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Voices, Portfolios,
Priorities

Between Brussels and the Capitals: New challenges for CentralEastern Europe

One of the first novelties of the next Commission is its renewed structure: the new
Commission will have eight Vice-Presidents and their responsibilities regard top
priorities in the Political Guidelines (e.g. the European Green Deal, issues connected to
the digital age, a stronger economy, democracy and Europe in the world, and protecting
the European way of life.
However, three of the Vice-Presidents will have Executive features, thus meaning that
every one of them will be responsible of one of the core topics of Ursula von der Leyen’s
political agenda. One of the three Executive Vice-Presidents will be Valdis Dombrovskis
from Latvia, in charge of the topic regarding an “Economy that Works for People”.
Among the remaining five Vice-Presidents we can find Věra Jourová (Czech Republic) in
charge of Values and Transparency; Maroš Šefčovič (Slovakia): Interinstitutional
Relations and Foresight; and Dubravka Šuica (Croatia): Democracy and Demography.
As it can be noticed from the top-notch spots in the Commission, Central-Eastern
Europe will be equally represented (with four out of eight VPs), rendering a
geographically balanced College. Although the new Commission(ers) cannot be said to
have come without criticism and problems. For example, strong doubts are related to
the nominations of László Trócsányi (HUN) for the Neighbourhood and Enlargement
Portfolio. Trócsányi has long been a Minister of Justice in Hungary, helping Orban’s
government to weaken courts and the overall justice system. Other critics regard
Romania's Rovana Plumb, involved in the 2017 corruption investigations in the country,
pr Czech Republic's Věra Jourová, domestically considered as a threat for future
relations with regional partners.
However, it remains to be seen how much room for manoeuvre will have each and every
one of the new Commissioners, since the tight-interinstitutional logic embraces them
between the pressure from Brussels and from their respective capitals. Thus we could
expect that even “fringe” actors would be somehow tamed in their activities by the
weight of their own position.
In the following pages there will be a
more detailed description of CentralEastern Europe's Commissioners. On
each paragraph's header will be
pointed out every Commissioner's
"Name + Surname (COUNTRY) /
Portfolio / European Party Group".
Here on the right the list of
Commissioners-designate by each EU
Member State. The United Kingdom
did not designate any because it is
supposed to leave the EU the day
before the new Commission takes
office.

Mariya Gabriel (BUL) / Innovation and Youth / EPP

European Commissioner since July 2017, holding the Digital Economy and
Society portfolio in the Junker Commission after Kristalina Georgieva resigned,
Gabriel declined to take up the seat she won in the 2019 European Parliament
election, choosing to remain in the Commission and to be available to serve in
the new one. She will lead the Innovation and Youth portfolio, with the mission of
“creat[ing] new perspectives for young generation”, as Ursula von der Leyen
said, while highlighting the central role assigned to Gabriel. This is actually a first
time ever, because the former ‘Research, Innovation and Science’ portfolio will
absorb the ‘Education, Culture and Youth’ one. Gabriel will take over
management of the €94.1 billion Horizon Europe, the EU’s largest research
programme, and both the Erasmus Programme and Creative Europe will be part
of this portfolio. The lack of a researcher background from her policy area raise
up several criticisms, but combining both portfolios under one commissioner is
a huge responsibilty although a great opportunity as well, as Thomas Jørgensen
declared.
Dubravka Šuica (HRV)/ Vice President Democracy and
Demography / EPP

Member of the European Parliament since 2013 and vice chairperson of the EP’s
Delegation for relations with Bosnia and Kosovo, she will be in charge of the
Democracy and Demography portfolio and will also serve as one of the five vicepresidents. Apart the tasks related to these two positions, she will also lead the
work on the Conference on the Future of Europe.

Věra Jourová (CZE) / Better Regulation, Inter-Institutional
Relations, Rule of Law and Fundamental Rights / RENEW Europe

Věra Jourová is not a newcomer – she is a current Commissioner for Justice,
Consumers and Gender Equality. She belongs to the Czech populist party ANO
which is well known in Brussels due to its leader and the PM Andrej Babiš who is
accused of the EU fund fraud. Her second nomination was followed by huge
expectations – Babiš has sought a prestigious economic portfolio. However, von
der Leyen has offered ‘only’ a portfolio concerning the rule of law and reactions
were ambiguous. On one hand, some say it is a gesture towards Visegrad Group
as some Central European leaders complained about unfair focusing on the
region and harsh criticism. On the other hand, it might appear to be an
inappropriate joke and teasing because of the close relations between Prague,
Warsaw and Budapest. Eventually, she has been nominated as the VicePresident of the Commission, responsible for the values and transparency of
the EU. The Czech political scene is rather dissatisfied – it is seen as a threat for
future relations with regional partners as Jourová will be in charge of
admonishing of Czech allies. Others argue that it is a strategy on how to reach
out to these states and enhance democratic principles.
Ladri Simson (EST) / Energy / RENEW Europe

The appointment of Former Estonian Minister of Economic Affairs and
Infrastructures Kadri Simson as commissioner was long and troubled. When her
predecessor resigned, Estonia had already proposed her as a commissionerdesignate. Her appointment was first delayed by the Parliament and then
retreated by the Estonian Government. Meanwhile, Simson was also a candidate
for the von der Leyen Commission. During this troubled process, the
appointment of Simson was strongly advocated by the Estonian government. A
close ally of Prime Minister and party leader Jüri Ratas, Simson was the only
nominee presented by Estonia. In the course of her mandate, Simson is
expected to put a strong stress on innovation pushing towards more ambitious
policies. Speaking to Estonian news outlet ERR, she declared that "as climate
goals played a very significant role in Ursula von der Leyen's speech before the
European Parliament, it can be expected that the current energy and climate
portfolio will change,"

László Trócsányi (HUN) / Neighbourhood and Enlargement /
EPP

Former Minister of Justice in Hungary and loyal to Prime Minister Viktor Orbán,
Trócsányi will lead the ‘Neighbourhood and Enlargement' portfolio. Trócsányi’s
nomination has been a relieving decision for the Hungarian Prime Minister, as
part of his crusade against pro-migration forces. After the first assumptions
on a possible offer to guide the development and humanitarian jobs, the
Hungarian Commissioner has received one of the key tasks for the Central
and Eastern European member states. Sources claim that Orban will
celebrate the decision made by the EC President von der Leyen. Formerly led
by the Austrian Johannes Hahn, the European Neighbourhood Policy and
Enlargement Negotiations are of key importance for Hungary. With Hungary
being closer to the Western Balkans than any other V4 country, Government
officials stressed the importance of the next EU’s enlargement round.
Valdis Dombrovskis (LAT) / Executive Vice-President, Financial
Services / EPP

Valdis Dombrovskis has a had a long career in politics both at national and
European level, with a vast experience in financial policy. He was Latvia’s
finance minister from 2002 to 2004 and Prime Minister of Latvia from 2009
to 2013. In the Juncker Commission (2014-2019) Dombrovskis was
European Commission Vice-President for the Euro and Social Dialogue and,
from 2016, also in charge of the portfolio for Financial Stability, Financial
Services and the Capital Markets Union.Dombrovskis is one of the three new
Executive Vice-President (together with Frans Timmermans and Margrethe
Vestager) with a double function: he will be at the same time Vice-President,
responsible for one of the three core topics of the von der Leyen’s agenda,
and Commissioner. In fact, Dombrovskis will coordinate the work on
“Economy that works for people” and will be Commissioner for financial
services. President-elect Ursula von der Leyen said that “Valdis Dombrovskis
will lead our work to bring together the social and the market in our economy".

Virginijus Sinkevičius (LIT) / Environment and Oceans /
Greens/EFA

Sinkevičius is the youngest commissioner in von der Leyen’s team and in the
history of the European Union, aged 28. Lithuanian Minister for Economy and
Innovation, Sinkevičius will be the Commissioner responsible for the
environment and oceans.In Lithuania, he is a member of the Farmers and Greens
Union that theoretically sits under the umbrella of the Greens/EFA in the
European Parliament, although it is not a full member of the European Greens
Party. Indeed, there has been much criticism with the Greens leaders about his
own political beliefs (he is also known for keeping a “make America great again”
hat in his office) and he was also defined as “not green enough”. For these
reasons, Sinkevičius could end up being an independent member of the new
Commission.Sinkevičius is expected to put forward a new biodiversity strategy
for 2030, deliver on Commission’s zero-pollution ambition, lead the work on the
new circular economy action plan and focus on the full implementation of the
reformed Common Fisheries Policy.
Janusz Wojciechowski (POL) / Agriculture and Rural Development
/ ECR

The Polish nomination took a different direction. Ursula von der Leyen has
offered Poland the agriculture portfolio and Wojciechowski has been chosen as
the best pick for given post and replaced Krzysztof Szczerski who was originally
appointed. Polish government expressed interest to be in charge of energy,
however, von der Leyen decided for agriculture. She needed to be generous as
Warsaw demanded a ‘strong post’ as a precondition for supporting her to
become a new chief of the EU executive. The biggest challenge for a new
Commissioner will be a revision of CAP (Common Agriculture Policy) – the EU
funds for agriculture development reached almost 40% of the EU budget in the
previous programming period. Indeed, it brings about a great opportunity to
influence the direction of CAP and make sure that Poland will be still able to
benefit from funds and maintain its position of the largest beneficiary. Last but
not least, it is worth noting that Italy was outraged by such a choice. Italian
lobby has tried to nab the portfolio from Poland arguing that agriculture has not
been assigned to Rome for fifty years even though the country is one of the
biggest producers of food in Europe.

Rovana Plumb (ROM) / Transport / S&D

Former Minister of Labor, Environment, Transport and European Funds of the
Romanian Government, Rovana Plumb will lead the “Transport” portfolio. A
controversial figure, she was one of the people involved in the corruption
investigations that in 2017 involved several high-level politicians in Romania,.
For the second consecutive time, after the mandate of the Slovenian Violeta
Bluc, the European Commission's delegation to transport goes to a woman from
Eastern Europe. Rovana Plumb main objectives as transport commissioner in
Ursula Von Der Leyen's Commission will be to make European transport more
sustainable in order to support the fight against climate change and achieve the
goal of “zero-pollution”, complete the missing infrastructure links to facilitate
the Trans-European Transport Network. Another important principle of the
Transport Commissioner is to improve connectivity links also in the EU
neighborhood and in the Western Balkans.

Maroš Šefčovič (SVK) / Vice-President for
Interinstitutional Relations and Foresight / S&D

After the presidential debacle of this year, the center-left Slovak appointee to
the European Commission has been entrusted with the Interinstitutional
Relations and Foresight job. Formerly vice-president of the Energy Union and
Climate, Šefčovič has been chosen to be one of the five other Vice-Presidents,
entering von der Leyen’s “inner circle”. As wished by PM Peter Pellegrini,
Slovakia obtained a key place in the new Commission. Part of the EC President’s
goal to “strengthen the Commission’s special partnership with the European
Parliament”, Šefčovič has been charged with the specific task to improve the
harmonisation of the institutions’s work. According to von der Leyen’s mission
letter, evidence-based policy making will be the main and much needed
achievement that Šefčovič will be asked to reach.

Janez Lenarčič (SVN) / Crisis Management /
INDEPENDENT

Known for his diplomatic background, he will be in charge of the crisis
management portfolio in the next European Commission. He had previously held
the position of Secretary of State for European Affairs and worked closely for
several years with the United Nations, the Organisation for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) and the European Union. He will replace the
Cypriot MEP Christos Stylianides who has been in charge of humanitarian aid
and crisis management since 2014.
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