Why Ursula von der Leyen is an inadequate and inappropriate candidate
Especially in the German media, there have been a lot of reports on Ursula von der Leyen´s
many defeats and political mistakes over the last years. She is an absolutely inadequate
candidate for the head of the Commission. Below we gathered some of the main points why.

Attack on parliamentary democracy in Europe
After a painful backroom process lasting more than five weeks, European Union leaders
reached a surprising deal to fill the bloc’s top jobs. It was a slap in the face of the European
Parliament, and that of the 51% of the European electorate who took the time to vote in May’s
elections. The most unexpected name in the roster is that of German Minister of Defence and
long-standing ally of Angela Merkel, Ursula von der Leyen. The European Council deal is an
attempt to restrain Parliament’s growing power in setting the agenda and holding the whole
EU accountable. The Council’s solution is an attack on an incipient form of parliamentary
democracy in Europe. The Spitzenkandidat system was only launched in 2014 and had its
critics, but it is far more transparent than the smoke-filled back room process of the past. To
align itself with the Council now means relinquishing institutional power, a striking reversal of
the Parliament’s steady accretion of authority over time.
Consultant affair
Ursula von der Leyen’s six-year period as German Minister of Defence has been widely
criticised, and not just simply as being ineffective. The German Bundestag is currently holding
hearings due to allegations that von der Leyen’s office violated public procurement rules in
awarding lucrative contracts with external consultancies.
A committee of inquiry shed light on how she hired external consultants without a call for
tenders. The Ministry spent tens of millions on these consultants without being able to tell who
was responsible. The result of an internal audit report within the Ministry resulted in a
miserable feedback. The report said that the responsibilities could allegedly not be
determined. Ursula von der Leyen had the arms procurement reform as priority. From the very
beginning, she completely disregarded the cliques in her house and overestimated herself,
say experts of the matter.
Lack of support in the Bundeswehr
With Von der Leyen as a leader, the Bundeswehr and the ministry of defence did not get out
of the negative headlines - rather the opposite was the case. Two years ago, when a far-right
officer's candidate of the Bundeswehr became known, she critisised that the troupe had a
"problem of attitude". Soldiers of higher ranks were horrified. It took weeks to calm the internal
critics. Nevertheless, there is still talk of alienation between the minister and the Bundeswehr.
Also, Von der Leyen could not improve the equipment of the Bundeswehr significantly - which
is in a shabby state. Weapons and equipment do not work or only partially - even new tanks,
helicopters and aircraft. Only 38 of the 97 weapon systems delivered to the army in 2017 were
needed - a bit more than a third. Von der Leyen’s much-publicised turnarounds have remained
nothing but marketing actions.
Lack of support in her own party
When von der Leyen became the first female defence minister in Germany in December 2013,
she was one of the stars in the government. Among many conservatives, she was the favourite
politician to succeed Angela Merkel as CDU chief and Chancellor. But when the party
leadership became vacant, she finally was out. Von der Leyen also declared that she would
refuse an application and preferred to run again as deputy CDU chief. How much her star has
sunk was shown by the miserable election result: only 57.5 percent voted for them - one of
the worst results. Though von der Leyen is an engaging speaker and a favourite on Germany’s
talkshow circuit, the perpetual whiff of scandal surrounding her and her ministry has eroded

her ratings among voters. Once one of Germany’s most popular politicians, she fell out of the
top 10 last year.

The Gorch Fock scandal - shabby ship of the German Navy
Von der Leyen is also under fire for agreeing to refurbish the German army’s training ship
Gorch Fock. In 2015 it costed 9.6 million euros, in early 2017, 75 million euros. Meanwhile,
the amount needed for the rehabilitation of the German Navy ship "Gorch Fock" is estimated
at 135 million euros, ten times more than what has been agreed on in the beginning. The
Federal Court of Auditors blamed the Ministry of Defence for the cost explosion. Prosecutors
investigated suspected corruption. And the shipyard, which is to propel up the training sailing
ship of the Navy, filed for bankruptcy despite the millions of euros. Defence Minister Ursula
von der Leyen has political responsibility. The German liberals, the Greens, the Left and right
wing parties criticise a systematic failure. Even fellow CDU party members and officials see
von der Leyen´s stewardship of the Ministry as a failure. The opposition in Parliament has
several times demanded she resigns.
Plagiarism accusations in connection with her thesis
In 2015, well before the procurement scandal erupted, von der Leyen faced plagiarism
accusations in connection with the thesis she wrote when she studied medicine. Several years
earlier, similar accusations had forced one of her predecessors as defence minister, KarlTheodor zu Guttenberg, to resign. In 2013, Annette Schavan, another Merkel confidante who
served as education minister, was also forced to step down after evidence emerged that she
had plagiarised passages in her thesis. Von der Leyen was luckier. Though a university
commission confirmed that von der Leyen had failed to properly cite the sources for much of
the material in her dissertation, it determined that the omissions weren’t intentional and didn’t
undermine her central thesis.
Candidate of Orban’s will
Her candidacy emerged as a compromise to please the Visegrad countries – Hungary, Poland,
Slovakia and the Czech Republic -- after they vetoed a plan promoted by German Chancellor
Angela Merkel on the sidelines of the Osaka G-20 summit in which Timmermans would
become Commission president and Weber take the helm of the European Parliament. The
Visegrad countries see Timmermans as an opponent after he supported measures to enforce
EU norms for democracy and the rule of law in Hungary and Poland. Hungarian Prime Minister
Viktor Orban’s spokesperson celebrated the Council deal in a tweet claiming that the Visegrad
Four “have put on the EU table a package that is winning acceptance among a growing
number of member countries.” Parliament risks sending a dangerous signal that the EU’s
commitment to the rule of law is weak.
MEPs commonly grill and refuse Commissioners nominated by individual member
states. Parliament should reserve the same levels of scrutiny and scepticism for the
candidate for the head of the next EU Commission. Parliament can say no. Then the
Council would have one month to come up with a better candidate.
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