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After years of tussle the Lisbon Treaty has 
now come into effect. That means new posts, 
new incumbents at the top and a change in 
the distribution of power in the European Union. 
How much weight do the most important 
politicians in Brussels put on the scales?

  Europe’s
   new 
  balance of power
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As permanent President of the Eu-
ropean Council, for the next two 
and a half years Herman Van Rom-
puy will set the pace at EU sum-
mits. Up to now the heads of state 
and government holding this post 
took turns every six months. Now, 
Van Rompuy will provide more con-
tinuity. The former Belgian prime 
minister can keep his pied-à-terre 
in Brussels, but he does not have 
a host of workers. As Europe’s 
most senior moderator, coordina-
tor and arbitrator he could become 
the “Master of Internal Compro-
mise”. No easy undertaking with 
the interests of the 27 member 
states drifting further apart. The 
Council President should also rep-
resent the EU on the international 
stage – but other European politi-
cians will be jostling there as well.

As High Representative for For-
eign Affairs and Security Policy, 
British Catherine Ashton should 
provide the EU with more clout ex-
ternally. The new chief diplomat will 
coordinate European foreign policy 
and be its face and voice. Until now 
Ashton was the EU Trade Commis-
sioner, so she brings little foreign 
policy experience with her. She 
does, however, have a strong in-
stitutional position: She is “double 
hatted” as the chair of the Council 
of Foreign Ministers and Vice-Pres-
ident of the Commission. Besides 
she manages the EU funds for third 
countries and is supported by 
more than 6,000 offi cials of the 
new European External Action 
Service. Nevertheless the “Foreign 
Minister” may often have her hands 
tied: All foreign policy decisions 
must be unanimously supported by 
national governments.

High Representative 
for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy

President of the 
European Council

Despite the two new top posts, the 
day-to-day political business re-
mains in the hands of the President 
of the European Commission. Por-
tugal’s José Manuel Barroso is at 
the pinnacle of a group of 26 com-
missioners and an administrative 
body of about 30,000 civil servants. 
The Commission President gained 
increased political gravitas as he 
– unlike the Council President – is 
not only nominated by the national 
governments but also approved by 
the European Parliament. Barroso 
and his team control the European 
legislative machinery, implement 
decisions and put into effect the EU 
budget. At the international level the 
Commission represents the EU in 
matters of foreign trade, develop-
ment aid and enlargement policy.

President of 
the European 
Commission

European Parliament

The Heads of State and Govern-
ment of the 27 member states dif-
fer in their opinions often enough. 
From supporters of integration to 
Eurosceptics, from conservatives to 
socialists and from representatives 
of founding states to politicians 
from new member states all face 
each other in Brussels. At the end of 
every debate, however, in the well 
established EU tradition there must 
always be a compromise. It is the 
political heavyweights, like Angela 
Merkel and Nicolas Sarkozy, who 
particularly like to fl ex their muscles 
and set the course for European 
policy with their initiatives. The EU 
grandees enjoy their role as covert 
heads of the European household. 
They carefully consider their ap-
pointments for other prominent po-
sitions to ensure that those chosen 
do not steal their limelight.

Heads of State 
and Government

As a result of the Lisbon Treaty, 
the European Parliament has be-
come a real heavyweight in the new 
power structure. Almost no future 
European legislative act can be 
passed without parliamentary 
involvement. In most policy areas, 
the Parliament and the Council of 
Ministers are equal partners. The 
European Parliament approves the 
annual EU budget and must ratify 
each international treaty. Even with 
many European top positions, the 
Parliament can no longer be over-
ruled. So the members of parlia-
ment must endorse the President 
of the Commission, the European 
“Foreign Minister” and the other EU 
commissioners. In case of need, the 
European Parliament can even force 
the Commission to resign through a 
vote of no confi dence.
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The Lisbon Treaty has just come into effect, 
but the fi rst signs of confl ict already appear. 
Vague job descriptions, power struggles and 
debates about misappointments for the top 
posts. Have we been expecting too much from 
the treaty? But there are enough reasons for 
more optimism at the beginning of this new 
era.

After eight years of continuous debate about in-
stitutional reforms the period of the European 
navel-gazing has at last come to an end. Work is 
calling and the view is once more forwards. Many 
problems in Europe and the world are waiting 
to be resolved The excuse that the fi rst job is to 
get the European house in order is no longer valid.

If the internationally largely unknown top team 
can show that it is something more than just the 
smallest common denominator in the European 
appointments lottery, Europe‘s voice will soon 
be heard much more clearly on the interna-
tional stage. Thanks to the new structures and 
faces, the EU can fi nally be on a par with the 
world powers in foreign policy terms.

Simplifi ed working methods and new voting 
procedures such as the “double majority” ensure 
that the EU institutions will henceforward remain 
capable of acting – thus there are no further ob-
stacles for new enlargement rounds. Barriers to 
decision-making have been taken down so that 
future problems can be resolved more quickly 
and effi ciently.

With the new treaty the EU reaches out for more 
democracy. The strengthened European Parlia-
ment will be an even more powerful voice of the 
people in the future. The national parliaments can 
now devote themselves more strongly to Europe-
an matters, this strengthens EU awareness. And 
it is less easy to pass the buck back to Brussels.

Too many people, Brussels still seems like a dis-
tant unreachable planet. The new treaty brings 
Europe a little bit closer to its citizens. The 
new European citizens’ initiative gives a politi-
cal voice to the people on the street and should 
help to put an end to the widespread alienation 
from the European project.

New opportunities?

The Lisbon Treaty ought to bring many im-
provements: an EU that is more democratic 
and capable of acting, more co-ordinated gov-
ernance and a more coherent external repre-
sentation. Great, if it happens. But potential 
sources of confl ict are embedded in the treaty 
itself.

The EU wants to speak with one voice on the 
world stage. But the confl ict of competence is 
already foreseeable: Not only the President of the 
European Council, but also the „EU Foreign Minis-
ter“ are to represent Europe on the internation-
al level. But who is going to pick up the phone in 
Brussels when the calls come from Washington, 
Moscow or Beijing?

The heads of the national governments are hardly 
going to allow themselves to be dictated by the 
new „Big Two“. They will pay attention to their 
infl uence in Brussels and limit the room for ma-
noeuvre of the newcomers. The permanent Coun-
cil President has already signalled that he will 
content himself with the role of moderator and 
mediator.  But won‘t even he feel the need for a 
bit of glamour from time to time?

So far, the EU has been represented at inter-
national summits like the G8 or G20 meetings, 
along with the Heads of State and Government, 
also by the Commission President and the rotat-
ing Council Presidency. But who is going to set 
the pitch in the many-voiced European choir 
when Van Rompuy and Ashton take their seats at 
the table in the near future?

In the future, the rotating EU Council Presidency 
will continue to preside merely over the Council of 
Ministers, to give direction to European policy. The 
real gems of the Council Presidency – presiding 
over the European Council and the Council of For-
eign Ministers – disappear without compensation. 
How does the new division of work function? 
And above all, what stage will there be for the na-
tional heads of government?

While the Heads of State and Government are of-
ten driven by short-term national interests, the 
Commission President has the long-term well-
being of the whole EU in view. Up to now, Bar-
roso, was held by many to be the extended arm 
of the governments of the member states. After 
his reelection, will he override the national egos 
more confi dently and independently?

New confl icts?
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