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Check, and Check Again, Before Killing the EEAS 
A Critical Analysis of the Franco-German and German Papers on EU External Action 

Introduction 
There is considerable irony in the 
recent Franco-German and sub-
sequent ‚German-only’ pro-
posals to dismantle the EU’s dip-
lomatic service EEAS (European 
External Action Service). France 
and Germany were the ones 
which originally proposed the 
current institutional model 
which they now seek to reverse. 
In their joint contribution to the 
European Convention a bit more 
than 20 years ago, they had pro-
posed merging the functions of 
the High Representative and the 
Commissioner for External Rela-
tions into a double-hatted Euro-
pean Foreign Minister, combin-
ing responsibility for the Com-
mon Foreign and Security Policy 
(CFSP) with a role within the 
Commission. This concept sub-
sequently found its way into the 
(failed) Constitutional Treaty 
and, in modified form, into the 
Lisbon Treaty through the crea-
tion of the High Representa-
tive/Vice President of the Com-
mission (HRVP) and the EEAS. 

The purpose was precisely to 
bridge the intergovernmental 
CFSP and the Commission’s ex-
ternal competences. But the 
original Franco-German pro-
posal did not resolve one of the 
fundamental problems inherent 
in this construction: the Com-
mission did not merely possess 
an external-relations bureau-
cracy; it also exercised im-
portant Treaty competences 
and, crucially, legal and financial 
responsibility for substantial ex-
ternal-action instruments and 
expenditure which it could not 

abandon. Or so it claimed, suc-
cessfully. 

I was myself part of the teams 
within the Commission’s Direc-
torate General for External Rela-
tions (DG RELEX) and within the 
General Secretariat of the Coun-
cil (GSC) involved in preparing 
the establishment of the EEAS 
and witnessed first-hand the dif-
ficult negotiations over which 
competences, staff and re-
sources would move to the new 
Service and which would remain 
within the Commission and the 
GSC. The EEAS itself was cre-
ated by bringing together the 
Commission’s substantial exter-
nal-relations structures, notably 
the former DG RELEX, with the 
considerably smaller CFSP 
structures of the General Secre-
tariat of the Council, comple-
mented by diplomats from Mem-
ber States. 

The Franco-German tandem - 
once seen as the ‚motor of Euro-
pean integration’ - risks demon-
strating once again that a grand 
initiative is no substitute for a 
well-conceived one. Throwing a 
dramatic institutional proposal 
onto the table may create the ap-
pearance of leadership, but it is 
hardly convincing when the most 
basic legal, institutional and 
practical consequences appear 
not to have been analysed in de-
tail. France and Germany risk 
trying to reinvent the wheel when 
the real problem is the car… 

Nobody disputes the shortcom-
ings of EU foreign policy. But 
these are not solely the result of 
its institutional architecture. The 

fundamental difficulty remains 
that 27 Member States seek to 
conduct a common foreign pol-
icy while retaining their own na-
tional foreign policies and inter-
ests, and while at the same time 
the Commission has retained 
considerable competences, in-
struments and institutional 
power in areas central to the Un-
ion’s external action. This inher-
ent tension cannot simply be 
solved by moving services from 
one side of the institutional ar-
chitecture to the other. 

First, moving the EEAS into the 
Commission would not in itself 
solve the problem of coordina-
tion or coherence. Bureaucratic 
and political conflicts do not dis-
appear simply because the ser-
vices concerned belong to the 
same institution. The Commis-
sion itself provides ample evi-
dence of this. Cross-cutting pro-
posals regularly become the 
subject of lengthy negotiations 
between DGs and Commission-
ers and their cabinets pursuing 
different policy objectives. 

In the case of foreign policy, the 
institutional picture would be 
even more complicated. CFSP 
would remain an intergovern-
mental policy conducted 
through the Council and the High 
Representative’s ‚hat’ of the 
HRVP. If most of the EEAS is ab-
sorbed into the Commission, 
which service will assist the High 
Representative in carrying out 
the non-Commission functions? 
Commission officials cannot 
simply become the administra-
tive machinery for conducting an 
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intergovernmental policy. The 
need for a Council-side foreign-
policy administration would not 
disappear; on the contrary, there 
would be a strong likelihood that 
its current capacity would even 
have to be expanded. That is how 
bureaucracies increase their 
weight: find a reason to ask for 
more resources and grow more 
staff, more budget and hence 
you become more important… 

There is also an important lesson 
from the creation of the EEAS it-
self. Bringing together the former 
CFSP structures of the Council 
Secretariat and the Commis-
sion’s DG RELEX did not prevent 
both institutions from gradually 
rebuilding external-action ca-
pacity of their own. The Council 
Secretariat retained and devel-
oped structures needed to sup-
port the Foreign Affairs Council 
(or so it claimed), the President 
of the European Council has a 
team covering foreign policy, 
while the Commission strength-
ened its own external coordina-
tion, notably in its Secretariat-
General, and even recreated ge-
ographical capacity through the 
Directorate-General for the Mid-
dle East, North Africa and the 
Gulf (DG MENA). This is particu-
larly remarkable given that the 
2010 EEAS Decision explicitly 
provides for EEAS geographical 
desks ‚covering all countries and 
regions of the world’. 

The German paper retains the 
core idea of embedding EEAS 
services ‚to a large extent’ in 
Commission structures and ar-
gues that EU external action is 
increasingly shaped by trade, 
technology, industry, energy and 
financial matters, whose princi-
pal instruments lie with the 

Commission, while ‚the HRVP 
and the EEAS have consequently 
been sidelined’. 

The contradiction becomes par-
ticularly obvious with Common 
Security and Defence Policy 
(CSDP). The Franco-German pa-
per simply states that CSDP 
structures would ‚remain out-
side of the Commission’. But 
CSDP is an integral part of CFSP. 
If most of the EEAS moves into 
the Commission, where exactly 
would these structures sit, 
within which hierarchy? The re-
sult could therefore mean more, 
not fewer, institutions to coordi-
nate: an enlarged external-rela-
tions bureaucracy inside the 
Commission, a renewed or 
strengthened CFSP machinery in 
the Council General Secretariat, 
the separate CSDP services and 
the 27 national foreign ministries 
convened in the Council. Instead 
of overcoming fragmentation, 
the reform risks recreating the 
pre-Lisbon Commission-Coun-
cil divide, and adding another 
layer of bureaucracy to the coor-
dination of European foreign pol-
icy. 

The German paper is less pre-
scriptive about the destination of 
the transferred services. It does 
not repeat the Franco-German 
suggestion that they might form 
‚a distinct DG for external rela-
tions’ and that CSDP services 
would remain outside the Com-
mission. This avoids one of the 
more obvious contradictions of 
the original proposal, but re-
places it with a basic unan-
swered question: what exactly 
would move where, and what 
meaningful functions and ca-
pacities would remain in the 

EEAS? And what would become 
of DG MENA? 

Second, making the High Repre-
sentative an ‚Executive’ Vice-
President would not in itself cre-
ate the coordinating role envis-
aged by the Franco-German pa-
per. Such a role already exists 
and has taken different forms 
under successive Commissions. 

▪ Under the Juncker Commis-
sion, Federica Mogherini was 
explicitly tasked with steer-
ing and coordinating the 
work of the Commissioners 
responsible for external rela-
tions and chaired the Com-
missioners’ Group on Exter-
nal Action. 

▪ Under the first von der Leyen 
Commission, external coor-
dination was organised 
through the Group for Exter-
nal Coordination (EXCO) to 
coordinate external rela-
tions. Significantly, EXCO 
was not an EEAS structure: 
its secretariat was provided 
by…surprise surprise…the 
Commission’s Secretariat-
General, which also chaired 
the preparatory meetings at 
services level, while the 
EEAS advised the co-chairs 
(Commission President’s 
Diplomatic Adviser and Dep-
uty Head of Cabinet of the 
HRVP) on foreign-policy de-
velopments. The Commis-
sion’s Secretariat-General 
thus already had a key coor-
dinating role in external ac-
tion. 
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▪ Since December 2024, Kaja 
Kallas again has an explicit 
political coordinating role. 
The President’s Decision es-
tablishing the Commission-
ers’ Project Group on Exter-
nal Action states that the 
HRVP, in her role as Vice-
President, ‚will […] coordi-
nate within the Commission 
the external dimension of all 
Commissioners’ work’. 
Kallas chairs that group. At 
the same time, the EXCO 
provisions continue as es-
tablished in 2019. 

The assertion that the HRVP 
must ‚finally be empowered’ to 
assume this coordinating role is 
therefore difficult to understand. 
The role already exists. What 
has changed over time are 
the internal arrangements 
chosen by successive Com-
mission Presidents for exer-
cising it. Interestingly, the 
German paper does not 
mention this ‚executive role’ 
anymore… 

But the call to ‚finally empower’ 
the HRVP raises another funda-
mental question: Within the 
Commission, it is the President 
who calls the shots. Under von 
der Leyen, the HRVP has explic-
itly been tasked with supporting 
the President in coordinating the 
external dimension of Commis-
sioners’ work. Strengthening the 
HRVP inside the Commission 
therefore also strengthens, de 
facto, the Commission Presi-
dent’s role in EU external action 
and her influence at the inter-
face with CFSP. Is this really 
what France and Germany want? 

If they really want to empower 
the HRVP, the answer is much 

simpler: give her authority over 
the Union’s external-action in-
struments and put those instru-
ments at the disposal of the 
EEAS. Let her appoint deputies 
to represent her at international 
dialogue meetings, regardless of 
the character of such meetings 
(CFSP or Commission). A High 
Representative cannot be ex-
pected to conduct European for-
eign policy while the money, in-
struments and implementation 
machinery needed to give effect 
to that policy remain controlled 
elsewhere. Coordination is not 
authority, coordination cannot 
impose a position or a policy. 
Giving the HRVP a grander title 
inside the Commission is not 
empowerment.  

This also exposes a fundamental 
weakness in the proposal to 
make the HRVP an Executive 
Vice-President. ‚Executive Vice-
President’ is not a separate 
Treaty title conferring permanent 
hierarchical authority. It is an or-
ganisational function within a 
particular Commission. A future 
Commission President can reor-
ganise the College again and de-
cide not to designate the HRVP 
as an Executive Vice-President. 
The title therefore provides no 
lasting institutional guarantee of 
greater authority. 

Nor would it necessarily make 
decision-making faster. On 
many major external-policy is-
sues, the relevant Commission 
competences, instruments and 

positions would first require co-
ordination within the Commis-
sion, while the CFSP dimension 
would separately have to be han-
dled by the High Representative 
and agreed by the 27 Member 
States in the Council. 

Third, there is a broader problem 
with the proposed personnel 
model. The proposed one-third 
staffing rule - to be transferred to 
the Commission - raises an obvi-
ous legal and practical problem. 
The Commission has its own re-
cruitment procedures (mostly 
via concours), while the one-
third requirement for national 
diplomats was specifically cre-
ated for the EEAS and was ac-
companied by amendments to 

the EU Staff Regulations and 
the Conditions of Employ-
ment of Other Servants. Rep-
licating such a structural 
quota within ordinary Com-
mission services would 
therefore likely require fur-
ther changes to the EU staff 

rules. How exactly would one 
third of AD posts in a Commis-
sion DG be reserved for national 
diplomats, and under what re-
cruitment and employment ar-
rangements? The papers do not 
address this at all. This is not just 
a simple personnel issue, just 
wait for the Commission and 
EEAS trade unions to take to the 
barricades. 

Trade is also conspicuously ab-
sent from the policies specifi-
cally mentioned in the paper to 
be under the control of the HRVP 
with her Commission ‚hat’. Yet it 
is one of the Union’s most im-
portant external and increasingly 
geopolitical instruments - if the 
Commission would dare to use it 
in such a way. Why would the 

 

Giving the HRVP a grander 
title inside the Commission 

is not empowerment. 
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proposed coordinating authority 
of the HRVP not extend to trade 
policy and the Commissioner re-
sponsible for it? If indeed not, 
how can the proposal claim to 
ensure overall coherence of EU 
external action? 

Development ‚cooperation’ aka 
development aid illustrates the 
problem particularly clearly. The 
arrangements established when 
the EEAS was created resulted 
from difficult negotiations over 
the respective responsibilities of 
the EEAS and the Commission. 
The HRVP ensures overall politi-
cal coordination and the EEAS 
participates in strategic pro-
gramming, while management of 
EU external cooperation pro-
grammes remains the responsi-
bility of several Commission ser-
vices. If these policies remain 
‚Commission competence’, offi-
cials working under the HRVP 
cannot simply instruct the re-
sponsible Commission DGs. 
Those DGs will continue to exer-
cise the responsibilities at-
tributed to the Commission. The 
proposal may therefore not elim-
inate an institutional boundary 
at all; it may simply create a new 
one inside the Commission. 

Also, spare a thought for the of-
ten neglected Commission Ser-
vice for Foreign Policy Instru-
ments (FPI), under the authority 
of the HRVP. FPI manages im-
portant financial and opera-
tional instruments of EU foreign 
policy at the interface between 
the Commission and the EEAS. 
What would happen to it under 
the proposed structure? The pa-
pers do not say. 

Recommendation: Don’t 
Tinker at the Margins - Revo-
lutionise EU External Action 

Reform the EEAS 

None of this means that the in-
ternal organisation of the EEAS 
should be exempt from reform. 
The Service was top-heavy from 
the outset and remains so today. 
A look at its organisational chart 
reveals a mind-boggling number 
of management layers and sen-
ior positions. Put simply, the 
EEAS has too many bosses. 
There is a strong case for simpli-
fying its hierarchy, reducing sen-
ior management structures and 
shifting resources towards sub-
stantive policy work and the EU 
Delegations. But this is an argu-
ment for reforming the EEAS, not 
for dismantling it. An excessively 
top-heavy bureaucracy should 
be streamlined; transferring 
most of it into the Commission - 
while potentially recreating par-
allel CFSP structures in the 
Council Secretariat does not 
solve that problem. 

The EEAS has never fully devel-
oped the esprit de corps one 
would expect from a genuine Eu-
ropean diplomatic service. It 
brings together permanent EU 
officials, contract agents and 
diplomats temporarily coming 
from Member States, with differ-
ent career systems, institutional 
backgrounds and professional 
incentives. The coexistence of 
these groups creates tensions, 
as permanent EU officials feel 
their career prospects threat-
ened by their temporary col-
leagues. The different career ho-
rizons have made it more diffi-
cult to develop a strong common 

institutional identity. It is there-
fore striking that the Franco-Ger-
man proposal seeks to repro-
duce the one-third rule within 
the Commission rather than ask-
ing whether the personnel model 
itself should be reconsidered. 

A fundamental discussion is 
needed 

If France and Germany genuinely 
want to open a debate about the 
efficiency of European external 
action, the discussion should go 
considerably further than reor-
ganising the EEAS. 

More than fifteen years after its 
creation, Member States have 
never seriously assessed what 
the existence of a European dip-
lomatic service should mean for 
their own diplomatic networks, 
staffing and expenditure. To put 
the question provocatively: why 
should 27 Member States con-
tinue to pursue their own individ-
ual foreign policies and maintain 
extensive diplomatic structures 
throughout the world when there 
is a Common Foreign and Secu-
rity Policy, an EEAS and a global 
network of EU Delegations? 
Why, for example, should Lux-
embourg, Estonia, Slovakia or 
Austria have their own Africa or 
Latin America policies, or Bel-
gium and Portugal their own Asia 
policies, each accompanied by 
national diplomatic representa-
tion alongside that of the Union? 
This also refers to the develop-
ment cooperation/aid policies 
and programmes of the individ-
ual Member States: are they re-
ally still needed? If the EU is seri-
ous about moving beyond the 
traditional aid model (see Global 
Gateway), it should also ask 
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whether maintaining this exten-
sive parallel system still makes 
sense. 

Ultimately, however, there is an 
even more fundamental issue. 
The fundamental constraints on 
European foreign policy do not 
result primarily from where indi-
vidual departments sit, how the 
EEAS is organised or whether the 
High Representative is called an 
„Executive” Vice-President. 
They are built into the Treaties 
and into a system in which 27 
Member States retain their own 
foreign policies while attempt-
ing, by unanimity, to conduct a 
Common Foreign and Security 
Policy alongside substantial ex-
ternal competences exercised 
by the Commission. 

The German paper addresses 
this issue, asserting that ‚an ef-
fective reform can be imple-
mented without a change of the 
Treaty’ and identifying a unani-
mous revision of the 2010 EEAS 
Decision as the principal legal 
vehicle. This is a very bold claim 
and a very unrealistic one, too: 
Article 27(3) TEU expressly pro-
vides that, in fulfilling the HRVP’s 
mandate, the High Representa-
tive ‚shall be assisted by a Euro-
pean External Action Service’. 
The Treaties certainly leave sub-
stantial discretion over the Ser-
vice’s organisation, and not 
every transfer of functions to the 
Commission would require 
Treaty amendment. But that dis-
cretion is not unlimited. An EEAS 
emptied of most of the expertise 
and operational capacity 

needed to assist the HRVP 
meaningfully could be difficult to 
reconcile with the purpose of Ar-
ticle 27(3). 

There is also a crucial distinction 
between what can be reorgan-
ised without Treaty change and 
what can be solved without 
Treaty change. Revising the EEAS 
Decision may permit substantial 
administrative restructuring. It 
could also be used to correct 
some of the deficiencies of the 
2010 compromise. It cannot 
change the Treaty division be-
tween CFSP and Commission 
competences, the roles of the 
Council and Member States in 
CFSP, the Commission’s own 
Treaty responsibilities, or the 
unanimity rule that so often con-
strains common action. 

If France and Germany really 
want a radically more effective, 
coherent and powerful Euro-
pean foreign policy, they should 
have the courage to put the real 
question on the table: whether 
the Treaties themselves need to 
change. Europe does not need 
another bureaucratic reshuffle. 
It needs an honest and radical 
rethink, perhaps even a revolu-
tion in the way European exter-
nal action is organised. 

Such a debate should start from 
zero: what do we actually need? 
What still works? What has be-
come obsolete? What should be 
abolished? What can be done 
with fewer people and fewer 
structures? What should be 
done by the EU bodies, what 

should remain with Member 
States, and what do we simply 
no longer need to do at all? It 
should question institutions, 
diplomatic networks, develop-
ment spending, instruments and 
procedures that have accumu-
lated over decades rather than 
treating their continued exist-
ence as a given. And, ultimately, 
it should ask whether a genu-
inely common European foreign 
policy can be achieved without 
changing the Treaties them-
selves. In the meantime, it 
should empower the HRVP and 
the EEAS instead of killing the 
latter. 

There is little point in reinventing 
the wheel if the real problem is 
the car... 
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