e.g. looking 
at platform data).

• The geopolitical dimension of his portfolio will also be reflected 
in the spatial, defence and cybersecurity areas to name but a few.
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ELISA FERREIRA         
Commissioner - Cohesion and Reforms 

• Ferreira is committed to ensuring that no region in Europe is left 
behind in a continent being challenged by the growing pressures 
of globalisation, the digital revolution and climate change.

• Ferreira will put forward a proposal for a Just Transition Fund 
within the first 100 days in office, to support industrial, coal 
and energy-intensive regions where the transition to a climate-
neutral economy is more challenging.  

• Other priorities for Ferreira’s portfolio include simplifying the 
processes and implementation of reforms and cohesion funds, 
providing support for the sustainable development of cities 
and urban areas, and the achievement of an agreement on the 
Reform Support Programme and the Budgetary Instrument for 
Convergence and Competitiveness. 

• The main challenge for Ferreira will be to manage the proposed 
cuts of 10% in cohesion policy allocations for the next budgetary 
period (2021-2027), especially considering her ambitious agenda. 
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STELLA KYRIAKIDES        
Commissioner - Health and Food safety    

• Adopting a European Beating Cancer Plan will be her flagship 
priority, taking a holistic approach spanning prevention, 
diagnosis, treatment and care. 

• She will take a closer look into pricing, reimbursement, parallel 
trade and drug shortages, reflecting an increased focus on access 
and affordability.

• Digital health will remain a key priority with the creation of a 
European Health Data Space for secure access and exchange of 
health data.

• She will seek consensus on the Commission’s proposal to 
strengthen EU cooperation on Health Technology Assessment 
(HTA), a process to evaluate the added value of health 
technologies. She has stressed that a voluntary approach is not 
working - despite opposition from several Member States. 

• While not mentioned during her hearing, the Commission is likely 
to re-open legislation on orphan and paediatric medicines early 
in its new mandate.

• As part of the Green Deal she will lead on ambitious initiatives 
in the fields of Food safety and Plant Health, including the ‘Farm 
to Fork’ strategy for sustainable food and the Zero-Pollution 
strategy, aiming to reduce Europe’s dependency on pesticides 
and investing into low-risk alternatives.

• Acknowledges the importance of science when tackling issues 
such as endocrine disruptors, neonics, new breeding techniques 
and pesticides. There will be a strong focus on  implementation 
and enforcement in the areas of food safety and animal and plant 
health. 



1313

DIDIER REYNDERS          
Commissioner - Justice 

• Didier Reynders is committed to protecting consumers’ 
fundamental rights by enhancing the rule of law mechanism 
which he vows to apply, with no exception, to all Member States. 
This also includes the respect of data protection legislation and 
the full implementation of the General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR).

• Other priorities include a possible review of the European 
arrest warrant, the effective functioning of the European Public 
Prosecutor’s Office, and the swift adoption of the collective 
redress directive, which allows European consumers to seek 
judicial redress for the violation of their rights by a company 
collectively, in a way that is similar to the US class action.

• As von der Leyen has vowed to introduce legislation on Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) in the first 100 days of her mandate, Reynders is 
expected to contribute to the Commission’s assessment of the 
legal and ethical and implications of AI. Reynders will also play a 
key role in the Commission’s draft of the liability regulation for AI, 
which is expected at the end of 2020.   
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HELENA DALLI         
Commissioner - Equality   

• Dalli will focus her efforts in three areas: the fight against 
discrimination, the inclusion and empowerment of women and 
the promotion of equality and full participation. A new Task Force 
on Equality will work to mainstream equality in the EU. Dalli will 
oversee the development of a European Strategy to address 
areas in which women still face barriers, notably in the workforce. 
To this end, Dalli is expected to put forward a proposal on pay 
transparency. 

• That equality has been given its own dedicated Commissioner 
in itself demonstrates the commitment of the von der Leyen 
Commission to inclusion and equality. President von der Leyen 
has put gender equality front and centre, with a devoted section 
in the Political Guidelines and by striving to create the first ever 
gender-balanced Commission.

• However, Dalli faces a difficult mission. Convincing Member States 
to take unified action on the EU level on such matters will likely 
prove complicated given the cultural differences across Europe. 
Differences even more pronounced in the European Parliament, 
where members of the populist and conservative groups have 
already voiced clear opposition to some of the proposed policy 
initiatives, alleging they go against the customs and tradition of 
some Member States.



1414

YLVA JOHANSSON           
Commissioner - Home Affairs 

• Johansson intends to propose a European pact on migration and 
asylum. On the security side she will build an effective security 
union, working against terrorism, and she aims to swiftly bring 
back a control-free Schengen area. 

• When turning to the issue of compulsory asylum legislation, it 
will be challenging to attain unity, given the differing Member 
State views falling along regional lines. 

• Her aim for Schengen will be hard to institute, especially since 
several Member States have had temporary internal borders in 
place for several years. 

• The Home Affairs portfolio is often a very political one. 
Johansson’s approach to not propose legislation during the first 
100 days and proposal to listen to Member States, particularly 
on the long-standing and complex issue of migration, may build 
consensus around concrete future Commission plans.
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JANEZ LENARČIČ          
Commissioner - Crisis management    

• In the face of strengthened protectionism and ever worsening 
effects of climate change, Lenarčič sees crisis management 
as an opportunity to improve conditions. The EU will focus its 
efforts in three areas: improving crisis response, prevention 
and preparedness, and improving the visibility of EU crisis 
management with a strong focus on communication.

• Lenarčič wants to improve humanitarian aid. Although 
humanitarian aid and disaster response are considered 
instruments of last resort, Lenarčič maintained that they are 
central to the EU’s foreign policy making as they help stabilise 
host societies, display leadership and allow building coalitions 
based on European values. In order to deliver on EU’s ambitious 
agenda in the area of crisis management, Lenarčič called for 
support of the proposed 30% increase in the humanitarian aid 
budget in the next multiannual financial framework. 

• Lenarčič will have to work closely with other Commissioners, in 
particular the Commissioner for International Partnerships and 
the High Representative as well as those for climate, agriculture 
and environment and oceans, if he is to address structural 
challenges that drive humanitarian crises and promote resilience.
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ADINA-IOANA VĂLEAN            
Commissioner - Transport 

• Vălean has a clear emphasis on greening transport that serves 
citizens and businesses in line with the objective of fair, 
sustainable and inclusive mobility.  

• Her key priorities will be boosting road safety, progressing on a 
European Single Sky agreement, enhancing Europe’s road and 
railway infrastructure, reducing the environmental footprint of 
the aviation and maritime sectors, while partnering with business 
to expand EU’s charging and refuelling infrastructure and looking 
at opportunities that digitisation could bring for the transport 
industry.  

• It will be a difficult task for Vălean to marry the antagonisms 
between transport and climate objectives whilst bringing along 
the diverging views from the Central-Eastern and Western 
Member States. Given her longstanding membership of the 
European Parliament and particularly close relationships with 
the Industry and Environment Committee members, Vălean will 
in the beginning more likely need to invest time in mastering 
the complexities of the portfolio itself and transitioning into her 
Commission role and the dynamics of the Transport Council.
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OLIVÉR VÁRHELYI           
Commissioner - Neighbourhood and Enlargement    

• Várhelyi has advocated for a more effective enlargement 
negotiations process through a more differentiated approach. 

• He has pledged to work on a progressive integration of the Western 
Balkans into key EU policies, in particular the Green Deal, the 
digital agenda, as well as trans-European networks in transport 
and energy. He acknowledges the need to continue cooperation 
with Turkey in areas of common interest but has also called for a 
strategic reflection on a future relationship. Regarding the Eastern 
Neighbourhood, he has committed to working on proposals for 
long-term policy objectives, to be presented in mid-2020. With 
regards to the Southern Neighbourhood, Várhelyi has indicated 
that it is important to renew and deepen the partnership and 
reward countries committed to real reforms.

• The increased scrutiny of Várhelyi will require a continued 
demonstration of independence from any government, domestic 
or foreign, in the years ahead. The relations with the Western 
Balkans can be expected to pose the biggest challenge for the 
new Commissioner, given the dynamics in the European Council. 
For the same reasons, it will also be a significant challenge to 
navigate the future relationship with Turkey as well as the Eastern 
Neighbourhood. All in all, Várhelyi will be highly dependent on 
Member States for delivering on his agenda.
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JUTTA URPILAINEN             
Commissioner - International Partnerships  

• Her portfolio covers international cooperation and development 
support for third countries. 

• She is a believer in European integration and considers the 
Green Deal the best way to take care of the environment. She 
also believes it should have an external dimension. Furthermore, 
she considers that the role of the private sector in the process 
will be fundamental in developing technical solutions that are 
economically feasible and scalable.

• Trade and agriculture are for her integral parts of the approach 
to achieve sustainable development, and she will cooperate with 
her colleagues in charge of these portfolios.

• For Urpilainen, the only way to sustainable migration is to address 
the root causes, but she also finds that the EU’s development and 
cooperation policy cannot be the only tool in the package. 
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KADRI SIMSON            
Commissioner - Energy     

• The top priority for Simson will be the implementation of the 
Energy Union, including legislation on renewable energy, the 
future electricity system and energy efficiency. Should the 
2030 climate targets be increased to 50% or even 55%, Simson 
would have to review the legislation and adapt it to even more 
ambitious targets. 

• The energy transition constitutes a huge investment challenge 
and much of the financing will focus on energy efficiency, in 
particular the renovation of buildings. The Just Transition Fund is 
close to Simson’s heart and will be a key tool to help coal regions 
to cope with the energy transition.

• Natural gas will play an important role in the transition towards 
climate neutrality. The Gas Decarbonisation Package will therefore 
be an early key initiative for Simson - with the main objective to 
make the gas market ready for renewable gases.   

• With relatively few major initiatives, the business-friendly 
energy portfolio will have a lower profile than during the Juncker 
Commission. Simson could get marginalised in the framework of 
the Green Deal, led by Executive Vice President Timmermans.
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VIRGINIJUS SINKEVIČIUS              
Commissioner – Environment, Oceans, and Fisheries   

• Sinkevičius is committed to making the coming mandate the 
greenest on policies that Europe has ever seen.

• His key priorities will be to protect biodiversity, to realise a true 
circular economy, to deliver on a zero-pollution strategy, and to 
guarantee healthy oceans.

• It will be a difficult balancing act for Sinkevičius to take into 
account social, economic and sustainability concerns on his 
journey to a green climate neutral planet.

• Given the complex interdependence of his responsibilities and 
the portfolios of other European policymakers, Sinkevičius 
will have to invest in solid relationships with the European 
Parliament and Executive Vice-President for the European Green 
Deal Timmermans to be able to deliver on his pledges.
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