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1	 State of affairs
�e job of High Representative for Foreign and Security Policy and Vice-President of the 

European Commission (HRVP) was designed for a di�erent world than the one Europe now 
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with China is not matched by an agreement on how to achieve it. Politically powerful sectors 

such as the car industry are keen to maintain their access to the Chinese market, and European 

economies still depend heavily on Chinese supply chains. China’s in�uence on EU candidate 

countries and even a member, Hungary, is undermining values and the rule of law, and chal-

lenging cohesion within the EU.  

Your substantive role will include the climate transition as a major issue. �e EU needs to 

prepare for the changes in its economic relationships resulting from European Green Deal 

policies. Climate justice will be a recurring theme in relationships with countries a�ected by EU 

climate measures and with those that want more help with adaptation. Climate diplomacy, led 

by you, will need to be linked to more conditional funding to help partners along their transition 

paths to sustainability, particularly with the goal of phasing out fossil fuels as quickly as possible.

2 Challenges

2.1 Confronting the EU’s major foreign policy problems

Reconciling a strong transatlantic alliance with EU autonomy
Reconciling the role of the United States as protector and close ally with EU autonomy has 

become much more challenging. First, attitudes to China are di�erent. As a global power, the 

US sees China as a threat to its supremacy, while Europe is concerned about its security and 

competitiveness, but has no supremacy to defend. Second, the US has been increasingly dis-

tancing itself from global rules that it helped create, particularly in international trade. �e EU 

remains committed to these rules, partly because it is more trade-dependent, and partly be-

cause unconstrained exercise of discretion is not a plausible strategy for a union of sovereign 

countries, which often disagree. �ird, US commitment to Europe has declined structurally 

– because of the rising importance of Asia – and it has become more volatile. A second Trump 

presidency might mark a return to isolationism of a kind not seen since the 1920s.

Manage threats from China while maintaining a constructive relationship
While the three terms coined by the 2019 EU-China Strategic Outlook – partner, competitor 

and systemic rival – continue to apply (European Commission/HRVP, 2019), another aspect 

needs to be added: the threat. China’s acts of economic coercion, and its support for Russia 

in its war against Ukraine, show that China is itself a potential security threat to the EU. Your 

challenge will be to manage this threat while preserving cooperation on trade and climate 

change, and in international forums.

Building stronger relations with the Global South
�e EU’s prosperity depends much more on the Global South than it used to for three main 

reasons: 1) to meet global emissions reduction targets, rapidly growing economies such as 

India need to accelerate their decarbonisation; 2) to diversify trade relationships away from 

China and ensure stable supply chains that support the EU’s green transition; (3) for con-

trolled immigration that helps address the EU’s demographic and skills challenges while 

avoiding social and political backlash. Your challenge will be to strengthen all three aspects of 

the relationship at a time when the Global South needs the EU less than in the past. 
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2.2 Addressing the internal challenges to the HRVP’s role
Your role is constrained by a confusing and contested institutional structure in which multiple 

external representatives speak on behalf of Europe and control di�erent external instruments. 

�e prominent roles of the President of the Commission and President of the European Coun-

cil on the world scene have shrunk the space for the HRVP. Presidents and prime ministers 

seek the limelight, leading to competition, and even contradictions, in the EU’s positions. 

Even where the EU can wield external instruments, its capacity to use them strategically is 

limited by the diversity of its members. Some are former global powers that want to shape EU 

external policies in ways that promote their national interests, while others are smaller coun-

tries primarily concerned with their immediate neighbours. 

�e original intention for the HRVP role was policy coordination through ‘double-hatting’ 

as chair of the Foreign A�airs Council – on the assumption that substantive decisions would 

be taken by the foreign ministers – and as the second most senior Commissioner. However, 

since the post was established 15 years ago, many more foreign policy decisions have moved 

up to the European Council instead, with heads of state and government taking them over 

from their foreign ministers. Meanwhile, the HRVP position inside the Commission has been 

demoted from �rst vice-president to one among many with that title.

�is smaller role for the HRVP contrasts with the growing interlinkages between economic 

and hard security. For example, the Biden Administration’s economic-security doctrine was 

set out by National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan. �e HRVP, meanwhile, does not control the 

most powerful external instruments of trade, development funding, enlargement and neigh-

bourhood policy, or representation in the G7. Paradoxically, Ursula von der Leyen’s ambition 

to create a ‘geopolitical Commission’ has further marginalised the HRVP’s role. If she creates 

a new defence commissioner who reports directly to her, your job could be eviscerated of its 

substance also on security. 

For the moment, the EU is mostly sticking together on providing support to Ukraine and 

imposing sanctions on Russia. But with the growing external challenges, internal fragmenta-

tion and the dispersal of external policy resources and representation are increasingly costly.

3 Recommendations 

3.1 Confronting the main foreign policy challenges
You need to work on options for the EU’s response to the US becoming a more unpredict-
able and unreliable partner, especially if President Trump returns to the White House. Risks 

could include withdrawal of US troops from European bases.

You must work to bring member states together around a common vision for relations 
with the US, developing a transatlantic economic security strategy that creates more common 

ground (if the next president is a Democrat).

You must play a crucial role in reshaping EU strategy on China as rivalry intensifies 
and Beijing continues to support Russia, while also conducting massive industrial poli-

cies with negative consequences for European exports and for the functioning of the single 

market. Furthermore, the use of EU defensive tools is hampered by di�ering views across 

countries and fear of retaliation. You should widen the High-Level Economic and Trade 
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https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2024/05/18/le-cafe-ethiopien-menace-par-la-reglementation-europeenne-sur-la-deforestation_6233990_3212.html
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6 Policy Brief  |  Issue n˚15/24  | July 2024

sible for particular issues and/or geographical relationships, reviving a tradition used by 

previous HRVPs.

•	 In the European Council, you as HRFVP should use your seat rather like the National 

Security Advisor does in the US Cabinet, preparing external policy packages for leaders 

to decide, working closely with the European Council President to link the external policy 

Councils (including trade, development and defence) to that power centre, and doing the 

preparatory work across the institutions. �at would require the European External Action 

Service to support you with strategic thinking and more innovative proposals.

�e President of the Commission could still decide to keep within her exclusive domain 

certain matters belonging to EU competence, while the President of the Council would always 

be able to move issues up to the European Council for decision. �e two Presidents and you 

as HRFVP would have to work together closely as a team.

A second option would accept that your authority as HRVP is today more circumscribed 

than envisaged by the Lisbon Treaty, and could shrink further if the role of the commissioner 

responsible for defence extends beyond military procurement into defence policy. �e aim 

would be to establish a clear division of labour between yourself and other commissioners 

whose portfolios have an external dimension, to avoid turf battles. �is would imply forsaking 

responsibility for trade policy, development, enlargement and neighbourhood, which would 

remain the remit of dedicated commissioners.

To maintain coherence on hard security, the commissioner responsible for defence 

would take over the military sta� and intelligence, mirroring the division between foreign 

and defence ministers at national level, and replace you as chair of the Steering Board of the 

European Defence Agency, in order to link security and industrial policies. In this minimalist 

model – which is less than the responsibilities given to you on defence under the EU treaties – 
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