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■  profile Kristalina Georgieva 

She became EU commissioner almost by accident, but Kristalina Georgieva’s 
leadership of the European Union’s department for humanitarian aid and crisis 
response has brought her both praise and popularity. 

Preparing for  
Dangerous Times
“I often say that I have the best job in the Commission, because 
it is about helping people in their most dire moment of need. 
But it is also the worst job, because there are so many people 
who need help, and unfortunately these numbers are not de-
clining,” Georgieva explains. 

PASSIONATE TRAVELLER
My interview with Georgieva takes place in her spacious office 
in the Berlaymont building in Brussels. It is the end of a busy 
day, in particular for Georgieva, who had spent the previous 
night travelling back from Washington. Nonetheless she shows 
no sign of jet lag. 

“I was well trained in my previous job in the World Bank,” 
she says, “that position also required a lot of travelling, and I 
have a very good team that provides the help I need to be able 
to maintain the energy my job requires.”

Travelling takes up a lot of her time. In addition she also has 
to travel to Sofia in order to spend time with her family. Her 
husband and daughter live in the Bulgarian capital, Sofia. Fortu-
nately she claims to be a passionate traveller. 

CONFLICT AND DISASTER
In recent months, much of Georgieva’s time has been dedicated 
to forming and implementing EU policies designed to alleviate 
the grim consequences of the Arab uprisings. In early March, 
as part of this effort, she travelled to Tunisia to inspect camps 
which were being overwhelmed by tens of thousands of migrant 
workers fleeing the violence in Libya. She has also been deeply 
involved in the successful evacuation of between 5 and 6,000 
European Union citizens from Libya, and the EU’s efforts to as-
sist the more than 700,000 third country nationals, that fled 
Libya, to return home.

As events unfolded in North Africa and the Middle East, ca-
tastrophe struck on the other side of the world, in Japan. At the 
end of March, Georgieva was the first high-level internation-
al politician to visit Japan to witness the consequences of the 
earthquake, the subsequent tsunami, and nuclear crisis that 
struck the country.

INTERNATIONAL CAREER
Though still firmly linked to her home country through fam-
ily ties, Kristalina Georgieva has not worked in Bulgaria since 
1991. She left to pursue a career as an environmental econo-
mist, first as a visiting professor at a number of universities 
around the world, later as a consultant to the World Bank, 
which very soon decided to employ her. In the course of the 
next 16 years she rose through the World Bank hierarchy, run-
ning World Bank programmes in Russia, Asia, China and the 
Pacific region, before becoming Vice-President of the Bank in 
2008. 

She remained in this position until, quite unexpectedly 
– and it the middle of the night - Bulgarian Prime Minister, 
Boyko Borisov phoned to ask if she would agree to become 
Bulgaria’s nominee to the EU Commission. Only a few days 
earlier, Borisov’s first choice for the position, Bulgarian for-
eign minister, Rumina Jeleva, had come under strong pres-
sure during a hearing before the European Parliament, when 
representatives started raising doubts about her qualifica-
tions and financial interests. 

“I took the job for two reasons; it was necessary for Bulgaria 
to nominate a new candidate as quickly as possible – and, giv-
en the nature of the portfolio,  I felt that that I was qualified,” 
Georgieva says.

A POPULAR POLITICIAN
In the short time she has been in office, Kristalina Georgieva 
has managed to impress many people, both in Brussels and 
beyond. 11 months after she became a commissioner, readers 
of the Brussels based EU-affairs newspaper, European Voice, 
named her both European Commissioner of the Year and Euro-
pean of the Year. Her success was endorsed by NGO representa-
tives, colleagues and associates in the EU capital. 

These rewards also triggered praise and enthusiasm in her 
home country. The Bulgarian media speculated in the possi-
bility that Georgieva might stand as presidential candidate for 
the ruling centre-right party GERB in the 2011 presidential elec-
tions. These rumours have since been denied.  

■ ■   There is 
a new breed 

of politicians 
who support 

left-wing or 
right-wing views 

depending on 
the issues. I am 

one of them. 

By: Birgit Vartdal

EU COmmISSIONER: Kristalina Georgieva is one of the world’s most influential aid politicians. As head of the EU’s department for humanitarian response, 
she controls the world’s second largest aid budget.  Photo: © European Parliament
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CONSERVATIVE AND LEFT-WING
Georgieva is not member of any political party, and she has 
been a technocrat all her life. She does, however, have strong 
links to GERB. Asked to place herself upon the traditional left-
wing, right-wing political spectrum, she says:

“There is a new breed of politicians who support left-wing 
or right-wing views depending on the issues. I am one of them. 
When it comes to fiscal matters and economic discipline, I 
place myself on the conservative side. In issues related to de-
velopment, human rights and the envi-
ronment, I belong to the political left. 
GERB is a centre-right party, but it is also 
a party that on many domestic issues 
acts more like a centre-left party,” she ex-
plains.

Kristalina Georgieva does follow Bul-
garian politics, but it is EU policy that fills 
her agenda. 

“I always focus on the job I have. As 
long as I am in this job it has my full dedi-
cation ,and I have three and a half years 
to go,” she laughs.

DANGEROUS FUTURE
When Georgieva came into office, one of her first policy initia-
tives was to start preparing the EU for a future that was likely 
to experience more frequent and more serious disasters. Her 
communication on strengthening European disaster response 
was published in October last year.

“This is a very pragmatic approach to strengthening Europe’s 
ability to deliver support in times of disaster. It has five clear 
and concrete steps: firstly, introduce more scenario planning; 
in other words, anticipate what type of disasters that are likely 
to happen, secondly, appraise the EU’s collective humanitarian 
resources, thirdly, determine what resources we do not have, 
and decide on the best ways of acquiring them, fourthly, organ-
ise our logistics and transport in advance and, finally, establish 
a European emergency response-centre to coordinate our ac-

tions”, she explains. 
The new European emergency re-

sponse centre is scheduled to be opera-
tional at the end of 2011.

AID IN TImES OF CRISIS
Another topic keeping Kristalina Geor-
gieva busy, is the ongoing debate over the 
EU’s multi-annual financial framework. 
Her aim is to secure an annual outlay of 1 
billion euro for humanitarian aid, an ob-
jective she thinks it should be possible to 

achieve even in times of financial crisis.
“I think we have a strong case. We need to relate this fund-

ing request to events that have taken place over the last years. 
Needs are increasing, and EU spending on humanitarian meas-
ures has already reached a level of a billion euro or more. We 
have made a commitment to the UN to spend 0.7 per cent of 
our GDP for development purposes, including  humanitarian 
aid,” Georgieva argues. 

AID AND INDEPENDENCy
The debate over the new long term EU budget has also created 
concerns about the independent standing of humanitarian aid. 
Reports earlier this year suggested that the humanitarian aid 
dossier could fall under the purview of the bloc’s new external 
action service led by Catherine Ashton. 

 “Over my dead body!” Kristalina Georgieva exclaimed (accord-
ing to the EUobserver) when, in February, she was confronted 
with these rumours in front of a Brussels audience. Now, a few 
months later, her response is more relaxed.  
She says she is confident that EU aid will 
never become a foreign policy tool, as it is, 
for example, in the United States.

“I am very confident that Europe has 
made the right choice to keep humanitar-
ian aid impartial, independent and neutral. 
In 2009, for the first time, Europe also es-
tablished a commissionaire of humanitar-
ian aid, and it is my duty to protect this in-
dependence,” she says, characterising the 
uncertainty still voiced among humanitar-
ian aid workers as a natural reaction to the ongoing changes in the 
EU administration. 

“When change takes place, there is of course uncertainty, as 
well as a risk of wrong decisions being made. But we are now 
beyond that stage; firstly, it is now clear that the humanitar-
ian funding instrument will be independent from the foreign 
policy instrument. Secondly, it has been decided that my ser-
vice will stay outside the external action service. And thirdly, 

we have -via precedence established a working partnership, 
in which we collaborate without sacrificing the independence 
that is so important for humanitarian workers,” the EU aid 
chief adds.

SOLIDARITy 
In her recent visits to Japan and Libya, Kristalina Georgieva 
was impressed by the resilience shown by ordinary people liv-
ing under difficult circumstances. In her blog she chronicles 

her personal impressions from the field, 
and reflects upon what lessons can be 
learned from these tragedies. 

“While Libya and the Ivory Coast are 
marked by conflicts grounded in sup-
pression of some people by others. In Ja-
pan it was a force of nature that brought 
the country to its knees. This taught us 
that even the best prepared [for tack-
ling disasters] are no longer safe. My 
counterpart on disasters in the US said 
something very important when we met 

recently. He said: ‘while we have a tradition to prepare for the 
disasters we can imagine, we now have to prepare for the un-
thinkable - for the disasters we don’t have the skills to address. I 
would add that in the face of disasters we all have to be humble 
and accept that we need to build global solidarity, because in 
the future it will no longer be a question of developed countries 
helping developing countries, it will be about human race, eve-
ryone helping each other”, says Kristalina Georgieva. ■
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IN ThE FIELD 3: visiting disaster areas in order to assess the situation first hand is an important part 
of Georgieva’s job. In August 2010, she visited Pachwar, Pakistan, and talked to people affected 
by the Pakistan floods.    Photo: EU/AFP/Katsumi Kasahara

IN ThE FIELD 1: Georgieva and President Salva Kiir Mayardit discussing the 
on-going humanitarian problems in South Sudan.  
 Photo: EU/AFP/Katsumi Kasahara

IN ThE FIELD 2: at the end of March 2011, Georgieva travelled to Japan to oversee the     delivery of aid from 
the EU and to discuss civil protection with the Japanese authorities. The EU aid shipment      contained 70 tons 
of relief items, including blankets, mattresses and sleeping bags.  Photo: EU/AFP/Katsumi Kasahara
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■ ■ I always focus 
on the job I have. As 
long as I am in this 
job it has my full  
dedication.

■ ■ I am very confi-
dent that Europe has 
made the right choice 
to keep humanitar-
ian aid impartial.


