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Preface 

Chairing a political commission and pursuing ten priorities to be imple-
mented through a condensed annual work program based on new methods 
of organizing work structures: Thus were the ambitions of Jean-Claude 
Juncker when he took office as President of the European Commission in 
2014. Throughout his five-year term, a team of researchers at the Center for 
European Integration Studies (ZEI) monitored the implementation of the 
work program of the EU Commission. The interplay between the European 
Commission, initiating and executing EU legislation, the European Parlia-
ment and the Council, representing two pillars of legitimacy in their joint 
role as legislative decision-makers, was followed in a consistent way un-
paralleled in European academia. Continuous internet-based coverage of 
the state of play and regular interim assessments provided the basis for this 
book: A comprehensive analysis and commentary of EU politics between 
2014 and 2019. Robert Stüwe and Thomas Panayotopoulos, supported by a 
highly competent team, enrich the multi-facetted literature on the European 
Union in a most innovative and inspiring way. Their assessment of EU pol-
itics between 2014 and 2019 sets new and higher standards for future ob-
servers and analysts.   

Prof. Dr. Ludger Kühnhardt 
Director, Center for European Integration Studies (ZEI) 
July 2020 
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Introduction 

By Thomas Panayotopoulos 

On July 15, 2014, the European Parliament elected Jean-Claude Juncker as 
the 12th European Commission President. It was the first and so far the only 
time an European Commission President was elected by the European Par-
liament (EP) through the Spitzenkandidaten process; thereby giving »Arti-
cle 17(7) of the Lisbon Treaty its true democratic and political meaning« 
(Juncker 2014a) and affording the whole newly appointed Commission with 
a more direct democratic legitimacy. The Spitzenkandidaten process entails 
the European political parties putting forward their lead candidates for the 
position of European Commission President, with the presidency going to 
the candidate of the political party capable of collecting sufficient parlia-
mentary support (Tilindyte 2019, 1). Emboldened by the procedure of his 
appointment, Juncker expressed the will to establish a »political commis-
sion« (Juncker 2014a) at the start of his mandate. With this statement, Jean-
Claude Juncker clearly wanted to differentiate »his« Commission from its 
predecessors (Peterson 2017, 358). This can be seen as an attempt to counter 
the prevailing perceptions of an untransparent technocratic European Com-
mission (Russack 2019, 4). 

Indeed, Jean-Claude Juncker took office at a particularly difficult mo-
ment for the EU. The 2008 financial crisis still challenges the Eurozone and 
the EU in general: The mounting fear of a Grexit (Smith 2014), the rise of 
Eurosceptic movements across the EU and the disparity between the north-
ern and the southern member states were all facets of the cruel European 
reality in 2014. With youth unemployment rates of 21.4 per cent across the 
EU (Eurostat 2015, 2), trust in European institutions was at its lowest. Tak-
ing over the position of Commission President under such circumstances, 
Jean-Claude Juncker immediately understood that in order to fulfil his 
promise of a »highly political« European Commission (Juncker 2014a, 16) 
it was important to start his mission by reforming the structure and workings 
of the institution itself.    

In his first move, Jean-Claude Juncker proposed a new internal organi-
zation of the Commission. This restructuring introduced the new function 
of First Vice-President, giving responsibility to the Vice-Presidents to lead 
‘project teams’ formed by Commissioners working together on a related 
topic. This new structure introduced a de facto hierarchy to the College of 



Thomas Panayotopoulos 

20 

Commissioners never seen in the past. Furthermore, this restructuring made 
unmistakably visible the separation between the political part of the Euro-
pean Commission consisting of the College of Commissioners and the ad-
ministrative part comprising the Directorate-Generals (DGs) (Borchardt 
2016, 3). The logic of this important distinction was to leave the decision-
making authority with elected politicians and not to technocrats (Russack 
2019, 5). 

Secondly, the Juncker Commission decided to revise the way the Euro-
pean Commission was working. In the run-up to his election as President of 
the European Commission in July 2014, Jean-Claude Juncker had stream-
lined ten policy priorities that would function as a political mandate 
throughout his presidency. In contrast to the preceding Commissions, this 
European Commission wanted to introduce accountability and transparency 
into its work program and render policy results tangible for EU citizens 
(Bassot and Hiller 2019, 1). The ten priorities were the following:  

• 1. A new boost for jobs, growth and investment
• 2. A connected digital single market
• 3. A resilient energy union with a forward-looking climate change pol-

icy
• 4. A deeper and fairer internal market with a strengthened industrial

base
• 5. A deeper and fairer economic and monetary union (EMU)
• 6. A balanced and progressive trade policy to harness globalization
• 7. An area of justice and fundamental rights based on mutual trust
• 8. Towards a new policy on migration
• 9. Europe as a stronger global actor
• 10. A union of democratic change.

Based on these priorities the Commission adopted a yearly work program 
consisting of new initiatives in each of the ten priority policy areas, trans-
lating the objectives into concrete legislative proposals. This way the Euro-
pean Commission had the flexibility to amend its objectives in order to react 
to new developments and crises such as the Brexit or the Migration crisis. 
From the start, Juncker aimed to foster the standing of the European Com-
mission and the accountability of the European Commission's work for EU 
citizens: 
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»This Commission was elected on the basis of a clear political mandate: the ten
priorities set out in our Political Guidelines. Today’s Work Program is the transla-
tion of those ten priorities into concrete first deliverables. Citizens expect the EU to
make a difference on the big economic and social challenges and they want less
interference where Member States are better equipped to give the right response.
That is why we committed to driving change and to leading an EU that is bigger
and more ambitious on big things, and smaller and more modest on small things.«
(European Commission 2014)

In this context of a »new start for Europe« (Juncker 2014a) a team of Center 
for European Integration Studies (ZEI) scholars set out to monitor the work 
plans of the EU institutions. In doing so, ZEI responded to the processes of 
improvement of the European Union in the aftermath of the Treaty of Lis-
bon. Streamlining competences, making institutions more transparent and 
accountable, and enhancing the reputation of the EU by focusing on results 
and their meaning for the life of EU citizens has been on the agenda of EU 
reform processes for many years. The dialectics of optimizing integration 
by making it real and sustainable has led to the development of ZEI's flag-
ship project »Governance and Regulation in the EU: The Future of Europe«. 

In its first phase between 2014 and 2019, this transdisciplinary and multi-
annual project monitored the implementation of the European Commis-
sion’s annual Work Program based on the ten priorities outlined by EU 
Commission President Juncker. This project provided researchers and prac-
titioners with a research tool to continuously analyze the legislation of the 
EU institutions for which the Ordinary Legislative Procedure is applicable. 
To monitor the implementation of the proposed European Commission ini-
tiatives the progress was visualized through the use of a traffic light symbol. 

Legislative proposal not tabled yet or withdrawn 

Ongoing ordinary legislative procedure 

Legislative proposal passed 


