Barroso must reshuffle his team

By European Voice

The president of the European Commission, José Manuel Barroso, will have to prepare a mini-reshuffle of his team to make space for two more commissioners when Bulgaria and Romania join the EU, probably on 1 January 2007. Instead of carving out marginal bits of some portfolios to accommodate the two newcomers, he should embark on a bolder reshuffle. 

It is not that Bulgaria and Romania need important portfolios. Their commissioners, who are clambering on board belatedly, will be lightweights in the Barroso team anyway. But the composition of the College should better reflect the Commission's priorities - and Europe's challenges.

Barroso's priority should be the appointment of a commissioner for immigration and integration. Franco Frattini, the commissioner responsible for 'justice, freedom and security' currently covers immigration issues. Put another way, the same commissioner who is in charge of police and judicial co-operation, the fight against terrorism and organised crime is also dealing with immigration issues. 

This combination in one commissioner's portfolio of immigration and issues of crime might divert the Commission into paying undue attention to such aspects as combating illegal immigration or securing borders. At the very least, it may give the impression that the Commission is focusing disprop-ortionately on these issues, which is almost as bad. 

Splitting Frattini's portfolio and creating a fully fledged commissioner for immigration and integration would make sense on at least three counts.

First, separating immigration issues from the more 'repressive' policy areas would set the Commission's thinking on immigration on more neutral ground. It would correct the implicit message that immigration is one of those issues that are to be dealt with by police forces, border guards and judges. And it would allow a commissioner to focus on the immigrants, their rights and problems, and not only to think the issue through from the perspective of border guards or law enforcement agencies.

Second, a commissioner in charge of immigration and integration should produce a more coherent and nuanced policy on a complex portfolio. Such a commissioner would deal with illegal immigration, legal economic migration, the integration of immigrants into societies in Europe, promoting equal chances, and, in co-operation with the commissioner for development, with combating the brain drain from poor countries to the West. 

It is high time to concentrate the mind of one commissioner on all these many facets of migration.
Third, Frattini's current job is huge and unwieldy. Around 20% of all Commission proposals are on 'justice, freedom and security' - and this is an ever-expanding area of EU action and legislation. There is plenty of work for two commissioners. 

So Barroso should not go for the easy option, when creating posts for the Bulgarian and Romanian commissioners, of simply splitting health and consumer protection, or separating humanitarian aid from development, for instance. He should make a more far-reaching reshuffle. 
Unfortunately the president of the Commission cannot sack commissioners who perform badly - but he can change the distribution of portfolios within his team. No Commission president has done a reshuffle before - and admittedly, it is a difficult thing to do. A reshuffle means re-opening a can of worms and trying to make sure all EU governments are happy with the new role allocated to their commissioner. 

There are at least three reasons why Barroso can do so. First, the case for creating a commissioner for immigration and integration is compelling. And there are other changes that need making: such as splitting responsibility for relations with the other EU institutions from communications, since the current holder of this joint portfolio, Margot Wallström, is blatantly neglecting this part of her remit.

Second, Barroso started his term in office prepared to do a mid-term reshuffle anyway. If the EU constitution were entering into force next year, as had been assumed, then the foreign policy chief Javier Solana, a Spaniard, would be joining the College as foreign minister. This would mean dislodging the current Spanish commissioner, Joaqu’n Almunia, from the College and finding a new job for Benita Ferrero-Waldner, the current commissioner for foreign relations.
Third, Barroso has acquired more respect from EU government leaders, in particular since last October's Hampton Court summit. He ought to be able to sell a reshuffle and persuade the national capitals to accept a skilful redistribution of portfolios. He should not hesitate to do so.
