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Setback for Tony Blair's ambition to be president of
Europe

Former prime minister, who is believed to be considering bidding for the post,
faces stiffening opposition from Sweden and Spain
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Tony Blair's ambition to become Europe’s first president have been set back by stiffening
opposition from Sweden and Spain, the two countries chairing the EU for the next year.

Senior officials in Stockholm, which assumed the six-month rotating presidency of the EU
today, said they feared a President Blair would be a divisive figure, triggering friction
between small and large European countries, and added that José Luis Rodriguez Zapatero,
the Spanish prime minister, was even more strongly opposed to Blair securing the post and
usurping Madrid’s running of the union next year.

The decision to appoint a new sitting European president, for a maximum of five years, is to
be taken before the end of the year if Ireland votes yes in October in a referendum on the
Lisbon treaty streamlining the way the EU is run and also creating the new post.

Fredrik Reinfeldt, the Swedish prime minister, made clear his aversion to Blair securing the
plum post, without mentioning the former prime minister by name.

“The small countries don’t want a strong leader because they fear he will be run by the big
[EU] countries,” said Reinfeldt.

European governments had to decide whether the post ought to be turned into “a strong
leader for Europe” or whether the president’s role should be limited to chairing EU summits
and “not putting the [European] commission president in the shadow,” said the Swedish
prime minister.

It was clear he preferred the latter role, a lower profile and less influential function that
would probably be less attractive to Blair.

The former prime minister is believed to be strongly considering bidding for the post.
Former close aides have indicated they could be moving to Brussels. But no announcement
of a candidacy is expected until after the Irish referendum.

When Blair’s name first surfaced for the position last year, it quickly became clear that he
had the support of France’s president, Nicolas Sarkozy, but was opposed by Berlin, where
the chancellor, Angela Merkel, is said to prefer a more limited role for the president and a
weaker figure.
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That situation may no longer obtain. Sarkozy is said to have gone cool on Blair and could
support Felipe Gonzalez, the former Spanish prime minister, while Merkel’s opposition
seems to have diminished despite the fact that Blair is widely mistrusted in Germany for his
role in the Iraq war and because he failed to use his 10 years in Downing Street to put
Britain “at the heart of Europe”.

Privately, senior Swedish officials questioned the merits of a Blair presidency. Running the
EU for the next year, the Swedish and Spanish governments enjoy agenda-setting powers
that could complicate a Blair bid.

The Briton’s main assets, however, are name and brand recognition, international contacts,
and the absence, so far, of any serious rival for the post.

Last year, the Germans were said to be backing either Jean-Claude Juncker, the veteran
prime minister of Luxembourg, or Wolfgang Schussel, the former Austrian chancellor. Both
are no longer mentioned as credible contenders.

Rather than names, the Swedes want to concentrate on settling the job description and
defining the role and powers for the new post.

The job of European president, held for a maximum of two terms of 30 months, is
established by the Lisbon treaty, along with the new post of European foreign policy chief,
who is also to be a vice-president of the European commission.

The president is to be appointed by European heads of state or government, but the role
and powers have yet to be agreed, except that the person should be a former president or
prime minister.

British diplomats say that the first president will shape the role, while the Swedes say the
job description should precede the appointment.
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