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EU leaders launch hunt 
to fill Brussels’ top job 

BRUSSELS: European leaders descended on Brussels yes-
terday to begin the hunt for a new generation of top EU offi-
cials in the wake of elections that shook up traditional
alliances. The key job to be filled is that of president of the
European Commission, the union’s powerful chief executive,
a five-year post currently held by Jean-Claude Juncker.
Under EU treaty law, the European Council of 28 national
leaders nominates a commission president, then the new
751-member parliament ratifies their choice. But the proce-
dure, while seemingly straightforward, masks a complex
power struggle between rival states and ideological blocs
and between the leaders and parliament itself.

‘Game of Thrones’ 
Juncker’s deputy and the centre-left challenger for the

top job, former Dutch minister Frans Timmermans, compares
the ruthless intrigue to “Game of Thrones”. The tussle kicked
off yesterday when European Council President Donald Tusk
hosted the EU leaders for a summit dinner in Brussels to lay
out the ground rules. Ahead of the summit, party and nation-
al leaders met in various smaller groups to scheme, and the
heads of the main party blocs in the parliament held closed
door talks. Many in Brussels argue that the European project
is best served by a “political commission” headed by a presi-
dent with a mandate from the parliament. But most national
leaders think the union’s legitimacy derives from its member
states and that the Council should be able to pick one of
their own - someone with leadership experience.

‘Spitzenkandidat’ 
The results of the EU elections did not strengthen parlia-

ment’s hand - except perhaps for the boost of the larger than
expected voter turnout. While a threatened surge of

eurosceptic and far-right populist parties was largely con-
tained, the pro-Europe centre was fragmented, with liberals
and Greens gaining ground. In previous years, a coalition of
the socialist S&D and the conservative EPP was able to
wield a majority. Now they cannot govern without the liberal
ALDE or the Greens. And this complicates their choice of a
“spitzenkandidat” - or lead candidate - for the Commission.
The EPP insists that as it is the biggest bloc, its candidate
Manfred Weber must be Commission president, but it lost
around 40 seats at the election, only narrowly remaining the
largest group.

Anyone but Weber? 
But Weber, who has spent the last 15 years in the

European Parliament, is seen as short on charisma, has no
executive experience - and is opposed by French President
Emmanuel Macron. Eight of the 28 EU leaders hail from EPP
parties, but Hungarian premier Viktor Orban’s Fidesz is sus-
pended from the group and Austrian Chancellor Sebastian
Kurz was ousted by parliament on Monday. Timmermans, a
centre-left Dutchman with more executive experience, will
have the S&D’s backing and ALDE, while dubious about the
process, could back Margrethe Vestager.

The Danish competition commissioner might win
Macron’s support while Germany’s Chancellor Angela
Merkel backs Weber. Macron met Spain’s Prime Minister
Pedro Sanchez for dinner on the eve of the summit.
Afterwards, a Spanish government source said: “The new
posts should reflect the new majority in parliament, which is
not only the EPP, but includes social democrats and liberals.”

Udo Bullman, said there was “broad agreement” among
the parties agreed to stand by the spitzenkandidat process.
But ALDE leader Guy Verhofstadt declared that the system

died when the EPP refused to give it democratic legitimacy
by backing the creation of transnational parties. “A Spitzen-
candidate that you cannot vote for in the whole of Europe is
simply not serious,” the former Belgian PM tweeted, confirm-
ing there was no joint parliamentary candidate. According to
one senior European official, if the process comes down to a
France-Germany clash, the leaders may choose to avoid a
crisis and back a Timmermans or Vestager compromise. “I
imagine that a certain number of leaders will try to torpedo a
spitzenkandidat, but not all the spitzenkandidaten,” the offi-
cial said on condition of anonymity. The big three groups are
united in opposition to the far-right eurosceptics, but there
are signs the Greens, ALDE and the S&D might prefer a
progressive candidate over the EPP.—AFP 

BRUSSELS: Manfred Weber, top candidate of the
European People’s Party (EPP), arrives to attend the
EPP meeting yesterday. — AFP 

Procedure masks complex power struggles

BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s favoured
successor plunged into a new social media storm yes-
terday, with her apparent call for limits to free speech
around elections stoking further anger rather than put
down a raging youth-led YouTube revolt. The comment
by Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer came after her
Christian Democratic Union (CDU) and its centre-left
coalition partner SPD suffered their worst scores in
Sunday’s European election. The CDU, in particular,
had been put on the back foot in the days leading up to
the polls as 70 YouTube stars urged voters to punish
the party for its failure to take adequate action to halt
global warming.

Addressing the debacle on Monday night, Kramp-
Karrenbauer called for checks on the online influ-
encers, saying that if 70 newspaper editors had made a
concerted call to boycott parties ahead of an election,
that would be classed “clearly as propaganda”. “The
question is... what are rules from the analogue realm
and which rules should apply to the digital realm? I’ll
tackle this discussion quite aggressively,” said Kramp-
Karrenbauer, or AKK as she is dubbed in Germany.

Her comments immediately unleashed a storm on
social media with #AKKRuecktritt (AKKresign),
#annegate and #AKKgate making up the top three
topics trending on Twitter in Germany. Kramp-
Karrenbauer then took to Twitter to defend her com-
ments, saying it was “ridiculous to insinuate that I want
to regulate expressions of opinion”. “Freedom of opin-
ion is a precious value in a democracy. What we have
to talk about are rules that apply during elections,” she
wrote on Twitter. But that only fanned the fires, with
both leading media and political figures rounding in to
remind her of article five in the German constitution
guaranteeing freedom of opinion, speech and writing.
“With her insulting musings on ‘propaganda’ and con-
trol of it, Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer confirms the
criticism of young YouTubers - and reveals her author-
itarian thinking,” said Spiegel Online.—AFP 

Merkel party’s 
battle escalates 
with YouTubers 

PRISTINA: Kosovo police forces met “armed resistance”
in an early morning raid yesterday targeting fellow offi-
cers and others suspected of organized crime in the pre-
dominantly Serb north, authorities said, raising tensions
with Belgrade. The operation took place in the region
flanking the porous border with Serbia, a hotspot for
smuggling goods. Kosovo special police said they
detained “some police officers and some citizens”
accused of participating in criminal gangs, smuggling
goods, abusing official positions and bribes.

Health authorities told local media that four police offi-
cers had been treated for injuries so far, two of whom had
been wounded by firearms. All four men are in stable con-
ditions, the hospital said. In addition to “armed resistance
in North Mitrovica”, the Serb-half of a northern city,
police said they “also encountered blockades of some
roads”. Officers “were forced to use the necessary means
to open the roads in order to continue the police opera-
tion,” the police statement added.

There were also reports of a tense situation in the Serb
town of Zubin Potok, where two citizens were slightly
injured after police had to break through a barricade
erected by locals. By mid-yesterday, the town appeared
calm though there several shops had broken windows and
scraps from the barricades, including burned tires,
remained scattered on the ground, according to an AFP
reporter. Police did not specify the number of suspects

arrested but said they included ethnic Albanians, which
comprise the majority of Kosovo’s population, as well as
Serbs and Bosniaks.

Kosovo’s customs department said four of its officers
were among those arrested. Since breaking away from
Serbia in a 1998-99 war, Kosovo authorities have strug-
gled to exercise clout in the northern ethnic Serb commu-
nities, who remain loyal to Belgrade.

The operation riles already rancorous relations
between the former war foes. In Belgrade, Serbian
President Aleksandar Vucic said he confirmed at least 23
Serbs and Bosniaks among those arrested. Vucic told par-
liament he “ordered all units of our army be put on alert”,
a command the president routinely gives during bouts of
tension with Kosovo. “I guarantee you if an escalation of
the conflict occurs, if an attack against the Serbian people
occurs, Serbia will win,” he added. —AFP 

TIRANA: Molotov cocktails in the streets and a mass res-
ignation in parliament - Albania’s volatile political scene is
exploding just as its European future is on the table,
threatening Tirana’s dreams of joining the bloc. EU mem-
ber states are to decide in the coming weeks whether to
open membership talks with the fragile Balkan state that

sits above Greece on the Adriatic. But a political crisis is
not helping cast Albania as a stable neighbor or healthy
addition to a bloc already reeling from populist move-
ments and assorted turmoil.

In February, opposition politicians from the right to
the centre-left walked out of parliament in a protest
demanding the resignation of Socialist Prime Minister
Edi Rama, who has led the country since 2013. They
want a transitional government and early elections, and
refuse to negotiate with Rama who they accuse of crime
and corruption links. The fight has spilled onto the
streets, with weekly protests shrouding Tirana in tear
gas and smoke as protesters tussle with police and try to
break into government buildings, lobbing bricks, fire-
crackers and petrol bombs.

The opposition, whose next protest is called for
Sunday, has also vowed to boycott local elections at the
end of June. During a recent rally, the leader of the main
right-wing opposition party, Lulzim Basha, urged sup-
porters “to join the insurrection to overthrow Rama”,
chanting: “Freedom or death! Democracy or death! I call
on you to resist.” The drama has alarmed Western diplo-
mats, who have issued regular warnings to opposition
leaders to curb the violence if they want to see progress
with the EU.

“Violent demonstrations are damaging Albania’s demo-
cratic reform efforts and the country’s prospects for moving
forward on the EU path,” the US embassy said in a state-
ment. Paris also condemned “violence that undermines dem-
ocratic reform efforts and Albania’s image”.—AFP 

Riotous Albania
politics rattle 
EU dreams 

MITROVICA, Kosovo: Members of Kosovo Police Special
Unit secure the area near the village of Cabra near this
town yesterday. — AFP 

Kosovo police 
crackdown meets 
‘armed resistance’ 

THE HAGUE: Frans Timmermans, a contender for
Europe’s top job, is a polyglot former diplomat with a
driving ambition to reach the top in Brussels in order
to promote the continent on the world stage.
Grandson to a Catholic family of southern Dutch min-
ers and son to a minor diplomat, the 58-year-old
Labour politician spent most of his life outside the
Netherlands before becoming its foreign minister and
then leaving for the EU in 2014.

Born in Maastricht, the southern city that in 1992
gave its name to the treaty creating the European
Union, he went to an English school in Rome and later
studied French literature and European law as a post-
graduate at France’s Nancy University. He speaks at
least six languages including English, French, German
and Ital ian and reportedly Russian. European
Commission chief Jean-Claude Juncker appointed the
articulate Timmermans as his first-vice-president four
years ago, saying: “I am the president, but I have del-
egated a large part of my prerogatives to the vice,
Frans Timmermans.”

Initially described as being the one who would
take on much of the day-to-day management of the
Commission, Juncker’s tightly organized operation
under powerful secretary-general Martin Selmayr
kept Timmermans’ hands off the levers of power.

Timmermans soon morphed into one of Juncker’s
main enforcers, especially in the EU’s confrontation
with Poland and Hungary over the rule of law. He vis-
ited Warsaw in a bid to talk around the right-wing
government to stop its controversial reforms to the
court system, which the EU said were undemocratic.
When that failed, he was not afraid to push through
the start of an EU disciplinary process against them.
Timmermans notably grew a beard during this period.

“Next to Michel Barnier, the (Brexit) negotiator,
we needed an attack dog in the EU to talk about the
positives of the Union,” said political analyst Andre
Krouwel. “That someone is Frans,” Krouwel told AFP.
“I think he is a very skillful politician in every possi-
ble way. He’s got very good debating skills,” Amy
Verdun, European polit ics professor at Leiden
University told AFP.—AFP 

Frans Timmermans

Timmermans: Polyglot
Dutchman aiming to 
be ‘face of Europe’ 


