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Europe does not yet know what kind of foreign 
policy it wants. It may soon have to choose 
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WHY does the thought of a “President Tony Blair” in Europe make people so 
cross? Something about the idea sends prominent euro-politicians into 
paroxysms. Take Daniel Cohn-Bendit, co-leader of the Green faction in the 
European Parliament: he calls a Blair candidacy “absurd”, damning him as a 
zealous advocate of the Iraq war that divided Europe, and blaming him for 
“Thatcher-inherited neoliberal politics” that sowed the seeds of today’s 
economic crisis.  

The holder of the new position, to be created by the much-debated Lisbon 
treaty, would speak for the 27 national leaders and chair their summits for a 
term of two and a half years, renewable once. The job is not “President of 
Europe”, as some call it, but president of the European Council, the bit of the 
EU controlled by national governments. The holder will have to work with the 
European Parliament (which hates the Council) and the European Commission, 
a hybrid executive bureaucracy. 

Apart from Mr Blair, other possible candidates mooted so far include Felipe 
González, Paavo Lipponen and Wolfgang Schüssel, ex-government heads from 
Spain, Finland and Austria respectively. None triggers the same reactions as 



Mr Blair. He is the only prospective candidate with his own protest website, 
www.stopblair.eu, signed to date by 32,000 people. 

Why such animus? Doubtless some people think Mr Blair loathsome, even 
wicked, for his actions as Britain’s prime minister between 1997 and 2007. But 
that is not a common view among the senior European politicians and officials 
who also oppose him. Something else is at work: a telling rejection of what a 
President Blair would say about the EU, and its foreign-policy goals. 

Oddly, Mr Blair is not even a confirmed candidate. But last month Britain’s 
minister for Europe, Glenys Kinnock, caused a sensation when she was quoted 
as implying that he had Britain’s official backing. This undammed a torrent of 
hostility. Continental commentators sniffed that Mr Blair was a phoney, who 
called himself a European but never made the British love Europe (they should 
try). British newspapers lazily declared that Mr Blair was in it for the salary and 
perks, and called his successor, Gordon Brown, “Machiavellian” for promoting 
his cause. Alas, the story was untrue. Lady Kinnock, a former member of the 
European Parliament, had been a minister for about five minutes when she was 
asked about Mr Blair. Winging it, she called him her government’s candidate; 
this was a blunder, not a clever ploy. 

The episode did Mr Blair no favours. But it may have done the EU a good turn. 
It is time that Europeans had a proper debate about the global presence they 
want. The Lisbon treaty creates two big new foreign-policy posts. Apart from 
the council president, there will also be a beefed up “high representative”, a 
kind of foreign minister who will chair meetings of EU foreign ministers (ie, will 
have political power) and be a vice-president of the European Commission (ie, 
will have pots of money, thousands of staff and offices round the world). 
Possible contenders include Carl Bildt, Sweden’s foreign minister, who says he 
does not want the post, and Olli Rehn, the Finnish enlargement commissioner, 
who probably does. Some talk of Dora Bakoyannis, foreign minister of Greece, 
or Ursula Plassnik, an ex-minister from Austria. 

Most people in Brussels are confident (indeed, overconfident) that the two new 
jobs are coming soon. Conventional wisdom says the Irish will be sufficiently 
cowed by the economic crisis to vote Yes to Lisbon in early October, allowing 
EU leaders to discuss the new jobs at a summit later that month. Remarkably, 
most other details have not been nailed down. Lisbon is silent on the question 
of how the council president and high representative will avoid getting in each 
other’s way. 

Inside the Brussels bureaucracy, the view is that the high representative will 
be the more powerful figure; the post’s budget, staff and institutional reach 
count for more than the fancy title of “president”. In Paris and London, by 
contrast, the view is that the council president, as the envoy of national 
leaders, takes primacy. France’s president, Nicolas Sarkozy, has in the past 
suggested Mr Blair would make a fine president. Of late he is reported to have 
cooled on the idea, although he would still want a big hitter. 



France sees Europe as the lever for achieving global clout. For all its wariness 
of Europe, Britain’s position is not that dissimilar. It sees the EU’s population of 
500m people and its economic heft as a route to relevance on issues such as 
climate change. As David Miliband, Britain’s foreign secretary, said in June, if 
Europe wants to avoid a “G2 world” shaped by China and America, the EU 
needs to offer itself as a partner for “G3 co-operation”.  

Big power, soft power or no power? 

This matters. If great-power diplomacy is Europe’s goal, it needs a council 
president who is seen as a peer by world leaders (well hello again, Tony). But 
not everyone agrees. Senior figures in the Brussels foreign-policy 
establishment (and in Germany) argue that the EU enjoys “moral and legal 
legitimacy” precisely because its overseas actions are not based on the 
interests of a few big states, but are approved by consensus. Smaller countries 
say similar things, mainly out of fear of being bullied by big members. Fredrik 
Reinfeldt, the prime minister of Sweden, holds the rotating presidency of the 
EU. He says small and medium-sized countries “are not interested” in an over-
strong president; he prefers to speak of a “council chairman” rather than a 
president. 

In the end the decision may be taken by default. EU jobs are awarded in long, 
unpredictable horse-trading: leaders may give one job to a star, and the other 
to a plodder, thus fixing their relative clout. If it were to be, say, President 
Schüssel and High Representative Bildt, the high representative would run 
foreign policy. If the EU ends up with two plodders, irrelevance beckons.  

 
 


