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ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Neelie Kroes called me at the end of 2007 while I was drinking with friends 

in a pub in Melbourne, Australia, and asked me to be her speechwriter. 

We were due to speak at a later hour, but she wanted to speak now. So 

I did the interview standing under flickering fluorescent light on a subur-

ban porch step, listening to how much she loved Australia and Australians 

and struggling to get a word in. I didn’t quite understand who she was, or 

the executive power she wielded as European Commissioner for Compe-

tition, but I figured that any lady willing to take on someone she’d never 

met - from the other side of the world - must be quite open-minded. She 

might be the sort of boat-rocker I could get along with, I though, and so 

it proved. My first thanks are to Neelie Kroes: for having more faith in me 

than I deserved and offering the privilege to work with her during the last 

seven years.

Part of the Neelie magic is her ability to assemble champion teams; she 

understands what different qualities are needed to bring the best out 

in individuals, and to make sure that diversity helps achieve her policy 

goals. When asked in September 2014 what her greatest achievement is, 

she said “the people around me.” Those teams were encouraged to think 

what others dared not. We were given permission to create new per-

spectives. We were taught to always be willing to compromise but never 

to give up our principles in doing so. And that if we did that we would be 

helping Neelie Kroes to make a difference no matter how long it took; you 

see this determination and optimism reflected in the following pages.

This is a collection of words, not a history of all-things-Kroes, so the com-

municators need the next thanks. To the front of the list is Jack Schickler, 

Neelie’s speechwriter since 2011, who thinks and types like he is compos-

ing and then playing a sonata. Next is Kevin Coates who recommended 

me for the job: under his wise guidance Neelie’s competition communi-

cations team showed that Europe could lead the policy world if it want-

ed to. Monica Cunningham, Iona Hamilton, and Isabelle Krauss taught 

me the Brussels ropes and how not to hang myself on them. Jonathan 

Todd and Linda Cain made sure Steelie Neelie was a Page 1 Girl. Over 

at Directorate-General Connect, in particular it was Claire Hewitt, David 

Ringrose, Natasja Bohez-Rubiano, Jurgita Zemaitye, Manoeula Mavroudi, 

Lionel Sola and Marie Frenay doing the digging, planting the seeds and 

kicking the butts for nearly everything digital in this book. It’s a mad-

house in the Spokespersons’ office dealing with the world’s biggest press 

gallery: so I owe Justyna Milanowska, Siobhan Bright and Ana Gradinaru 

for saving me from the edge of madness; and I owe Koen Doens, Pia Ah-

renkilde-Hansen and Olivier Bailly for letting me hang out at that creative 

sweet spot at the edge of madness. 

In Neelie’s policy team, the Cabinet, there are dozens who need to be 

mentioned across 10 years of work; they all know who they are. At one 

point or another every intern, assistant, archivist and policy adviser has 

been involved in getting Neelie’s viewpoints heard because that’s the sort 

of team we are. In particular Bettina Zinterl has stood at Neelie’s side for 
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more than eight years in every conceivable situation, not all of it print-

able. Constantijn Van-Oranje and Sigrid Johannisse unearthed the seam 

of Dutch wisdom us Anglophones did not tap. Anthony Whelan contained 

his sensible instincts in order to listen to my odd but occasionally work-

able ideas. Carl Christian-Buhr did so much connecting us all to the open 

movement and other internet communities. Thibaut Kleiner and Lorena 

Boix Alonso worked with me on the speeches I enjoyed the most: going 

after the banks, and the copyright fundamentalists. And thanks to Philip 

Lowe and Robert Madelin, for backing the vision instead of blocking it. 

Neelie was “fighting like hell for an EU you can believe in” - these Brits 

spent 12 hour work-days building it. 

From a distance and with a tabloid filter, the impression many receive is 

that people who work at the EU are a bunch of over-paid, over-opinionat-

ed, under-worked bureaucrats. That is not my overall experience and not 

something Neelie ever tolerated when she found it.

**

Neelie Kroes’ team – “The Cabinet”- 2014 

Neelie Kroes’ team – “The Cabinet”- 2012 
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Kroes Cabinet 2009

Kroes Cabinet 2007

Reading Note

Neelie Kroes spent ten years telling these stories but you don’t have ten 

years to read them. With that in mind, these quotes are accompanied by 

context and organized by general theme - more interesting I hope than 

if I’d simply printed the quotes in date order. Some are one-liners; oth-

ers are deeper thoughts. I have provided hyperlinks to full texts where a 

quote deserved to be seen in its full context or a video exists of the event, 

or where the full speech has been published. Some quotes appear twice 

because they are relevant to two sections. 

Whatever context I provide is personal reflection and subjective. The 

point of this book is for Kroes’ words to speak for themselves.
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INTRODUCTION 

“In the end it’s not the years in your life that count,                                  
it’s the life in your years”  

Abraham Lincoln

No-one accuses Neelie Kroes of lacking energy. Chief Executive and Min-

isters have been heard to mutter as they leave her office: “I want whatev-

er she’s taking.” With more than 2100 press releases, 700 speeches, 370 

blog posts, an eBook and essay series, roughly 100 opinion columns and 

another 100 press conferences, 9,000 tweets, and several hundred inter-

views, Kroes has placed more than 1.4 million words on the public record 

in her 10 years as a European Commissioner. Yet even a journalist or lob-

byist paid to follow those words has only read a fraction of them, and the 

‘news cycle’ has demanded they share even less. Here is my selection of 

the best of those many words, some of which have never appeared in 

print until now and many of which are buried on EU websites. 

Why? We so often complain that our leaders are not brave or honest or 

real – so when one comes along like Neelie Kroes, who is all that, it needs 

to be recorded. And that is not a given, not least because of her own 

wishes. Neelie Kroes shocked her team in September 2014 by requesting 

our help to achieve a digital death to mark the end of her time as Euro-

pean Commissioner. Not so much a “right to be forgotten” as a “right to 

move on.” No more @NeelieKroesEU – just new Neelie. 73 and starting 

again on a level playing field like the tech start-ups she loves. 

This book is a way to comply with those wishes, without letting the words 

disappear. It matters how we use words. They shape not only the image 

and reputation of people, but viability and identity of whole communities 

and cultures. Words make change possible, when accompanied by the 

right actions. Too often though we allow ourselves to be caught up in the 

conflict that makes communicating exciting. We know what leaders are 

against (cartels, roaming charges, protectionism) but understand too lit-

tle about what they are for. The purpose of this book is therefore to show 

you how a leader can have a positive vision and make a difference, even 

if you don’t always read about it in newspapers or see it on the TV news. 

We see and occasionally we even remember a leader’s biggest successes 

and failures: but the large middle disappears in our new hyperactive digital 

world. This book is an effort to  share rather than delete that useful middle.  
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Neelie Kroes at Our Lady of Nazareth primary school in Nairobi, 2011

These words show you the intersection between policy-making, person-

ality and communications. It’s not poetry, but then again John F. Kennedy 

or Martin Luther King Jr or Abraham Lincoln are poor models for leaders 

and their advisers to copy. Radio spectrum management is not like end-

ing slavery, no matter what words you mobilise to your cause. If you are 

thinking about how to make history, you end up making cheap cliché or 

hyperbole, two things the European Union at least can no longer afford. 

Yet there should be care and effort in communications. It is respectful 

rather than vain to think about these matters. 

A prominent speaker needs to figure out their authentic self and needs a 

team of people to help bring that to life. Neelie Kroes’ political and com-

munications approach is not to everyone’s taste: she aims to get things 

done rather than be popular. There are more truth-bombs than love-

bombs. As Lao Tzu the Chinese philosopher is said to have claimed: “True 
words are not pleasant. Pleasant words are not true.”

It is strange to be a European Commissioner; it is a strange role of part 

politician, part technocrat, part Ambassador. And it suited Neelie Kroes. 

It allowed her a second political act in an already long political life; it al-

lowed her to establish herself as a kind of Grand Dame of the European 

political scene as the likes of Maggie Smith, Judy Dench and Catherine 

Deneuve have done in acting.

Having been a European Commissioner from the ages of 64 to 73, Neel-

ie Kroes had nothing to lose. No boss to suck up to, no family to feed. 

So this book is also what happens when a good communicator has ten 

years of freedom to say what she really thinks, after a lifetime of learning 

about what works in the policy and political worlds.  As one of her team 

members put it during a farewell speech: “She makes her weaknesses 
her strengths; she develops quasi-impossible links between people and 
policy – and in all that madness there is a grain of brilliance. She has 
more creativity, guts, vision and stamina than any leader I have met. It is 
a privilege for us to know her.” 

****

“Without communication you are lost” Neelie Kroes would say. As the 

all-powerful European Competition Commissioner she wanted preven-

tions rather than cures: “It is not enough to stand around waiting for 
anti-competitive behaviour to occur and then correcting it.” Her depart-

ment become a fearsome fine factory under her leadership – but in a 

way each fine was a failure. “Our fundamental goal should be to create a 
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climate in which anti-competitive behaviour is prevented at source. That 
means not just enforcing the rules, but changing minds and attitudes 
too.” For that you need communications. As Digital Commissioner, Kroes 

was handling something very different: influence with little power. In her 

second term as Commissioner it was a simple fact: without good commu-

nication the policy train couldn’t leave the station. 

A friend messaged me in 2014 from a conference in Singapore; a pic-

ture of Neelie delivering a speech on a big screen arrived with the words 

“She’s everywhere!” He was not far from the truth.  The annual number 

of speeches doubled between 2011 and 2014. “Please, call me Neelie” 

Kroes would record up to nine video speeches at a time; suit jackets lined 

up on a rack, lipsticks lined up and various earrings ready to clip on and 

off (keeping the same outfit on made her YouTube channel look more 

like some kind of North Korean catwalk mash-up). She’d tweet on the 

way down and back from the studio – never mind the blog and Facebook 

accounts added to the repertoire. The morning meeting of Kroes’ Cabinet 

began with the press point – if one of us hadn’t already been called whilst 

showering with a thought inspired by the Dutch or international newspa-

pers delivered to her iPad.  

In the first three days at work after the 2014 summer holidays, just weeks 

before the end of her term in office, Kroes gave six public speeches. In the 

week her successors undertook their Parliamentary confirmation hear-

ings she gave a further 11 speeches and launched a 40-part essay series. 

Friends and colleagues would say “things must be quiet for you at the 

moment” – they failed to appreciate that it is never quiet when you work 

for Neelie.

Preparing for a speech in Amsterdam, 2012

So what is it like to work for Neelie Kroes? She has high standards but is 

generous and patient. Everything can be worked out if you offer loyalty 

and your best effort. If you don’t, then you better get out. 

She knows what she wants, reminds you when you haven’t delivered it, 

sends you back pages of highlighted notes and newspaper articles when 

you have delivered it, and then goes and does it her own way anyway. 

“Did it go well?” one might ask the Cabinet member who had accom-

panied Neelie the previous night to a speech with an industry audience.  

“Well, she read the cards. Then she folded them up in her bag, giggled, 

and went off to start the speech.” Don’t take my word for it: anyone who 

read Neelie’s “Chanel No.5” tweet knows who calls the shots.

http://thedailyedge.thejournal.ie/eu-commissioner-im-wearing-chanel-no-5-and-nothing-else-341399-Jan2012/
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Neelie’s TIME 100 cover in 2009

There are no calls at two in the morning, dawn phone conferences, or 

even raised voices. Yet Neelie communicated so much she has several 

competing images. To some, (especially Americans who rarely register 

individual European Commissioners) she is the woman who took on Mic-

rosoft. That is how she made the “TIME 100” list of most influential peo-

ple in the world. For many Europeans she is the lady who wants to end 

mobile roaming charges; even the Eurosceptics given her points for that. 

And for legions of other small groups of fans, they know her through so-

cial media. @NeelieKroesEU brought a human face to dull bureaucracy.

At times I wished Kroes had been greedy as a communicator. As her 

spokesperson you were constantly saying “no” to journalists. Neelie 

would pique their interest and then be too busy cajoling her stakeholders 

(and that included just about everyone given the pervasiveness of digital 

technology) to actually sit down and do more than one interview a week. 

But she was always willing to share her platforms: an open door to guest 

bloggers, a re-tweet for any good idea that needed it, and permanent 

permission for team members to speak to media if she was not free to 

do so. Ego never entered the equation because scoring the goal always 

mattered more than the scorer.

Kroes was not afraid to take on her own. Many Europeans still expect 

“their Commissioner” to lobby for national interests. That is not the point 

of the European Commission and anyone who thought Kroes could be 

pressured didn’t understand her. She made the Dutch public broadcaster 

pay back €76m in illegal state subsidies; she split ING bank in two despite 

lengthy and loud protests from the Dutch Finance Minister; she broke up 

a beer cartel with the iconic Heineken at the centre and a bitumen cartel 

including Shell Oil.

Dutch Prime Minister in Jan Peter Balkenende had to grit his teeth and 

smile in 2009 when re-nominating Neelie Kroes for a second term as Eu-

ropean Commissioner. He had wanted a top European job for himself, 

http://www.twitter.com/NeelieKroesEU
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but eventually gave in to national opinion polls showing 93% support for 

Neelie Kroes to be re-appointed. When her new portfolio was announced 

many thought it crazy to appoint a 68 year old as Digital Commissioner. 

What would someone who could remember life under Nazi occupation 

contribute to that hyperactive youthful world?

Thanks to some complacency and bad luck, Kroes very nearly didn’t get 

chance to show us that age is not a digital barrier. She had been working 

on digital matters longer than some members of the European Parliament 

had been alive (33 years in fact – Neelie was a Minister with research 

links to Philips when they developed the Compact Disc and Bluetooth.) 

The problem was she didn’t think to mention that to the Parliament – a 

body that already resented her for wielding her competition powers with 

little reference to them – or the tech mergers or rural broadband aid 

packages. Long before she and Viviane Reding began slashing roaming 

prices, Neelie tried to tackle those market failures with antitrust cases. 

Again, the Parliament didn’t want that. It wanted laws that it co-signed 

and candidates that grovelled. Not finding that served on a platter the 

MEPs nearly threw her out. At a later, closed, hearing Kroes avoided po-

litical death yet again.

****

Neelie understands the value of telling stories. “I want to know: what is 
the one thing these people are going to say when they get home? What 
are they going to tell their husband or wife about the conference they 
went to? That is what the speech is about.” 

We consistently failed to find those vignettes for her, so instead Neelie 

would trawl her contact book and newspapers and use her hectic trav-

elling time to accumulate the stories herself. They would always make 

the audience laugh the first time; by their tenth outing the Brussels elite 

would be groaning. Journalists would bet on how many seconds or min-

utes it would be before a particular story or phrase came out of the Neel-

ie gospel.

Any person with a pulse in Brussels has heard of the 14 year-old boys in 

Madrid who taught her to rethink intellectual property (they believed in 

sharing, not hoarding and renting). And her grand-daughter rings in the 

ears of every digital stakeholder: 

Grand-daughter: “Ney-ney … how old are you? 
Neelie: “Why, I am 72 years old” 

Grand-daughter: “And you are still alive?” … 
Neelie: “So you see, I am in a hurry to get things done!”

Not everyone was in a hurry to join her. 

The very telecoms companies that today campaign against the end of 

mobile roaming premiums are the ones who asked Kroes, at their annual 

Mobile World Congress in 2013, to help them break the spiral of distrust 

they had generated with their customers. Years earlier, staff at an ener-

gy company broke into a sealed room containing documents stored by 

Commission officials during an inspection. They then claimed that a noisy 

drinks party had dislodged the industrial strength seals across the door. 

Neelie Kroes sent them a bill for €38 million: the most expensive drinks 

party ever.
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Neelie referred to herself as the “Commissioner for Disruption.” One rel-

atively quiet afternoon in April 2014 a Brussels court banned the taxi ser-

vice Uber. They not only banned it, but instituted €10,000 fines for every 

passenger an Uber driver collected (most commonly for a €6 journey.) 

Unusually, Neelie was sitting at her desk reading briefing papers when 

the news arrived. “Are you ready to be angry?” I asked as she peered up 

from her bright amber-framed glasses. She was more than angry: “It’s 
outrageous!” were her first words. Ten minutes of discussion later and 

her famous “outraged” blog post was as good as finished. That is Kroes to 

a tee:  no pointless filters or delay, no umming and ahhing about whether 

someone might be offended. If it needed to be said, she said it. 

****

The Crazy Kroes Schedule

http://www.uber.com
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/content/crazy-court-decision-ban-uber-brussels-show-your-anger
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How The Magic Happened

Neelie Kroes preferred to give input at the beginning and end of the 

speech drafting process. She would then continue to make changes to 

the final draft until the moment of delivery.  The text would be printed on 

A5-sized cards, in large font, and she would highlight words for emphasis 

and scribble additions and changes in pen.

One of the speech cards from Neelie’s final speech to telecoms industry 
leaders in September 2014 

CLASSIC KROES

Journalists can still recite the best lines from Neelie Kroes’ first press con-

ference as European Commissioner, ten years later: “I am not a pussycat 

in my work and I do not intend to be a pussycat for the next five years.” 

A clever line for someone presenting the fines of an animal feed vitamin 

cartel. A brilliant one when that person had spent the previous month 

being described as weak and in the pocket of business by opponents 

(during her Commissioner confirmation hearing).

 

Neelie Kroes with the knives out, with Karel De Gucht

Quirky, real, memorable, a little bit flirty. “You have to get used to my per-
sonality. If I take responsibility I do it with my whole heart and without 
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hesitation,” she said that day. And so it was throughout the next decade.

Neelie Kroes loves to combine being naughty, brave, and funny. It’s her 

way of coping with the inevitable bureaucracy of an institution that is 

both multinational and public. It’s her way of smiling even when people 

think more about what they want from her than how to help her solve a 

problem.

Lost in Translation

Like nearly all the Dutch, Neelie Kroes has been competent in English 

for decades.  But that is not enough to cope under intense questioning 

for 30 minutes, let alone the three hours of a European Commissioner 

candidate hearing. Nor was it enough for observers such as the Financial 
Times who called her English skills “surprisingly poor.”  The critics did not 

stop to reflect on whether their Dutch was good enough to justify their 

newly found appreciation of English grammar, of course. Yet Neelie want-

ed to be judged on her ideas, not her accent and syntax. 

Never one to take her ‘renumeration’  for granted Neelie was not about 

to “stab her head in the sand” on the matter. She “found it main” on her 

“list-to-do” – “so to say” - to improve. Having said that, “it wasn’t so fast 
that she got English under the knee” (an example of “Dunglish.”) So she 

built on the asset of being direct and plain, later facing the criticism that 

her ideas were as simple as her words. 

She didn’t want praise for what she did right – because it would never 

be right enough for snotty competition lawyers. Instead she insisted on 

being told what she did wrong in each speech. After each one I would 

provide a written summary of what she needed to improve, discreetly 

printed and tucked into her folio, or under her phone.  When I felt she 

had improved significantly I stopped providing the notes, only to be told: 

“come on, there is always mistakes, so I want to know.” She would not 

practice out loud before the speech (the Holy Grail any speechwriter 

begs for) but we found simpler methods to smooth her speaking:  shorter 

sentences, indications of where it would be good to pause, suggestions 

about what tone to employ. 

This tough love worked - aside from one memorable occasion when she 

started reading the stage directions out loud at the beginning of a 2008 

speech defending the need to maintain Europe’s single market, in the 

nervous days after the collapse of Lehman Brothers.  Kroes can now deliv-

er, without a blip, several five minutes speeches using an auto-cue, back-

to-back. Only a professional newsreader speaking their native language 

can match that, not that she would be comfortable reading such compli-

ments: “People usually only say such nice things when one is dead,” is 

her quote that comes to mind.

When she is without a script or talking in private, the challenge for Kroes 

is how to marshal her many ideas into a flow. She will often throw three 

or four into a sentence or thought; and that can mean waiting for the 

fourth idea before it is clear what the other three mean. She also has the 

habit of not finishing her sentences (in both Dutch and English) because 

she doesn’t want to waste your time.  That is fine for the experienced, but 

for the new it can be baffling. There can be radically different readings of 

http://www.makethatthecatwise.nl/dunglish-explained/
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how a newspaper interview or decision-making meeting went according 

to how often you’ve listened to her before. 

It can be fun to watch the faces of her policy officials at weekly planning 

meetings. Under great pressure to present proof of progress on a given 

issue, some grow wild in confusion as Neelie ambles to her point. Desper-

ately seeking the “connection” they first maintain composed self-belief; 

next the search for support across the table begins. If luck is not with 

them, they finally turn to the people next to them or gamble by sug-

gesting to Neelie what she wants to say. Eventually there is an “ahhh” 

moment; some don’t come back. 

Any meeting participant could expect to be subject to props and hand-
outs from Neelie

If she didn’t win the language battle, Kroes certainly won the commu-
nications war – a series of skirmishes that would lead to exchanges and 
newspaper coverage such as this, also in the Financial Times: 

“What advice, the European Union’s competition commission-
er was asked; would she give to the General Motors board as it 
wrestled with the politically charged restructuring of its Euro-
pean subsidiary? The former Dutch transport minister paused: 
“You know we have a saying in Holland: ‘Don’t disturb a chick-
en that has eggs.’”

And with that, she ducked smartly into a waiting car. To any-
one familiar with Europe’s top competition official, it was a 
true “Neelie” moment. While other senior EU officials might 
have pontificated elegantly or brusquely clammed up, the 
competition commissioner took refuge in a folksy Dutch adage 
– which, at the time, seemed so bafflingly nebulous that it was 
never reported.

But Ms Kroes’ shrewd evasion belied a steely political intent 
– and this week eggs hatched for the 68-year-old competition 
commissioner in formidable fashion.

On Monday, her tough application of Europe’s state aid regime 
pushed two of Britain’s biggest ailing banks into major struc-
tural reforms. 

On Tuesday – two weeks after she coerced the German gov-
ernment into saying that its €4.5bn Opel aid package was 
available to all investors – the GM board ditched a restructur-
ing deal for its European operations .

Then, on Wednesday, New York’s attorney-general alleged that 
Intel had used illegal tactics to maintain its dominant market 
position after a record-breaking €1.1bn EU fine … her political 

http://markets.ft.com/tearsheets/performance.asp?s=us:GMGMQ
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savvy and inherent toughness have come into their own in the 
financial crisis.”

Unlike many political figures, her personality doesn’t change when the 

cameras are turned off. Any time Kroes speaks it is peppered with the 

same cosy phrases: “We’re not talking coffee money” (for any funding 

announcement), “It’s my love-baby” (a warning that she will not forget 

what she is asking you to do) and “Shall we have a glass” (a question 

without a question mark) at any meeting past six in the evening. 

If you deliver gossip it is always met with enlarged eyes and those long 

red nails hitting the desk or your fore arm as she exclaims “Come on!” in 

response to crazy news or “No!” and a laugh to funny news. 

After one success, a group of Neelie’s advisers were invited on the spur 

of the moment back to her apartment to celebrate. She sent us to the 

fridge: “Take out whatever is in there” … we opened it to find only cham-

pagne and olives. “Here: take my purse,” is how any five minute break 

during a work trip would begin, as mandatory cappuccinos were fetched. 

“He’s my bodyguard,” (if she wanted inside a secure zone you had no 

right to be in.) “Can we walk there?” Kroes will ask any driver assigned 

to her, leaving the poor man with nothing to do. And my favourite of all, 

the question used to break a stalemate in discussions: “What would you 
do if you were me?  And by the way there is no vacancy.” Here is some 

more Classic Kroes.

“I’m 72. It takes a lot to shock me” (2013)

**

“If President Sarkozy worries that I have only two brain cells, I’m just 
glad it’s twice as many as him.”

(During the weeks in 2009 where Kroes stared down the Elysee Palace 
over aid to the car industry)

**

“I am the most capitalist person in this room”

(to a group of American lawyers after the Wall Street Journal carica-
tured her as a socialist cowgirl, 2008)
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**

“If Mr Berlusconi thinks Alitalia is such a good investment maybe he 
should put his own money into it.”

(Instead of taxpayer money)

**

“It could be a little less,” 

(using uncharacteristic understatement on live television to disapprove 
of the top-heavy Dutch delegation to the Sochi Winter Olympic Games 

... possibly because the delegation was led by the brother of her chief of 
staff - the Dutch King, and the leader of her political party - the Dutch 

Prime Minister)

**

“I am ruling out a third term”

(near the end of her first term)

**

“You cannot resuscitate a corpse”

(explaining you have to act before anti-competitive behavior kills off 
the competition)

**

“I am inspired by the Founding Fathers of Europe. There were no moth-
ers of course: they were all at home.”

**

“Every bank CEO - all men of course, - would tell me it was their neigh-
bour that was the problem. ‘We’re doing fine, but you need to look 

into so and so’ they would say. Well, after 32 of those coffee meetings I 
could see the pattern.”

**

In a question and answer session on Twitter in 2011 Kroes was inter-
rupted by a man who wasn’t interested in policy …  “@marcinisco What 

am I wearing? Would u believe if I say Chanel number 5 and nothing 
else? #AskNeelie”

**

“It’s a wonder I have any creativity left after 10 years in this building” 

(Berlaymont, the European Commission headquarters in Brussels)

**

“Intel call themselves the sponsors of tomorrow. Well now they are the 
sponsors of the European taxpayer.”

(announcing a one billion euro fine) 

**

“We need to prepare for a world without ACTA”

(declaring the controversial agreement dead in 2012, after dithering by 
her colleagues)

**

“I’m looking for talent, not a saint.”

(Upon appointing the controversial Karl-Theodore zu Guttenberg as an 
adviser on internet freedom.)

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-08-457_en.htm?locale=en
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“Have you ever tried to go the hairdresser followed by two body-
guards?”

(After being assigned bodyguards she thought were unnecessary for a 
foreign trip)

**

Responding to calls by Vodafone CEO Vittorio Colao called for a “mor-
atorium on regulation.” Kroes tweeted: “Message to Vittorio & Voda-

fone: I call your bluff, and indeed do not respond well to threats. I take 
the side of the Vodafone customer.”

**

“When I called for two days of dialogue not monologue - it was Minis-
ters going way over time that I was referring to”

(at the 2014 Netmundial conference)

Behind The Scenes

Lights! Camera! Action! At the Netmundial conference in Sao Paulo
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Joking while filming with the BBC in Westminster  (RH)

Yes, those are Commissioners and raw herring, Not in the job descrip-
tion

After learning to code with Coder Dojo in Belgium (RH)

No make-up artists followed Commissioners around - it was self-service
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Kroes’ team was full of Angry Birds (RH) With Captain Europe (RH)
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Just before walking on-stage to declare that she considered ACTA dead

 

To Neelie, office walls were just another artificial barrier to creativity – 
so she had them ripped out … (RH)

… and then re-decorated. (RH) 
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Neelie loves to live young – her friends, her team, her ideas and her 
clothes. (RH) 

 

It was always pizza on the menu if we had to work late together. (RH)

The comfort shoes of the average 72 year old. (RH) 

 

The stockings of the average 72 year old. (RH)



Steelie Neelie: European Commissioner Neelie Kroes, In Her Own Words Edited by Ryan Heath

46 47

Role model

Neelie Kroes was reluctant to see herself as a role model until late in her 

career. But it became obvious to her – after more than 30 years of often 

being the only women on the board, in the Cabinet, at the meeting table 

– that women collectively were in a difficult position. Her success thus 

threw her into the position of role model whether or not she agreed and 

liked it. “I think role models are so important. Not people like me, though 
I see it now why I am seen as one. But the most important ones are close 
to you. The people in your community who make you think ‘She’s like me. 
If she can do it, maybe I can too’. That’s what we need: to be role models 
to the people next to us.”

Having accepted the interest in her she did not hold back in her advice to 

younger women:  “My advice to any married woman is: don’t stay for the 
money, make some yourself.” 

“Women discover they have become completely dependent on their 
partners and stay with them not for love but for money. They reach a 
certain age and realise they are stuck: the children have left home, em-
ployers and husbands are switching to younger models and there they 
are, unable to leave because of money. This is why every young woman 
should equip herself with the tools it takes to ensure her financial, social 
and spiritual independence. Choosing to have a family is important but 
it need not determine your life.”

Soon it was not only Dutch women interested in how she had succeeded 

in politics. Women across Europe and the United States instinctively liked 

her style, and the men were increasingly forced to accept her impact. It is 

hard not to. Simply put, she doesn’t sound or look like a bureaucrat or like 

most leaders. And everywhere she goes she blazes a trail. Think of Hillary 

Clinton when she is laughing and in her truly unguarded moments – that 

is what Kroes is like most of the time.  And below the surface is frame of 

steel that gives her her nickname. 

She will make the coffee and cut-up the cake, and never forget a birthday 

or a thank-you note: both because it’s the nice thing to do and because 

it keeps her normal. It is striking that EU embassy staff would frequently 

remark that she was their favourite Commissioner to host. She genuinely 

got on with drivers and guards and receptionists. 

Neelie did not forget the people and the ideas that inspired her once she 

moved to Brussels: she brought them in as special advisers and worked 

as a kind of professional match-maker, so that new networks of people 

who would never have met without her intervention were able to go and 

organise change themselves. 

Possibly most importantly Neelie always wants to be challenged. She 

doesn’t like it when people simply agree with her: she wants the best 

ideas to succeed and that only happens with debate and with energy, 

which explains why she was at her best around young people. It became 

a standard refrain when planning trips - where are the start-ups? are we 
visiting some students? – because Neelie wanted to hear from them and 

fed on them as much, or more, than any leader with a grand title.  They 

liked her because in constantly surrounding herself with dynamic people 
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those qualities continued to reflect in her: she seemed a bit like them.

Communicator par excellence – through openness

In a cynical age, where the European Union is regarded with contempt 

by many and ignored by the majority of Europeans, it is more difficult 

than at other points in the Union’s history to make people pay attention 

to Europe-wide debates that affect them. Newspapers mostly don’t want 

to run opinion articles by Commissioners. News is artificially limited to 

one “European” story a day in many outlets. Anything from Brussels is 

assumed to be ‘politics.’ It takes therefore a different type of communi-

cations to cut through. It takes a physical and emotional language rather 

than a legal one to gain attention; it takes a type of openness that Kroes 

excels in. 

Neelie introduced herself to her new policy department in 2010 with 

the offer of a date whereby she invited the staff member who came up 

with the best communications idea to dinner. Later on, if one suggested: 

“Maybe we should open your blog to guest contributors,” Neelie would 

say “great idea – why didn’t we do it earlier?” When eyebrows were 

raised at a forceful tweet or comment in the Parliament, she would say 

“Come on! It is the truth.” After learning about “CommentNeelie.eu” a 

site where her speeches could be commented on line-by-line she asked 

that the first line of all her speeches direct readers to the site. It was a 

European start-up and a chance to debate – the sort of “win-win” she 

prized.  

Her success was not due only to the way she spoke, but the fact that she 

also listened: to the individuals in front of her and to the political wind. In 

early 2012 Neelie Kroes did not think that the proposed ACTA (Anti-Coun-

terfeiting Trade Agreement) agreement was particularly useful - but she 

wasn’t directly involved or keen to smash it to pieces either. She had been 

much more worried about possible restrictive copyright legislation in the 

United States (known as the SOPA and PIPA acts). But after months of 

growing protests in nearly all European countries, Kroes could see how 

angry digital communities were.

 
 

Participating in a tweet chat (RH)

She could see they were sick of being ignored, she was sick herself of hav-

ing no good answer to neighbours who mentioned it to her. And Neelie 

also knew that whatever the reasoning, ACTA would sit as a stumbling 

block in front of all her other objectives. Annoyed by the dithering of 

http://www.commentneelie.eu
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those actually responsible for the agreement Kroes bided time and even-

tually got fed up during a work trip to Copenhagen. She then chose a 

digital activist festival in Berlin the following week (May 2012) as the lo-

cation for the kill. She stood in front of the most anti-ACTA people and 

told them: “We need to prepare for a world without ACTA.” She didn’t 

claim credit for the protests, sign up to any manifestos, lecture leaders or 

throw herself forward as a martyr or hero. She didn’t even issue a press 

release for the simple reason that it wasn’t needed. She simply let it be 

known that she wanted nothing to do with a revival of the agreement, 

making it politically impossible for others to attempt it. Job done and 

scalpel cleaned, ACTA died a quick death. 

After a decade of interventions like this it is common to see online com-

ments like “Hear, hear, we need more realistic politicians like Mrs Kroes” 

or “Unfortunately we cannot assume a tough-minded person like Neelie 
Kroes will get the portfolio (next time).” It was never a problem to ex-

plain who you worked for – because everyone seemed to remember at 

least one thing they liked about her: “I am not into politics but Neelie 
Smit-Kroes – she’s talks sense at least” (Dutch people often used her for-

mer name) and “She’s the Dutch one isn’t she? Quite good for a Liberal.” 
One man on Twitter regularly laments she is not US President.

People’s Commissioner 

It was because she was able to connect at a very basic human level that 

Kroes won such a diverse fan base. She did not joined the TIME100 list 

of most influential people globally in 2009, not just for issuing big fines 

against big companies. There was something else she did that made you, 

as an observer, realise that these actions were good for you and for the 

economy, rather than simply good for her. She was telling a much bigger 

story. 

Kroes never stopped looking at that “bigger picture” and the need to be 

relevant: “A Europe not based on the consent of people is one destined 
to fail,” she would say. “I am a fighter, not a bureaucrat. Many people 
see the EU as a big accountant that is all about control and rules. Well, 
it’s about people and inspiring people as well as rules. It’s about creating 
opportunities that wouldn’t exist if we didn’t work together.”

Some saw her moves to end mobile roaming premiums as merely a play 

for votes.  But what votes? She wasn’t a candidate in any European elec-

tion; the credit for voting to end roaming charges did not go to one party. 

No, Kroes saw that getting rid of artificial charges that annoyed millions 

was a way to show that the EU could make a direct impact on daily life. 

The money didn’t help the companies invest or perform; it just made 

them fatter and lazier. If the EU could not get rid of that barrier, what 

hope did it have to get rid of others? 
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Neelie took it as a point of principle never to let people with power bully 

her. If she let herself be bullied, what hope did the average person have? 

In 2012 she made a reference to angels and God in one of her weekly 

columns for the Financieele Dagblad (Dutch Financial Times). The editor 

took exception and refused to print it, seeming afraid it would offend 

some readers. Neelie called him and told him: “Print it or I quit.” The best 

he would offer was to check with a pastor about whether the Church 

would mind this reference to religion. So Neelie sat in her office mocking 

the timidity of the man and wondering when pastors became the cen-

sors of national newspapers; insisting the column was over if the editor 

offered an ounce of further resistance. The pastor called to say he had no 

problem with it, and the column continued.

 
Neelie Kroes and Constantijn van Oranje learning to code with the help 
of young Belgian members of Coder DoJo.  Photo credit: Kathleen Van 

de Velde 

Style leader

Neelie Kroes is a role model, but after watching her perform for seven 

years, there have been plenty of moment where just ‘model’ would be 

appropriate. Observers and journalists constantly refer to the way wom-

en appear, far more than they do about men. It’s not fair and I am doing 

it again here; yet it is relevant because Neelie’s appearance is so striking 

it is inseparable from her thoughts, and they combine to project her per-

sonality. 

Constantly stuck in teams and rooms composed 90% to 100% of men in 

dark suits (even in the supposedly relaxed and modern technology world) 

Kroes struck back with colour, glamour and grace. She wore exactly what 

she wanted – whether it was a full leather outfit with clanking gold jew-

ellery, classic Chanel, or jeans. You could find her in ankle-breaking heels 

because they looked amazing, or bump into her in flats and no make-up 

at the Brussels Sunday fruit market. I spent one 30-minute TV interview 

(shot live in a single take) cringing as the pieces of her huge white ear-

rings (based on a Joan Miro mobile) smashed noisily together every time 

her head moved. I still can’t tell if she did it to put the interviewer on the 

‘back-foot’ or because she simply loved the earrings.
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This is Neelie waiting for instructions from an Irish photographer - she 
is 72 years old in this photo (RH) 

Peter Mandelson, the former European Commissioner from the United 

Kingdom, used to say the thing that would keep him interested in weekly 

College of Commissioner meetings was the anticipation about what Neel-

ie would wear each week. Members of her Competition staff who joined 

her in meetings loved nothing more than to discuss with colleagues not 

present about the latest outfit. She has a museum-quality collection of 

brooches (Madeleine Albright was her role model in that regard) and a 

press conference cannot go for longer than a minute before she starts 

counting out with her red fingernails a series of actions. Immediately 

there is a roar of clicks and camera flashes as the nails emerge. Kroes 

soon learnt that a flick of the fingernails is what the cameras wanted, and 

applied it to her causes, such as the campaign she started for #TenOr-

More female European Commissioners.

The famous red nails - great for photos, terrible for tweeting

When she buys clothes she buys them for keeps. It is not unusual for 

Neelie to wear jackets she has owned since the 80s and 90s. Lest you 

think it is all Chanel and Armani, she is the first to throw on an ill-fitting 

T-Shirt to get into the spirit of an event. She’ll wear a garland of broad-
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band wires or sports sunglasses, whatever the occasion demands. On 

crutches due to a twisted ankle, someone joked that Neelie should buy 

Ugg (sheepskin) boots and have them bejewelled, to add some bling to 

her injury. We stood there laughing as Neelie’s mind seriously whirred at 

the possibility.

The point is that Kroes doesn’t sink into the wall paper, copy someone 

else’s style, or enslave herself to trends– she simply has her own style 

that s open to anything and has become her trademark.

STORIES BEHIND THE QUOTE

The handcuffs in Lyon

Photo credit: Mike, creative commons license.

The postal service of the European Commission is notoriously tough. Try 

to get an Amazon parcel delivered and you’ll be packed off to the Brus-

sels outer suburbs to collect it from a distribution centre. The mail staff 

confiscated a cheap Christmas tree decoration from me on one occasion, 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
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after opening my mail on suspicion of receiving lobbying gifts. In its place 

a letter was sent asking if I wanted it a) destroyed b) donated to charity or 

c) if I wanted to purchase it. It probably cost 99 cents retail, and I’d never 

heard of the firm that sent it.

So it was quite a surprise when Neelie Kroes received a pair of hand-cuffs 

in the mail … the fully lockable police kind. Sent by the Free Software 

Foundation to make the point that information should not be locked up, 

Neelie saw the chance to use a prop in a forthcoming speech in Lyon 

alongside the inventor of the World Wide Web Sir Tim Berners-Lee. She 

duly did.  It was an even greater surprise to the staff at Lyon airport when 

she tried to take them with her as hand-luggage. Imagine this scene tak-

ing place in French:

Security officer: “Madame, what are these?”

Neelie:  “They are my hand-cuffs”

Security: “What do you mean they are your hand-cuffs”

Neelie: “Well, they are hand-cuffs and they are mine.”

Security: “You cannot take these on board Madame.”

Neelie: “Why not?”

Security: “You could lock somebody up.”

Neelie: “That is ridiculous, why would I lock someone up?”

Security: “Then why do you have hand-cuffs?”

Neelie: (pauses) “Well, OK. Why don’t you send them to me in Brussels.”

The Uber blog post – “Crazy court decision to ban Uber in 
Brussels”

The truth is that we had no idea the Brussels regional government was 

taking the mega-funded start-up Uber to court. We were more worried 

about Brussels endlessly dragging its feet about the roll-out of 4G net-

works and we’d certainly never met Uber representatives. The most we 

could say was that several members of staff had tried Uber. 

Quite a few people were horrified at the language Kroes used to criticize 

the banning of Uber by the Brussels court in April 2014. But this blog post 

was never about one American company, nor was it about attacking the 

court. It was about attacking a mentality that says it’s OK to stifle inno-

http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/content/crazy-court-decision-ban-uber-brussels-show-your-anger
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/content/crazy-court-decision-ban-uber-brussels-show-your-anger
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vation; it was about putting down a marker in these debates that says: 

‘Europe can’t afford to lock itself in a cupboard and ignore the digital 

revolution.’ The Brussels court decision was ridiculous enough to allow 

that point to be easily made.

The post may never have happened if Kroes had been caught up in a 

meeting or out of town, at the crucial moment. Committees have a way 

of watering texts down when they get their hands on them. It was fur-

ther luck she had not direct policy control over the issue – otherwise the 

Commission legal service may have intervened. In essence Kroes was free 

to say what she thought as a resident of Brussels, and as someone who 

believes in maximizing the chances not only of people with jobs already, 

but of people who still need work and those who create jobs.  In a fur-

ther piece of luck Kroes learnt about Italian drivers striking against Uber 

while in New York waiting to hail a cab; she immediately tweeted that the 

government should not give into blackmail. And then the following week 

was in London and unable to make it to an interview, and almost missed 

another at CNN, because of another taxi strike. It made for perfect TV 

chat. And of course it did not hurt that defending the freedom to pro-

vide services is a neat, defining liberal cause … quite handy in the run-up 

to the 2014 European elections as the Liberals struggled to explain why 

people should vote for them.

The “End Roaming” Parliament speech

 
At the Strasbourg EU Parliament Building…  

Neelie always wanted a little less conversation and little more action.

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-484_en.htm
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Policy-making and communications often intersect, but rarely as dramat-

ically as when Neelie Kroes went to the European Parliament with an irre-

sistible deal. Excluding President Jose Manuel Barroso’s State of the Union 

speech it become the most read speech by a European Commissioner in 2013.  

By mid-2013 Neelie was becoming increasingly agitated at the lack of 

progress on delivering better broadband in Europe. The problem was 

not surprising in that the telecoms sector was predictably beginning to 

fall apart because of its inability to adapt to new digital demands. Falling 

revenues and profits hurt; the government-owned companies especially 

were being dragged down by being politically or legally unable to hire 

and fire the right people. All the minor tweaks that could be done to tele-

coms regulation had been done. And it was still too early to completely 

overhaul the legal framework (the last overhaul had been in place less 

than two years and took longer than that to implement). 

It was the route to disaster that was frustrating: CEOs had been handed 

the chance to write a roadmap for the sector and failed to agree on what 

to do in 2011. Neelie had come out swinging in December 2012, all but 

calling Europe’s governments visionless and weak when it came to the 

digital world, and urging them to back her plan to leverage nine billion 

euros of public money to build fast broadband (through AAA-rated Euro-

pean Investment Bank financing to deliver around 70 billion in new net-

works - half of what Europe needed to match Asia’s best networks.) Yet 

the CEOs secretly briefed again her plan – they did not want the money, 

and yet they cried poor on every other front. 

Neelie needed a plan to make up for the lack of vision of the national 

leaders and CEOs. When she sat down to read the draft speech for her 

update to Parliament in May 2013, on a flight to Cairo to meet with ac-

tivists from the Arab Spring and the new Egyptian government, she was 

in a demanding mood. 

The speech that had been drafted did not meet those demands. She 

called me to the front of the plane from my economy seat, annoying the 

airline staff so much they ordered me back to my original place, which 

Neelie refused to accept. So I pretended to perch, while in fact engaging 

in a long speech planning discussion. We made a bullet point list of what 

she really wanted, and I was sent back with an hour and 15 minutes be-

fore we landed to reflect the list in what was essentially a new speech. 

The centrepiece was the commitment to end mobile roaming charges 

in Europe once and for all. As we left the plane Neelie just smiled and 

handed me back my computer. It was all too easy. 

The hard part was trying to consult on the speech without generating 

a backlash in Brussels. One route was reflecting on the text with Mar-

ietje Schaake - an up-and-coming Dutch Member of the European Par-

liament also in Cairo. By the time we left our hotel to return to Brussels 

we agreed it was going to be an excellent speech (to be delivered to the 

Parliament just after arrival in Brussels). Then we realized while waiting 

to board our return flight that we had forgotten to show it to anyone in 

Brussels at all! 

The lounge at Cairo turned out to have no WiFi and the security settings 

on our work phones prevented tether to our computers for an internet 

connection.  In the mini-van from the terminal to the plane Lucas Josten, 

from Neelie’s team, realized we could use Neelie’s iPad, if – irony noted - 

she agreed to pay the mobile roaming fees. She did. We sent the speech 

to Neelie’s officials and political advisers in Brussels and the plane took-
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off. 

The Brussels team of course had no way to reach us; to ask questions 

or protest at what Neelie had decided. That would have been awkward 

enough on its own. In addition our plane had a fault and diverted to Is-

tanbul as we flew over Vienna. We did not land back in Brussels until well 

past 2 in the morning, having been out of contact for around 8 hours.  

To say the new speech caused concern amongst Neelie’s team is possi-

bly an understatement; it arrived without formal explanation or context. 

And bureaucrats like nothing if not a plan. They do not like being divert-

ed from the plan. But Neelie was determined to go ahead. Save for one 

or two lines changed, the text from the plane become the basis of her 

“Connected Continent” regulation: 

“Instead of delivering the speech I prepared … we need a different and 
very political discussion about delivering a telecoms single market. Will 
join me in building something special between now and the European 
elections? I want us to show citizens that the EU is relevant to their lives 
…”  Neelie had started another very big fight.

“I am the most capitalist person in this room”

Offense is said to be the best form of defence, and that thought came in 

handy in March 2008 in one of my earliest speeches for Neelie. She was 

at that time being painted in unflattering terms across America’s right-

wing media – sometimes literally as a bossy socialist. Neelie had a point 

to prove that month. 

So Kevin Coates, Neelie’s head of Communications, sat down with me 

to imagine a way to surprise the upcoming audience at the American 

Bar Association, a group of very wealthy and very loud lawyers.  If they 

think she’s an out of control socialist, ‘what’s the most shocking thing 

she can say?’, we wondered. We settled on opening the speech with “if 

you believe what you read on the opinion pages of the Wall Street Jour-

nal – there’s a canal in Amsterdam that I would like to sell you.” This was 

a reference to a common Americanism about the stupidity of anyone 

believing the Brooklyn Bridge could be for sale. We then suggested to up 

the ante with “I am the most capitalist person in this room.”

Coming off the back of 2 billion euros of fines against Microsoft, this 

would be quite a claim to make. Neelie charged right in and left a few 

jaws on the floor. But that was why Neelie was great as Competition 

Commissioner, she was at her best in the Lion’s Den, with her back 

against the wall. 

(For some reason the official version of the speech now reads: “I am 

probably more capitalist than most of you in this room” …) 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-08-154_en.htm?locale=en
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KROES IN FLIGHT

 
Appearing on Radio1 Netherlands from the Commission studio (RH) Selfies with the youth TV programme College Tour (RH) 
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Live Bloomberg TV cross from Mobile World congress Barcelona (RH)

 
Addressing journalists in Brussels

 
Discussing women and human rights in Netherlands

 
Not impressed with CNBC dragging her into the winter cold (RH)
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Above: on stage at TEDx in Brussels, 2013

Reading over a draft speech (RH)

WALL OF FAME

She couldn’t get no satisfaction when it came to copyright
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Having it out with Karl Lagerfeld

 
Steve Jobs and LVMH chief Bernaud Arnault debating online commerce

 
With Hugh Grant after discussing press freedom

Iron Man, Steel Lady. Photo by Bettina Zinterl
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AGING

Few living political leaders are old enough to be the Prime Minister’s 

grandmother, but Neelie Kroes confronted that reality in 2014 when 

meeting Taavi Rõivas, the new Prime Minister of Estonia.  She didn’t 

flinch: “He’s 38 years younger than me, but we see eye-to-eye anyway.” 
That’s because Neelie is not only trying to redefine how we all see the ag-

ing process, she’s also trying to defy it herself. She wears a “Fuel band” on 

her wrist – a device that tracks the number of steps she walks each day. If 

her morning work-out at home and her walk to the office is not enough, 

you’ll catch her in the stairs or searching for a coffee by the longest route 

possible.  Neelie Kroes will reach her daily step target. And that’s why, at 

73, she has legs most 37 year olds would kill for.  “I, for one, am proof 
that you can enjoy leading a full life at the age of 70. I might be older at 
70, but I’m not old. We should all be allowed to continue being active 
long after official retirement age.”

What is personal is also political for Kroes: she values independence 

more than anything else, and independence requires strong mental and 

physical health. More than that, independence is supported by good 

technology.  “The sad fact is most people don’t want to work helping 
elderly - but they still need support,” she says. When you can be mon-

itored remotely by doctors and family, you have more options to keep 

living at home. That’s why Kroes has pushed research into eHealth and 

robots to the top of the EU’s funded agenda: “The (health) system 
is cracking and we can’t fix it without a bigger role for technology.” 
 

Neelie Kroes knows Europe faces a grey tsunami in coming decades. As 

the population ages everything in our social democracy is at risk if we do 

not reengineer our systems of work and pensions and health and care. 

Kroes wants Europe to be ready.

“Let us look at the issue that can strike the most fear into our hearts: 
our own old age. With life expectancy rising and the cost of new ad-

vanced treatments rising, who will pay for it? Today there are four peo-
ple working for each one retired. In 2050 only two will work for every 

one retired. Even if we found the money who would do the work? There 
will not be enough carers to look after you every time you need it. …
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More costs alongside high debts - with less people to do the work and 
pay the bills. That does not add up. How else will we help each other if 

we do not find digital solutions? …”

**

“Babies born today have a good chance of living until 100. They will 
grow up in a world … where five or six generations of a family could be 
alive at the same time. Do you really think we can deal with that by re-

fusing to change how we think about age and how we fund it?”

**

Assisted Living conference, Odense, September 2010

“What impresses me most about the Danish system is that while en-
abled by technology it is motivated by the desire to care better for old-
er citizens... This is therefore about the people. The technology is the 

means but not the end.” 

**

Innovation isn’t just for the young, May 2013

“Ageing isn’t a problem, it’s a source of inspiration and innovation. It’s 
not just an expanding cost to be cut but a growing market opportunity 
to be served. We shouldn’t protect (today’s) powers and practices, we 
should come together to share so that ageing is active, and indepen-

dent and different.”

**

“Will you get the care you deserve in old age? Will your grandchildren 
be left with your debts? What type of job can you expect to hold in 10 
years? The answers are not all down to you. They bound up in the fate 

of the Digital Agenda for Europe.” 

**

“A lot of people worry about robots, especially in care. Well, Europe 
has a shortage of care-givers and the people being cared for like the 

robots!”

**

On a project called “GiraffPlus” which has developed a robot that is like 
a ‘Skype on wheels’ that allows a 94 year old Grandmother in Rome, 
Lea Ralli, to stay living in her own home. “None of us is getting any 

younger. But we all want to know that we will not lose our dignity, re-
spect and independence as we age … (this is) adding not just years to 

our life, but also life to our years.” 

**

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-10-433_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-430_en.htm
http://www.giraffplus.eu/
http://www.giraffplus.eu/
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BANKING - SAVING THE BANKS 
FROM THEMSELVES

Frustration with banking leaders mounted as the financial crisis wore 
on

Heading into her term as a European Competition Commissioner (2004-
2009), the prevailing wisdom was that Neelie Kroes would be soft on big 
business. Of course she would, after 15 years serving on corporate boards 
and running a business university. Then she took on Microsoft, and the 
common wisdom became that these decisions weren’t really her own 
achievement. No, her predecessor Mario Monti started the case and 
her staff finished it. Neelie Kroes just showed up to read out her lines.  

 

The common wisdom fell apart in the months after the American gov-
ernment allowed Lehman Brothers bank to collapse in September 2008. 
In a largely behind-the-scenes role, one little recognised since, Kroes 
and her famous spine were critical in saving not only dozens of banks 
but the whole European single market. 

Ireland’s attempt to attract capital from the UK in September 2008, not 
only led to the collapse of their banking system and the bailout of their 
government, it put Europe’s single market was on the brink of unravel-
ling. Leaders were scared and running out of options; tempted to retreat 
to their core duties of protecting their own citizens today even if that 
meant damning each other tomorrow. 

There were times when Neelie Kroes was literally the only leader willing 
to put her foot down and limit the flow of taxpayer money to banks. 
It would have been easy at that moment – but unthinkable to her – to 
join the growing subsidy stampede.  The car industry was next in line to 
demand virtually unlimited aid and protection; many others would have 
followed. To prevent it from getting to that stage Neelie refused to wave 
through banking aid and insisted that it be targeted and limited to the 
minimum necessary.  
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Neelie took her message about banking hubris to the papers the bank-
ers read

She held firm as the storm weakened with bodies like the OECD and a 
hastily assembled band of experts as her allies. The shocks were not to 
be an excuse for lazy mergers: “Two turkeys don’t make an eagle. We 
have no interest in allowing the creation of yet more companies that are 

‘too big to fail’,” she said, provoking the ire of French President Nicholas 
Sarkozy and large chunks of the German government. 

For 18 months Kroes manoeuvred around in the centre of a fresh hell, 
a messy knot of greed and ignorance that threatened to ruin us all. Six 
years later executives from banks such as Austria’s Hypo are still tied up 
in criminal proceedings, many banks are still in government hands and 
the German Landesbanken system is discredited. With the possible ex-
ception of the US Treasury Secretary she met privately more bank CEOs 
in 2008-9 than any other person on the planet: “Every bank CEO - all 
men of course - would tell me it was their neighbour that was the prob-
lem. ‘We’re doing fine, but you need to look into so and so’ they would 
say. Well, after 32 of those coffee meetings I could see the pattern.” 

An emergency team of staff was put to work in a shipping container in 
the courtyard of her department. At the rate of one bank a day, rescue 
deals were negotiated with strict conditions. She then spent a year forc-
ing banks to pay it all back, either in cash or through restructures such as 
selling whole divisions of their operations: “Some banks may be too big 
to fail, but they are not too big to restructure,” she noted.  

Bankers couldn’t quite come to terms with this. Even in June 2009 they 
held a conference in London, in the middle of all their taxpayer-funded 
rescues, on the theme of “Did Governments Interventions Help?” Neelie 
was unequivocal: “I can answer the session question in one word: yes.” 

Seeing how a dangerous culture had taken hold in banking, she warned. 
“Some banks are still in denial. If it takes some tough love to make them 
face up to their responsibilities, then that’s what I am prepared to offer.” 
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“Our plan is shaping strong banks from weak ones. Banks need to get 
back to products that they actually understand. The message is: ‘busi-
ness as usual’ is over.” 

Her biggest victories included public battles with two of the biggest 
banks of all, Royal Bank of Scotland and ING. It led one UK newspaper to 
splash her as a hero across their front page under the headline “Queen 
of the Banks.” 

Not many Commissioners got headlines like this in the UK 

Neelie Kroes saw how rotten were some of the attitudes and lead-

ers propping up our market economy. These decisions made the Eu-
rope-wide banking union (built between 2010 and 2014) possible. Be-
fore we all waited to see whether the European Central Bank could save 
us from ourselves, there was Neelie Kroes to count on. 

Postscript: By June 2012 the same banks seemed to back to their old 
ways, if they ever stopped. Thibaut Kleiner - the architect of many of 
those rescue deals – waited with Lucas Josten and I as Neelie finished 
a meeting near beautiful Stockholm Harbour. The midsummer sun was 
glowing and with an hour to kill before our flight we went searching for 
a beer on an upstairs terrace of a grand stone building next to the wa-
ter.  We stumbled into what we thought was the bar, and were told to 
get out: this was a private champagne reception for executives from the 
Royal Bank of Scotland. “Oh, that’s funny” we told the woman from RBS 
patrolling the door “we had a lot to do with your bank a few years ago.” 
She shot us a strange look. Thibaut explained that we helped save it from 
collapse, “We work for Neelie Kroes.” “Who’s that?” she wondered.

**** 
Remarks after the first European banking collapses, September 2008

“We approved the Bradford and Bingley rescue in less than 24 
hours after it was notified to us ... the state aid rules are part 
of the solution, not part of the problem. When Europe was 
confronted with a banking crisis in the 1930s, governments 
decided to go national, to retreat from European markets and 
close their borders. Protectionism was not the solution at the 
time, as we very well know. Let us not make the same mistake 
twice.”

**
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At Economic Affairs Committee of European Parliament, October 2008

“(We are) continuing to do everything it can to help stabilise 
European banks … We have to be united in our efforts to reas-
sure depositors and taxpayers.

If we were to ignore the state aid rules, governments would 
be tempted to get into a subsidy race and healthy companies 
could be put out of business just because their competitors re-
ceived unfair state subsidies – and that is no way to protect 
jobs and growth … There must be no discrimination based on 
nationality, (for example, the nationality) of potential acquir-
ing banks; Emergency measures shall be necessary and pro-
portionate, distortions limited to the minimum; Rescue aid 
must be followed if not accompanied by restructuring or liq-
uidations plans.

The current financial crisis poses a systemic threat to the EU 
banking sector. I am determined, to act as a stabilising force 
throughout this crisis. Where the Commission must act it will 
be quickly and constructively; the ordinary saver and citizen 
should not be hurt and I will not authorise any decision where 
such hurt would be caused …

This is no time for half-measures or vainly waiting for a perfect 
solution. It’s going to be messy and it’s going to be hard … This 
is why I would like today to make an appeal to governments 
and banking regulators. Please oblige the banks to come clear 
about the true amounts of the toxic assets they are holding! 
Let us start again with a clean sheet, knowing the full scope of 
the problem.”

**

Time for banks to shoulder their responsibilities, March 2009

“I am not here to lay all the blame on banks. Whether it was 
the culture of investors always expecting double-digit returns, 
or families funding their lifestyle through debt rather than sac-
rifice - this all contributed to the crisis. These habits of greed 
existed from kitchen tables to boardrooms – and they were not 
sustainable…

(But) Financial institutions cannot escape either their role in 
creating this mess, or their role in getting out of it… In many 
recent meetings with bank CEOs, I am told their bank is fine, 
but the other banks have problems. They cannot all be right. … 

The sector is in no position to lecture governments right now 
and the public is in no mood to listen. It would be better for 
banking leaders to take the initiative to restore confidence in 
the assets they hold. 

Where is the leadership?”

**

“Sovereign (accumulating through bank rescues) is a time 
bomb … Sovereign debt default could not only bring down a 
government but also a bank or series of debtors … We need to 
remove two layers of risk -- the risk of a government default 
and government risk from a bank collapse.”

‘Did government interventions help in the crisis?’  
Address to the British Bankers Association, 30 June 2009

“European governments are potentially spending 16.5% of GDP 
on bail-outs. The European Single Market is undoubtedly affect-
ed by large distortions of the various markets involved, and this 
gives the European Commission every reason to be involved. We 
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have every reason to be concerned about protecting taxpayers. 
Let’s first look at the figures - the UK slice of nearly 4 trillion 
pounds of liabilities taken on by European Governments. Ac-
cording to the Bank of England, the UK financial sector is now 
propped up by £1.26 trillion of government support ... The UK 
financial sector has accumulated losses of £250bn since the 
collapse of Lehman Brothers alone - far outweighing fresh 
capital, and including the two worst-performing banks in Eu-
rope. At the same time there is a funding gap of £800 billion 
pounds. That gap between loans and deposits grew four-fold 
since 2001 … as banks such as the old HBOS pursued loan to 
deposit ratios of nearly 180%. 

Those ratios were only possible because of wholesale funding. 
Now that model has failed there is no escaping that banks are 
anchored in the real economy. They need a strong retail depos-
it base and they need to lend to the creditworthy individuals 
and SMEs that depend utterly on bank finance. And because 
banks need retail deposits, and to lend to the real economy, 
the European Commission needs to ensure these market are 
competitive. If they are not competitive many smaller banks 
will not have opportunities to grow, and consumers will suf-
fer…

Let me further reflect on the RBS example for a moment. Here 
we have a bank that developed a balance sheet larger than 
the entire UK economy, tripling in just two years from 2006. At 
its height, the £2.4 trillion pound balance sheet of RBS made it 
larger than all but the economies of the United States, Japan, 
Germany and China. The bank then went on to record the larg-
est trading loss in history, of US$60bn in one year, forcing a 
Government take-over in order to save it. … This is not a bank 
with a sustainable business approach.

It is not possible to deny the need for change in such a bank 
or the system that supervised it. This bank was not merely too 

big to fail, it was: too big to supervise, too big to operate, too 
complex to understand and highly dangerous to the European 
Single Market. This adds up to a terrible argument for main-
taining the status quo. The numbers don’t lie …

The bottom line is that competition policy has so far been part 
of the solution. There is no reason to think that should change.”

**
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CARTELS - THE ENFORCER

Every press conference needed a prop to help make the case

Neelie Kroes can be strident about many things, but cartels are probably 
the sort of economic behavior she hates most. No-one could accuse Kro-
es of hiding her displeasure: “Cartels are the worst obstacle to competi-
tion and I intend to penalise firms that operate them.” They are cheating 
the market system that is so connected to our ability to live free and 
independent lives; and there is no grey area about it. If you’re in a cartel 

then you know you are breaking the law and you had to act deliberately 
to do it. So there was no chance of tolerance from Neelie, who made it 
clear that “if a company thinks our fines are too high, I have an excellent 
suggestion: don’t engage in cartels.” This message was rammed home 
again and again as she made 205 of the cheaters pay 9.4 billion euros in 
fines. 

Several hundred quotes could appear here, but they are nearly identi-
cal, because the illegality was nearly identical. Whether you cheated on 
lifts, car glass (a record fine of 1.2 billion euros), beer, energy, bitumen, 
or just about anything else, very few people felt safe from Neelie Kroes’ 
enforcers. 

****

“Cartels strike at the heart of healthy economic activity. They under-
mine competition, raise prices for consumers and reduce the diversity, 

quality and innovation of European companies.”

**

“We will not allow the advantages of abolishing physical frontiers and 
creating pan-European markets to be neutralised by companies carving 

up the spoils amongst themselves.”

**

“We will not only punish firms severely for cartel behaviour, but also 
increase the fines for flagrantly continuing after a Commission dawn 

raid and for providing wrong or misleading information.”

**

“Why we fine” to the International Bar Association, March 2009
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 “If we create the impression that it is OK to ‘turn a blind eye’ to cartels 
or for an executive to fail to ask questions about suspicious behaviour, 
then we create only more trouble – not only in competition, but across 

all our markets. This sort of misbehaviour is infectious. It breeds the 
sorts of complacent cultures that have generated our current financial 
and economic situation. As guardians of the Treaty and in particular 
the Single Market, we cannot allow even a passive acceptance of this 
sort of behaviour. It is therefore essential that we send the strongest 

possible signals about the value of the single market and competition. 
Fines are that signal.”

**

Energy collusion 

“The Commission has put an end to a cartel which has cheat-
ed public utility companies and consumers for more than 16 
years. The case also demonstrates that the Commission can 
and will bring down cartels even if the companies concerned 
use sophisticated technology to cover their tracks”.

**

Elevators and escalators cartel

“The national management of these companies knew what 
they were doing was wrong, but they tried to conceal their 
action and went ahead anyway. The damage caused by this 
cartel will last for many years because it covered not only the 
initial supply but also the subsequent maintenance of lifts 
and escalators - for these companies the memory of this fine 
should last just as long.”

**

The Paraffin Mafia

 
“The companies involved knew what they were doing and they 
knew that it was wrong. They met in the Blue Saloon bar in 
Hamburg and called themselves the Paraffin Mafia. The “par-
affin mafia” cartel ran from 1992 to 2005 - thirteen years. For 
those companies thirteen was an unlucky number. Because 
under our new fines notice, the fine is increased by 100% for 
every single year of the cartel infringement!”
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COMPETITION POLICY -    
TAKING GLOBAL LEADERSHIP

Why would a Competition Commissioner visit an oil rig?  
She wanted to know exactly what she was making decisions about.

Neelie Kroes didn’t start the trend, but she cemented it. For the first time 
in 115 years since the United States developed the field of “antitrust” 
policy with the 1890 Sherman Act, one of their competitors  overtook 

and outshone them. Under Kroes’ leadership from 2004 – 2009 compe-
tition policy became regular front-page news and Europe became the 
world leader in it. By innovating and enforcing where George W. Bush’s 
administration was happy to let the cowboys reign, Neelie proved that 
Europe is not doomed to be a follower and bit player in the global econ-
omy. Under Neelie Kroes’ direction Europe set the pace and dragged 
the rest of the world along with us, living by the mantra that “… a bit of 
competition never did anyone harm … and competition policy makes it 
work better.” 

It would be a mistake to reduce Neelie’s views to the black and white 
terms large fines tend to encourage: “While I have been a lifelong cap-
italist, I could never accept that laissez faire is a good solution for a so-
ciety. It was John Ralston Saul who said that “unregulated competition 
is just a naïve metaphor for anarchy” – we don’t need that. What we 
need are regulated markets. And the challenge is to maximise our pros-
perity by finding the most efficient ways to regulate them. Competition 
in markets and competition policy enforcement are at the top of that list 
… getting rid of the few rotten apples in the basket, while allowing the 
millions of good apples to get on with business.”

Competition was not an end in itself, it was only ever the means to the 
real end: “Without choice, competition will die, and without competition, 
innovation will die.”  It was Neelie Kroes’ mission to use competition pol-
icy to help the overall economy, because without such a referee “cheat-
ing would be rewarded and go unpunished, jobs and wealth would be 
lost and consumers would lose protection as the law of the jungle ruled.

What unfolded was a series of multi-billion euro fines and savings to the 
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taxpayer of tens of billions of euros. These came from a catalogue of 
more than 1000 investigations, 300 final antitrust decisions, 1800 state 
aid decisions, and 100 banks rescued. No wonder they called her Steelie 
Neelie. 

Companies and governments often fought it every step of the way, earn-
ing the rebuke: “If you don’t break the law, then we don’t have to fine 
you.” In the end you always lost when you fought Neelie Kroes, and you 
would wake up the next morning to find her red nails wagging at you 
in the Financial Times. So it was much better to strike a deal. She was 
happy to let you merge, but not without conditions: “It is the merging 
companies, not their customers, who should bear the risks.” She set-up 
a system of leniency for companies willing to confess and act as whis-
tleblower on a cartel. She couldn’t go after everybody with the limit-
ed resources available, so in a brilliant double act with Philip Lowe her 
Director-General, her tactic was to strike as hard as one could without 
jeopardizing the next case, taking her case on the road and across the 
globe. During her mandate Neelie visited every EU member state and 
inhabited continent to export the EU model of competition policy, in-
cluding the introduction of China’s Anti-Monopoly Law based on the EU 
model. In those days in Brussels, Directorate-General Competition was 
the place to work, and Steelie Neelie’s press conferences were the show 
to watch.  In her own words: “I believe that the Commission’s actions 
in the field of competition were a determining factor in preserving the 
single market.”  

**** 

“Think of a football match, or a race at the Olympics. These 
competitions can only work when they are fair and there is a 
level playing field. Take away those elements and it’s not fun 
for anyone, and the idea soon collapses.

So to have a referee who acts decisively is fundamentally in the 
interests of investors, law-abiding companies and the public 
alike. It’s not a question of red tape or government getting in 
the way of a fair profit – it’s about making sure there is a mar-
ket in the long-term. The Competition Commissioner is that 
referee when it comes to Europe’s Single Market.”

**

“Modern competition policy is not ideological – it is responsive 
to its environment and to market failures. It works best when 
it is pragmatic, such as with our cartel leniency programme. 
Likewise, modern industrial policy should not be about politi-
cians gambling with taxpayers’ money on favourite companies 
and structurally uncompetitive industries. Modern industrial 
policy, as we know from the Lisbon Agenda for growth and 
jobs, is inter-twined with competition policy… Blank cheques 
to friends and favourites are not part of the equation.”
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Taking on the tech titans 

 
Another packed Kroes press conference for a Microsoft decision

Story behind the quote - All-nighters with Steve

Neelie Kroes will always be associated with Microsoft for a generation 

of EU watchers and tech enthusiasts; ‘we changed Microsoft’ sum-

marises the consensus feeling amongst people who worked close-

ly on these cases. As Neelie herself explained at her farewell par-

ty “We not only changed Microsoft – we made them all rethink. 
There are still executives from other Valley companies that tell me in 
2014 they appreciate what we did to push the more open mindset.”  
 

She picked-up an antitrust case started by her predecessor Mario Monti 

and followed it through to several ends, in a way that United States com-

petition authorities had failed to do. The fines were eye-wateringly high 

(more than €2 billion in total – which seemed a big sum before trillion 

euros bailouts and stimulus packages became vogue), but the symbolism 

mattered more. Kroes’ Microsoft cases symbolised that the EU was taking 

on and beating the US at one of the games they created – competition 

law enforcement. Competition law exists to make capitalism work better. 

If anything showed that markets were not untameable beasts, it was a 

massive case against the world’s then biggest company. Yet it was never 

meant to be that way.

Members of Neelie Kroes’ own Parliamentary party abstained on voting 

her in as a Commissioner, so worried were they that she would be in bed 

with companies like Microsoft. While Neelie believes everyone should do 

what they can to profit and prosper, you “wreck the whole game” if the 

rules are not enforced.  So she wasn’t happy when she considered Micro-

soft was “pulling my leg.” “Microsoft was the first company in fifty years 
of EU competition policy that the Commission has had to fine for failure 
to comply with an antitrust decision,” and that was a real“no-go.” There 

were chances to repent, but even Kroes has her limits: “I have given Mi-
crosoft every opportunity to comply with its obligations. However, I have 
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been left with no alternative.” 

Typically these cases ended with all-nighters in Neelie’s office, to maxi-

mise the discussion time with executives on the US West Coast. Those 

evenings were remembered by one participant like this: “I remember go-
ing home at 7am, going home for an hour, and being back by 9am to 
continue. Neelie stayed very late herself, until 2am at least. We loaded 
ourselves with fatty foods and had phone calls with Redmond (Microsoft 
headquarters) every two hours. There were calls with Steve Ballmer, but 
no email. It was not considered secure enough. ” Instead papers were 

chauffeured as required to Namur, a town near Brussels, to the home of 

one of the Microsoft negotiators.

The drama in these discussions revolved around what Microsoft would be 

willing to offer to end the cases against them, and whether Neelie consid-

ered it a fair bargain. To give an example: unknown to the outside world, 

one of the requests by Neelie was that Microsoft move to an open doc-

ument format rather than the standard .doc files. Microsoft came close 

to conceding this – but earned an 899 million euro fine in February 2008 

when these and other discussions broke down. In the end Neelie won a 

similar commitment two years later, in December 2009. Whereupon the 

97% of computer users using Microsoft Office gained access to a perma-

nent commitment to keep .docx file formats available and interoperable.

At one point that night in December 2007, Neelie’s tendency to call even 

the most powerful people by their first name almost backfired. While 

waiting for a call from Steve Ballmer (then CEO of Microsoft), Steve Jobs 

of Apple called. That was not unusual; Neelie caught up with Jobs on a 

regular basis and he even flew to Brussels at Neelie’s insistence during 

his battle with pancreatic cancer to join in a Roundtable on the future of 

music: “CEOs or no-one” was her rule. But a few more seconds and “It’s 

Steve calling …” could have become a very awkward memory.

Story behind the quote - Intel

“Intel call themselves the sponsors of tomorrow. Now they are sponsor 
of the European taxpayer.”

Competition policy decisions are notoriously secretive processes. These 

decisions can ‘move markets’ (perhaps due to a huge fine) or even force 

a company into bankruptcy (if they can’t repay illegal state subsidies), but 

the real reason policy-makers are so secretive is that a company dealt a 

negative decision can appeal in court. Such companies, as is their right, 

will use any scrap of material to prosecute the case; to argue the EU has 

failed to respect due process or misinterpreted its power in some minor 

way. They also use speeches and press releases in their evidence.

With a major decision against Intel pending, the Kroes spent the days af-

ter Easter 2009 in a keen sense of anticipation. Some waited behind newly 

installed security doors in the Cabinet, the rest of us behind “Chinese 

walls” in the policy directorate.  All except the case team were in the dark 

until the last possible moment. 

In these periods the phones ring hot, journalists call to say “hi” after a 

year of silence and hope you slip up for a moment. Corporate spies hang 

out in Brussels bars eavesdropping for juicy information. And the wealthy, 

clever antitrust bubble generally lives on tenterhooks: because it’s the 
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closest public servants and corporate lawyers will ever get to a glamorous 

conspiracy.

As the Kroes team gathered for its Wednesday morning meeting, on 

13 May 2009 team members were, exceptionally, on-time. Still no dice. 

While the Commissioners met three floors above us to adopt the pro-

posed decision, we all applied the knowledge we had harvested from 

Wikipedia to interpret the body language of Vanessa Turner, the one per-

son in our presence who did know the size of the fine. She woudn’t say. 

We concluded anyway that, yes, the fine was indeed over a billion euros.

Such speculation is usually the recipe for imperfect communication. We’d 

written the bulk of the press conference speech days earlier – the pro-

blem was that it lacked the only information journalists wanted to know.  

The lack of a punch-line had made us a little desperate in our efforts to 

prepare the announcement. A team opened up a computer to produce 

the Intel chip at the centre of the investigation, for Kroes to hold up to 

the cameras. Every visual backdrop was dumped because they were so 

boring. I’d given up and was flicking through The Economist on a little 

café terrace when I noticed a new advertising campaign by Intel called 

“Sponsors of Tomorrow.”  I jotted down a line for the speech:  “Their we-
bsite invites visitors to add their ‘vision of tomorrow’. Well, I can give my 
vision of tomorrow for Intel here and now: «obey the law.» … Far from 

genius and yet better than nothing I reasoned.

We learnt around 11am on the day of the decision that the fine was 1.06 

billion euros; the person who told the communications team was too 

scared to say it, so they wrote in on a piece of paper. By that stage logistics 

were in the hands of Jonathan Todd (Neelie’s spokesperson from 2005-

2011) and Vanessa Turner. The final preparation meeting went smoothly 

and as Neelie sat at her desk in the 10 minutes before the press confe-

rence she took our her highlighter pen and marked key words on her 

speaking cards as is customary for her. She then decided to scribble some 

notes. “European taxpayer” she scribbled next to the final sentence.

By the time Kroes was finishing her press conference speech, the journa-

lists had already stopped listening: they were already SMSing their offices 

and emailing in the news that the European Commission had issued the 

world’s biggest and first-ever 10-figure antitrust fine, to one of the wor-

ld’s largest companies.  Undoubtedly aware of the attention moving on, 

Neelie decided she wasn’t finished.

Looking deadpan into the TV cameras she concluded: “I would like to 
draw you attention to Intel’s new global advertising campaign where 
they call themselves the Sponsors of Tomorrow. Well, now they are spon-
sors of the European taxpayer.”

One competition official dropped his papers onto the floor. The journalist 

behind me started demanding: “what did she just say? Did she actual-

ly say that?” The photographers rushed forward as surprised advisers 

turned pale.

Intel were audibly furious. On a teleconference with reporters that af-

ternoon Intel CEO Paul Otellini was raging. “I think it’s inappropriate to 
joke about these sorts of things,” Mr. Otellini told other journalists. “This 
is a matter that is incredibly serious. We take it seriously.” Intel used the 

comment in a legal appeal (they lost) and even claimed to the New York 

Times that the fine and the comments were personally motivated. They 

weren’t.
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They were a last-minute thought from Kroes that landed the knockout 

blow. And cut to the bone it did. After the anger subsided it forced the 

Intel board and leadership to rethink their whole business model and 

attitude to the EU. 

Postscript: Neelie Kroes was last seen fighting alongside Intel to increase 

the number of women in the tech sector, to end violence against women, 

and joining them in school classrooms to raise awareness amongst tee-

nagers about how to keep safe online.

State Aid

Neelie Kroes enlarged the scope of competition policy by elevating state 
aid policy within that world.  She believed that the responsibility was on 
the givers of aid to prove why it should be allowed. “State aid is not a 
shield against competition – it is a tool for self-improvement. We can’t 
hide in the corner like little children and pretend that competition isn’t 
there ... but we can do everything in our power to prosper from it.”   

That said, Neelie was not ultra-liberal in her approach. She recognised 
that the desire to provide aid existed and needed to be managed: “We 
need to spend our time working on solutions rather than creating scape-
goats … we have to accept that the old ideological positions of the left 
and the right are not good enough.” And when it came to the emergency 
times of the crisis she rejected the idea that state aid provided a quick 
fix, it was rather a necessary evil, and it needed to be co-ordinated: “We 
have to accept that it took more than one day, one bank, and one coun-

try to get into this crisis – so it will take more than one day, one rescue 
and one government to get out of it.”

On state aid and competitiveness, February 2005.  

“It is a waste of taxpayers’ money to artificially maintain jobs 
on a temporary basis instead of spending it on sustainable 
jobs.”

“New developments in state aid policy” (the cancer speech), July 2008

“Protectionism might offer pain relief but it doesn’t offer a 
cure or any guarantee of future economic health. 

Imagine you are a doctor and a sick patient comes to you for 
a professional opinion. Maybe it is minor – you can suggest an 
exercise programme to make them fitter and send them away. 
But if the patient has cancer – do you prescribe them a pain 
reliever and lie to them? Of course not! You say – ‘we can treat 
this, but you need surgery’. You tell them the truth, because 
that gives the best chance of survival. That is what we have to 
do in some state aid cases.

Usually, I think of my role as being like a referee of the market. 
But when it comes to state aid, sometimes I have to also be the 
doctor. It’s not because I have no heart. I know the human con-
sequences of some of our decisions. But when others will not 
tell the truth, sometimes it is up to the Commission to deliver 
the message.”

**

In defence of competition policy, Brussels, 13th October 2008

“Without a solid competition policy the European economy 
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would descend into chaos … cheating would be rewarded and 
go unpunished, jobs and wealth would be lost and consumers 
would lose protection as the law of the jungle ruled. We don’t 
need this Wild West. 

These rules, this regulation system, help to keep consumers 
safe from corporate greed. But the real beauty … is that it does 
not choke business activity in order to offer consumer protec-
tion. The competition rules do not stop companies from com-
peting. The competition rules make damn sure that they do! 

If there were no antitrust rules companies could sit around the 
table, split up the market between them, fix inflated prices, 
and block new companies from succeeding. Our rules keep 
prices down and place a premium on innovation.

If there were no state aid rules governments would be tempted 
to start a costly subsidy war, stealing the bread from each oth-
er’s table, instead of creating better ways to bake new bread…

Competition drives total factor productivity growth – the pro-
ductivity that comes from technical progress and organisa-
tional innovation, which in turn is where the money is…

What does that really mean in an everyday workplace? It 
means managers learn to work for their profits instead of be-
ing handed them on a plate – and they are offered a way to 
grow and maintain sustainable profits.

We need a clear level playing field for European consumers 
and businesses, not a jungle. But a jungle is what we would get 
if we suspended or abandoned competition policy.”

**

Compensating victims of competition rule breaches, 3 April 2008

“Today I have come to speak to you about justice. Justice is a 
core value of the European Union - the right to justice under-
pins the sort of free society and economy we have fought hard 
for. And the right to justice applies to competition rules as well. 
So when it is clear that an injustice exists because someone is 
breaking the competition rules, we have to act.

 Each year in Europe we see businesses and families and in-
dividuals losing billions of euros - because some companies 
break the competition rules and we have not found a way to 
compensate the victims. Those victims – it could be you, your 
family or your business - do not have access to justice. This 
problem is quite concrete and personal, when you consider it 
in those terms. And it deserves a concrete, straight-forward 
response. 

I have asked myself: what would an average citizen do about 
this if they were in my shoes? When I ask myself that, it seems 
obvious they would see a problem that needs fixing. And they 
would want a fair system that didn’t give special privileges to 
any group. They would want a balanced response – one that 
could address the problem without going too far or creating 
other problems at the same time; one that respected the differ-
ent legal systems in each of the EU’s Member States. So there 
is no doubt in my mind that the current approach of leaving 
antitrust enforcement almost solely to competition authorities 
is unsustainable. With our limited resources and limited pow-
ers to track down and punish wrong-doers we leave consum-
ers and businesses exposed when they need not be.

But justice won’t come in this instance from new powers for 
competition authorities. It is time for consumers and business-
es to join in upholding our competition culture. A competition 
authority cannot be everywhere at once. A competition cul-
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ture needs eyes and ears on the ground, and the capacity to 
respond quickly when an injustice has occurred. An option for 
private (court) action increases greatly this possibility.”

On exclusionary abuses of dominance, September 2008

“Protecting consumers is not necessarily the same as protect-
ing competitors. We want to leave sufficient room for domi-
nant firms to compete on the merits. Our enforcement should 
not protect competitors who do not deliver to consumers in 
terms of price, quality and innovation. If competitors leave 
the market because they are not good enough, that is the fair 
price of fair competition.”

“If we wait until rivals are forced to leave the market (before 
we take enforcement action) then we have two serious prob-
lems. First, you cannot resuscitate a corpse… Second, such in-
tervention will completely miss many examples of consumer 
harm that weaken competitors, but do not kill them. Leaving 
these cases to one side is a recipe for serious under-enforce-
ment.”

**

COMPETITIVENESS –                 
THE HOLY GRAIL

No comment

As an economist Neelie Kroes will never allow you to forget that if you 

aren’t competitive you may as well stay home. “Tomorrow’s world will 
be digital. In that digital world, Europe can either lead or follow. We can 
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either be at the table or on the menu.”

It was only Communism that produced piles of things that people didn’t 
want and couldn’t afford. So getting competitive and staying competitive 
means being willing to change, to be flexible: a recipe many in Europe 
find unpalatable. Europe’s fertility rates are well below the ‘replacement 
rate’ and today one can hardly think of a country that likes importing im-
migrant labour. So the supply of people to fund the old welfare states is 
drying up, just the pressures on it become greatest with expensive aged 
care and more education being inescapable bills to pay. It’s only more 
a productive economy that can fund the social systems Europeans have 
grown used to: “It is only by creating and maintaining a fair competitive 
environment at home that our businesses will learn to compete effec-
tively abroad,” or put another way: “If we want to keep our social market 
economies and keep them competitive, we have to reject the easy road.” 

Kroes sees the answers are relatively simple, it’s the changes needed to 
deliver the answers that are tough. “We can’t compete on labour costs 
with China and India so we have to compete on seamless business pro-
cesses,” sneaky state subsidies don’t help either: “Illegal (state) aid un-
dermines European competitiveness and the proper functioning of the 
Single Market.”

Financieele Dagblad column, January 2014

“We want everything, but shy away from the consequences. 
We want Europe to grow and be competitive, but do not dare 
touch the crusted sectors like telecoms and energy. Imagine if 
anything changes some say! I say: imagine that we do noth-
ing! The world around us is changing at a rapid pace. We are 

a small dot on the world map, we cannot control everything 
alone. We need other countries and change to achieve our 
goals. Be critical, but also seize the opportunities that Europe 
offers.”

**

Preserving the competitiveness of European industry, October 2008

“There is no national route out of this crisis.  It would be a 
disaster to start a subsidy race with Member States spending 
money not to deal with the underlying problems, but to deal 
with the problems caused by other Member States’ subsidies 
… We need state aid control not only for what it delivers, but 
for what we would lose without it.”

**

Starting the investigation into aid to Polish shipyards, June 2005

“We need to see a plan which is likely to result in viable com-
panies capable of facing up to competitive pressures within 
the EU”

**

Closing the Polish shipyards - Gdynia and Szczecin, November 2008

 “Today’s decision is not the one which the shipyard workers 
would have liked. This is without a doubt one of the hardest 
proposals to the Commission that I have had to make as Com-
petition Commissioner. I met representatives of the shipyard 
workers three times this year, and each time I was struck by 
their tremendous integrity, their desire for fair treatment, and 
their determination to earn a fair wage and make the ship-
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yards a success.

But the sad reality is that the very large subsidies received 
were consistently used for day to day operations, to keep the 
yards going in the short term rather than invested to make the 
yards viable in the long term… the yards in Gdynia and Szc-
zecin were still making a loss on every ship they produced. Po-
land was held to the same standards as everyone else before it 
… The principle of equal treatment is fundamental.”

COPYRIGHT – THIS SERVICE IS 
UNAVAILABLE

If you’d like to annoy Neelie Kroes trying mentioning Europe’s lack of 

copyright reform: “The last time the Commission made major copyright 

proposals, Mark Zuckerberg was fourteen and You Tube didn’t exist.” 

Copyright law has become the theatre of the absurd in Europe: “Every 
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day scientists find they can’t conduct life-saving research ... Meanwhile 

people aren’t even sure if they are allowed to upload their own wedding 

video online!” The old gatekeepers of information lined-up to protect 

their patch: the producers and editors and investors who used to decide 

what you could see and read and hear before the advent of the internet. 

These middlemen never produced a book or song in their life yet they 

take the cherry and the sugar and the cream from the cake and leave the 

artist with the crumbs. Neelie Kroes smells trouble when sniffs around 

these vested interests. 

In that context it would be easy to become a hero to another crowd, the 
pirates. But Neelie prefers the harder position of walking a tightrope 
between those who want no changes to copyright and those who think 
that making things available on the internet solves everything. She risks 
pleasing no-one but is fond of saying: “I want things to be free – libre in 
French – not gratuit.”

Neelie is not against copyright, or people who raise the finance and 
provide the polish that helps make great creative content. She is simply 
against people who see copyright as the only way to support artists, 
and as an entitlement they can skim for their own non-creative ends.  
“I want a framework that limits piracy – not simply through ever-more 
aggressive enforcement, but by making it easier for people to get what 
they want” And why? Because “artists cast light on our world; our job is 
to let the light shine in … My position is that we must look beyond nation-
al and corporatist self-interest to establish a new approach to copyright 
... Instead of a dysfunctional system based on a series of cultural Berlin 
walls, I want a return to sense.”

Current copyright debates are like trench warfare, and about as useful. 
Progress is measured in centimetres as both sides dig into their ideo-
logical positions, looking through the very artists that should be cen-
tre of the discussion: “Many creators scrimp by on a pittance, unable 
to find their full audience, unable to share or sell their works as widely 
or creatively as they want. Limitations and obstructions do nothing for 
creativity.”

All of this matters because there is no other law in society that has to the 
power criminalise fully half of the population (for “illegal” downloading 
of content – “who can blame them?”) “Sorry, this content is not avail-
able in your country” is the digital “Welcome to …” sign that exists at 
unnecessary virtual borders.  “Look at e-books: still today I can’t transfer 
my own e-books from one device to another; still today it’s hard to buy 
an e-book from another EU country.” And for what? To prop up monopo-
lies (the royalty collecting societies) that stop progress (that would occur 
through easier data research) and leave artists starving (many pay more 
to members of collecting societies than they actually get back from 
them.) “Can you tell me how I am supposed to explain these laws to the 
man on the street?” Kroes asks: “I can’t explain it”

It would be logical then that Commissioner Michel Barnier from France 
- in charge of copyright policy at the European Commission from 2010-
2014 - and Kroes would be enemies. Despite their disagreements on 
copyright that is not the case. Kroes and Barnier respect each other and 
supported each other closely on banking and telecoms reforms. When 
historians come to look back at these fascinating duels they will see that 
Neelie Kroes lost more of the policy skirmishes on this issue than she 
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won. But like a guerrilla she has won simply by keeping the issue of re-
form of alive. To extend the metaphor: she has lost the battle but her 
side is winning the war.  One day soon Europeans who want nothing 
more than to watch their favourite TV shows, or post their wedding re-
ception videos online, will no longer be criminals.

A Digital World of Opportunities, Avignon, 5 November 2010

“If there is one thing that defines and elevates Europe, it is 
culture. Culture is the fabric of life, and therefore it cannot be 
separated from the society where it is born and, most impor-
tantly, its people. There is no culture without people, and peo-
ple change. It has always been that way. Culture is like the 
philosopher said of the river: “you are immersed into it, but 
you never bathe twice in the same water”. 

Just as artists have always travelled: to join sponsors, avoid 
wars or learn from masters far from home, now digital tech-
nology helps them to cross borders and break down barriers. 
Their work can be available to all. In a sense, the internet is 
the realisation of the Renaissance dream of Giovanni Pico del-
la Mirandola: all knowledge in one place.”

**

“There is no consensus on the remedies against piracy. And 
it’s important to remember that technology is not inherent-
ly good or bad, legal or illegal. Therefore, it is essential that 
we give incentives for businesses to experiment and test new 
technologies. Ultimately, the best way to curb piracy is to give 
consumers a wide range of attractive legitimate offers.”

**

Our Single Market is Crying Out for Copyright Reform, July 2014

“Every day citizens here in the Netherlands and across the EU 
break the law just to do something commonplace. And who 
can blame them when those laws are so ill-adapted.

Every day, startups, small businesses, scientists abandon inno-
vative ideas because the legal fees are too great.

Every day, people bypass the copyright system using alterna-
tives like open source … Copyright risks becoming an irrele-
vance …

When uncertainty prevents people remixing or creating their 
own content, how does that boost creativity? When teachers 
are afraid to share teaching materials online, how does that 
help our society?

When a European Video-on-Demand provider tries to expand 
to new markets, but gives up because clearing copyright is so 
catastrophically cumbersome: how does that benefit our econ-
omy?

When consumers want to buy films or TV shows online but find 
they are geo-blocked: how does that benefit the fight against 
piracy? How does it benefit the artists whose works they could 
be watching?

When museums have to take out insurance specifically against 
the risk of copyright lawsuits, because it’s too complex and 
costly to figure out – how does that help promote European 
heritage?

When you can’t sing happy birthday, how is that fair or rea-
sonable, how is that something you can explain to ordinary 
citizens? When European scientists have to abandon text or 
data mining because they can’t afford the legal fees – how 
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does that help innovation and scientific progress?” 

DATA – NOT A SWEAR WORD

If copyright debates made Kroes mad, then it was data debates that 
made her sad. All too often - for cheap political reasons or in response 
to genuine government surveillance scandals – Europeans would over-
look the opportunity in inherent in our new data processing capabilities, 
leaving Kroes to insist “Data isn’t a four-letter word” (the English euphe-
mism for swearing – think about it)

At times it seemed cloud computing, today’s great digital enabler, was 
somehow a sub-branch of data protection rather than the other way 
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around. Aware that Europeans can be as bad as the American National 
Surveillance Agency (NSA) in the data-gathering practices, Kroes didn’t 
see the point in trying to claim a moral high ground that would have to 
be ceded in the end. 

She certainly knew how to hit her opponents with a snarky one-liner: 
“Come on, spying is the second-eldest profession!” or “I support data 
protection not data protectionism,” but what mattered most was doing 
things that could increase trust in digital services: “You shouldn’t need a 
law degree to use the cloud …” Neelie is certain that without trust digital 
companies will not be allowed to use the opportunity provided by big 
data to solve our big social and health problems. 

Yes, “If you want to track Europeans, you have to play by our rules,” but 
no you can’t get all the benefits of the digital world if you never want 
to part with any data. “You are the owner and controller of your data, 
for good and bad. You have the right to decide where your data goes, 
and the responsibility to live with your choices about how you choose to 
share it.”

Indeed, “You shouldn’t spy on friends, but for heaven’s sake don’t be 
naïve. I’ve known since the 70s not have sensitive conversations on the 
phone.”  Success means keeping a focus on what is realistic: “To lock up 
data in EU is an impossible dream of independence. We’d lose opportu-
nity without gaining sovereignty or security.”  

Most hilarious of all, when surprised during a live interview with 
France24 about the suggestion of fighting surveillance by the EU setting 
up its own surveillance agency, Kroes just chuckled and replied: “A Eu-

ropean Surveillance Agency? I think I’ll be dead before that one opens.”

The PRISM and Snowden scandals  

“Let’s get real. Spying didn’t start with the NSA. Spying is the world’s 
second oldest profession. And sometimes it’s connected to the oldest 

one.”

**

Cybersummit, Bonn, November 2013

 
“Spying may be unacceptable (but) you won’t prevent it just by making 

it illegal. Nor just by fining a handful of American corporations.”

**

“If you want to stop your house getting burgled you need a lock, not a 
lawyer”

**

“It’s a fiction to think you can put up a wall around all European data. 
We need sovereignty not independence. European sovereignty means 

not relying on the goodwill of others.”

**

“Surveillance needs checks and balances … but protectionism is not the 
answer. Protectionism is based on a lie – the lie that erecting walls can 

solve problems and make opponents go away.”
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“The big lesson from Snowden is that technology and democracy have 
to talk to each other. If technology and democracy do not talk, the re-

sult is 1984.”

**

“I think our technical capability ran ahead of our laws and democracy 
… I see dangerous parallels between the unelected and unaccountable 
power wielded by bankers before 2008 and that wielded by our techni-

cal and security community today.

In a sense, the Snowden revelations are the Internet’s Lehman Brothers 
moment, and it requires us to reflect deeply. But Snowden is not like 
the bank rescues I oversaw in 2008 and 2009 as European Competi-

tion Commissioner. Yes, the primary element lost in the storm is that of 
trust, and restoring it requires swift firm action from leaders. But it is 

much harder to price identity and define sovereignty or build unbreak-
able security systems than it is to set an interest rate or sell a branch 

of a bank. And if we focus only on the risks of technology, what do we 
miss as a set of communities and as an economy in terms of opportuni-

ty?”

Big Data

“We also need to transform the risk story into a growth story. The big 
opportunities of the digital economy will not be realised if people are 

worried about security and do not trust networks and systems.”

**

“Big data … It’s a new asset class, like talent or capital …  Data gener-
ates value, and unlocks the door to new opportunities. You don’t need 

to “protect” people from their own assets.”

**

“Europe’s strategic interest is served by having its own capacity to de-
liver secure cloud computing services to citizens and businesses. Europe 
should not be at the mercy of cloud computing providers outside of Eu-

rope.” 

**

The Big Data Revolution, Brussels, 26 March 2013

“Every two days, we create as much information as was cre-
ated from the dawn of civilisation to 2003. Every two days! … 
That’s why I’ve called data the new oil. Because it’s a fuel for 
innovation but unlike an oil well (it) won’t run dry …  When 
you can model millions of observations, you don’t theorise 
anymore, you see through. This is an opportunity for organi-
sations of every size and every sector. An opportunity that can 
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benefit everyone: so people in business, agriculture, policy-
making, education, medicine - you name it - can start making 
their decisions based not on intuition, but information.

**

Announcing new EU strategy for open data, December 2011

 “We are sending a strong signal to administrations today. 
Your data is worth more if you give it away. So start releasing 
it now. Taxpayers have already paid for this information, the 
least we can do is give it back to those who want to use it in 
new ways.”

**

Opening Science Through e-Infrastructure, Rome, 11 April 2012

“Big data needs big collaboration. Without that, it’s not possi-
ble to collect, combine and conclude results from different ex-
periments, in different countries, in different disciplines. Look 
at genome sequencing. Open access databases like the Euro-
pean EMBL and the US GenBank double every nine months … 
This approach can be credited with having created the whole 
new science of systems biology…. That is why we’ve invested 
in high-speed research networks like GÉANT. GÉANT connects 
millions of researchers …”

DEMOCRACY
Neelie Kroes was born in Rotterdam under Nazi occupation – now 

amongst the last handful of Europe’s leaders that can be said of. She 

grew up amidst the rubble of those bombings, indeed her family built 

a business partly out of cleaning it up. When Kroes was first elected to 

the Dutch Parliament, at the age of 30 in 1971, more than half of Europe 

lived under authoritarian or Communist rule. Kroes ended her ministerial 

career in 1989, two days before the Berlin Wall fell. At every turn Kroes is 

at pains to remind the public that democracy is fragile. It must be tended 

and defended or it will be gone: “A lost generation is not just a disaster 
for young people. It’s dangerous for democracy, it means a lost conti-
nent.”

“Tomorrow’s Europe”, Acceptance speech for The Peace of Nijmegen 
Medal, May 2014

“Peace, so to say, is not for scared people. Peace is not self-ev-
ident. Peace is one of our greatest accomplishments of the Eu-
rope of today and we can’t value it enough. It demands our 
everyday care and deepest awareness. It demands the utmost 
of our daringness and courage to maintain it. 

The events of 1914 and 1944 represent two related themes for 
Europe: division and unification. 
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One the one hand, in 1914, Europe’s nationalism divided our 
continent and ignited the First World War. Leading to millions 
of deaths of young men and women - who would have had a 
whole and meaningful life in front of them - on Europe’s battle-
fields. On the other hand, the year 1944 represents an almost 
unprecedented unification between allies which made it possi-
ble to defeat Nazi Germany.

For me, the foundation of the modern Europe begins on the 
Normandy beaches. It is the Europe through which we have 
established freedom, liberty and prosperity. Peace is not - and 
I say it again - for the easily intimidated. For regaining peace, 
one needs to be fearless and devoted. For maintaining peace 
and prosperity, we need to unite.”

**

“The big lesson from Snowden is that technology and democ-
racy have to talk to each other. If technology and democracy 
do not talk, the result is 1984.” 

**

“A free and plural media is the foundation of a free society, 
and a safeguard of democratic tradition. The new “advertising 
tax” in Hungary shows it is still very much under threat ...”

**

“The proposed internet tax in Hungary (October 1014) is a 
shame. A shame for users, and a shame on the Government. 
I do not support it. Unilateral taxes on global resources are 
not a clever idea. Hungary is already below the EU average on 
virtually every single digital indicator. This will not help, it will 
just make access more expensive.”

“The Hungarian Government does not want a neutral, for-
eign-owned broadcaster in Hungary; it is using an unfair tax 
to wipe out democratic safeguards, and see off a perceived 
challenge to its power…

RTL is one of the few (TV) channels in Hungary not simply pro-
moting a pro-Fidesz (the government party) line; it is hard to 
see that the goal is anything other than to drive them out of 
Hungary. The Hungarian Government does not want a neutral, 
foreign-owned broadcaster in Hungary; it is using an unfair tax 
to wipe out the democratic safeguards, and see off a perceived 
challenge to its power… it is part of a pattern that is deeply 
worrying; a pattern contrary to the EU’s values. Taxation can-
not be an instrument for discrimination, and tax policy should 
not be a political weapon … government control, monopoly 
and censorship belong to a different, darker, period in Hunga-
ry’s history: and no one should seek a return to it.”

http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/media-freedom-remains-under-threat-hungary
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/media-freedom-remains-under-threat-hungary
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/media-freedom-remains-under-threat-hungary
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DIGITAL AGENDA –                         
A FACT, NOT A CHOICE

Launching the Digital Agenda for Europe, 2010

In 2010: “People would come up to me in the supermarket and say 
‘congratulations – a second term!  But poor you, with that digital port-

folio.’

In 2014: “ICT is no longer a side issue or someone else’s job – it touches 
everything.”

Neelie Kroes almost had no Digital Agenda – her Parliamentary confirma-

tion hearing rocked on the edge of disaster as it had done the first time 

in 2004. Unlike most other Commissioners (and Member of Parliament 

asking the questions) Kroes was adamant she would deliver her case in 

her second language, English. The nuance, passion, extended vocabulary 

and reaction time you lose doing this for three hours unrehearsed can 

be the difference between looking like a leader and looking like a lame 

duck. In addition, Neelie was working up until the last day as Competition 

Commissioner. She refused to coast, but this also meant she did not ade-

quately prepare for the digital hearing. 

Neelie did say a lot of what the MEPs wanted to hear – her mistake (and 

that of her team, including me) was to say it during her opening remarks, 

rather than during her answers. This mistake meant few were listening to 

the one bit which did work effectively in English, because MEPs arrived 

late or chatted to their neighbour, fiddled with their translation head-

phones, or fussed over coffee. When it came to answering their ques-

tions, the answers were long-winded, the English was confused, and 

Neelie did it all wearing a huge brooch in the shape of a question mark. 

The MEPs felt it should be them asking the questions. Coming from a 

small political grouping she wasn’t sent half the questions in advance 

(as candidates from the major parties are), and no-one from her Liberal 

grouping had performed badly until that point, meaning that if a Liberal 

was to be targeted for rejection, Neelie Kroes would have to be it. 

After re-watching tapes of her worst answers and convincing her inner 

team and herself that she did indeed want the job, Neelie saved the day 

in a second hearing; rediscovered her own passion as she scrambled 
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away from near political death. Indeed this early trauma enabled Neelie 

to learn the golden digital rule: “Complacency is the real killer in this 
digital world.” 

Most people in the Brussels policy elite don’t consider ‘digital’ to be a 

heavyweight portfolio. They ignore that “this peaceful and sudden revo-
lution affects every policy area” because to acknowledge the fact would 

destroy their own comfort zone, and reveal hidden weaknesses in how 

this elite operates. If, as Kroes says, “The digital revolution is a fact, not 
a choice,” then the Brussels bubble is happy to wait until it is forced into 

a digital corner. 

Beyond the Brussels bubble most Presidents and Prime Ministers know 

they should care, but don’t actually bother to learn the details. In parallel 

their diplomats frequently contradict them which undermines the com-

mitment the top level does actually have to digital reforms. The many el-

ements of the digital economy are also satisfied to live in divided faction-

al camps. There are associations for telecoms companies that used to be 

government monopolies, one for newer companies that have never been 

monopolies except for the one that was, associations for cable companies 

and mobile companies, one for digital companies, ones for “fair search” 

and ones for American companies, ones for satellite companies and TV 

companies, never mind newspapers and radio and software. Then all the 

individual companies hire multiple consultancy firms to advise them – in-

cluding overbuying services simply to stop their competitors from having 

access to a certain lobbyist’s skills. The rest of the world just looks at them 

all and thinks of them as “the internet” – and hopes they don’t wreck it.  

 

None of this would merit mention except that it highlights the stark con-

trast between the individual brilliance found throughout the digital world 

and its collective political irrelevance.  The sort of input seen from many 

stakeholders demonstrates that being a genius in one field doesn’t save 

you from being mediocre at politics and policy. But Neelie never stopped 

believing that the digital portfolio was the EU’s best chance to connect 

with citizens.  Like the EU, the digital world is about tearing down borders 

and barriers:  “I’ve never believed the digital revolution is about gadgets. 
It’s about people, it’s about including them in a new way or organising 
our society and economy. It’s not about whether you have an iPhone 6 
or an iPhone 5.”

So Neelie Kroes pushed change from the ground-up rather than from the 

side or from the top-down. She was proud of the fact that “My youngest 
adviser is 11 and my oldest adviser is 94” and wanted “Every European 
Digital” and when that failed to win attention she upgraded it to  “No 
More Digital Virgins” and built up a network of champions across the 28 

EU countries. This work was never going to fit into news headlines; but it 

lasts longer than a slogan or a law.  “A lot of people (in Brussels) think you 
aren’t making a difference unless you are writing new laws. I couldn’t 
disagree more. We have enough laws! That’s why I brought in Digital 
Champions and young advisers and the start-up leaders to write a mani-
festo. They are all my Digital Angels. It’s how you make it relevant to citi-
zens.”  In effect, she made the Digital Agenda a network of networks; now 

an ecosystem more resilient than the factional squabbling and designed 

ignorance of traditional policy-making. 

Neelie was interested in a remarkable number of policy fronts, but 
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her greatest passions were aroused when could either be the evange-

list (Start-ups, skills and children’s safety) or the redesigner of funding 

streams (the big investments in networks and research partnerships like 

5G, graphene, robotics, Human Brain Project and electronics) that could 

catapult Europe’s economy forward. In her view “No Digital Agenda 
equals no long-term recovery.”   She wanted the EU to spend every cent 

it needed to, and not more. She wanted the EU to push the issues that 

only it could, while leaving the rest to local communities, to individual 

nations and to . To give but one example: “Parents: you need to know 
what your kids are doing online. That’s not the EU’s or government’s job, 
it’s your job.”

Why Europe Needs the Digital Agenda, Amsterdam, 25 May 2010.

“Some people compare the roll-out of the internet to the way 
railway and electricity networks have transformed our lives 
over the last 150 years. They don’t mention that we need 
to achieve in 10 years with the internet what we have spent 
150 years achieving with the other networks. Many European 
countries still lack High Speed Trains: we are promising high-
speed internet by 2020 at the latest. Most people still use in-
candescent light-bulbs: the equivalent of dial-up internet. This 
is one hell of a task…

How will government and companies be able to meet their 
massive pension liabilities? What could address the shortfall 
of 20 million carers Europe will experience by 2025? What 
changes could quickly reduce our carbon footprint without 
also harming our economy? How will we continue to retain 
and strengthen European competitiveness? I think you may al-
ready know the answer. The answer is digital

This is not just an economic policy portfolio. ICTs have trans-

formed how we relate to others. For the first time young people 
are the experts in something truly important; they teach now 
as well as learn. The world’s biggest companies can emerge in 
the space of one government spending round. Our ability to 
apply this technology to issues like climate change will help de-
termine how we will survive and live peacefully on this planet.

As you can see this isn’t like other any other public policy. It 
can’t be achieved using old methods. It can’t be separated 
from other policy areas either. This peaceful and sudden rev-
olution is a part of every policy area. Don’t get me wrong; I 
do not proclaim the view that technology will solve all. It is 
also not an end in itself - and it comes with its own challenges 
like privacy, security, lacking interoperability, complexity - but 
it has increasingly become an essential component of our lives 
and the economy …

We have the industries. We have the brains. We have the mar-
kets. We have thousands of people ready to build these better 
futures for us all. What we are missing is the common plat-
forms and the high-speed networks that their success could be 
built upon.”  #health #energy #broadband

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-10-258_en.htm
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Jobs, Skills and Inclusion 

“If there is one thing I have learnt in my role as Commissioner for the 
Digital Agenda, it is that the economic and social aspects of ICTs are 

inseparable.” 

 
With 9 year old Lune from the Coderdojo coding club

 “We cannot accept a split society. We cannot afford to be a society of 
haves and have-nots. We all have to be connected.”

**

“The more I learn about technology, the better I am at my job. If our 
kids don’t learn more about technology, the future won’t hold any excit-

ing jobs left for them to do.”

**

“Technology makes progress possible, but only people make it happen 
…  Let’s remember what this is all for: it’s about people. People living 

better lives: healthier, simpler, happier lives because technology is there 
to help there do what matters to them.”

**

“What matters most in Europe’s Digital Agenda is people. And what 
matters most to individuals, to families, is the dignity of a job and an 

income. That’s why we set up the Grand Coalition for Digital Skills and 
Jobs. There are 26 million unemployed in Europe, and close to a million 
digital jobs just sitting there empty. We’ve got to get people the right 

skills and put the in the right place to take those jobs.”

**

“Across Europe we will soon be leaving one million jobs requiring digi-
tal skills vacant…  even as 26 million search for work. I cannot regulate 
these skills into people, or these people into jobs. But I’ll work with any 

willing partner to increase investment in these skills.” 

Broadband
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Broadband for the Rural North (of England) shows how communities 
can beat the big telecoms companies at their own game. These farmers 
built their own fibre network and it’s better than what you find in Lon-

don. 

**

“Would anybody these days build a home without electricity or running 
water? Then why do we keep building homes without broadband con-

nections?” 

**

 “Fast broadband is digital oxygen”

**

“We can’t build tomorrow’s economy with yesterday’s rules and net-
works”

**

“My motto is Every European Digital – now every European genuinely 
has the opportunity. Thanks to the extra coverage provided by satellite 
broadband, we have achieved our 2013 target of broadband for all.”

**

“In Dusseldorf airport: they charge for WiFi - it is thievery! We pay huge 
charges to use airports, people expect connectivity in 2014!”

“Why should we pay €6 an hour for airport WiFi ... Do we put coins into 
the water tap too?”

**

The Digital Agenda for Europe: half-way through, June 2012 

“In Japan, there are already over 18 million fibre broadband subscrip-
tions. China is installing 35 million fibre connections this year alone. To 
put that in context: the largest EU Member States have just a few hun-

dred thousand fibre subscriptions, if that.”

** 
(Why are we taking action?) “I cannot sit by and allow our business-
es to continue to compete against Asian businesses with internet 100 
times faster than our own. I cannot sit by and watch our broadband 

advantage disappear through complacency.” 

****

A digital France in a digital Europe, 25 March 2013, Paris

”My name is Neelie Kroes and my fight at the moment is to 
shake up European Leaders. So that they pay more atten-
tion to the digital economy. I want every European digital … 
In France the internet economy is bigger than agriculture. At 
EU level, it’s bigger than Belgium – and growing faster than 
China. In fact a recent survey suggested that 3 in 5 French citi-
zens would rather give up coffee for a year than their internet 
connection… Long ago, Paris started a revolution. My wish is 
that the Internet community starts a new revolution today in 
Europe. Make Europe the place to be. Let’s start the digital 
revolution right here, right now.”

**

“At the heart of my vision is a need for us to see ourselves as 
collaborators. All levels of government will need to collaborate 
with our citizens and rate-payers and our colleagues and our 
neighbours. It is the lesson those two 14 year old boys taught 
me in Madrid – we need to share and learn from each other. 
If we don’t, we will miss out on many of the benefits of the 
digital world.”

https://twitter.com/hashtag/Dusseldorf?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/WiFi?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/WiFi?src=hash
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-12-483_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-10-457_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-270_en.htm
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**

 “Interest groups are not, for me, what counts. I am not in the 
business of giving out presents, or offering new holidays. I am 
determined to get every European digital. The interests I really 
care about are those of European citizens and the European 
economy.”

**

 “It is not a choice between copying America or being colonised 
by it.” 

**

 “Today, car companies aren’t making cars – they’re making 
computers on wheels.” 

**

“Estonia got it right, there’s a digital country.” 

**

 “I do not support government control of the Internet. Not by 
one government, not by a group of governments.”  

**

Digital democracy: how ICT tools can change the relationship 
between citizens and governments, October 2012

“Whatever it is you’re trying to do, from processing tax returns 
to registering businesses – it’s cheaper and more effective for 
governments to do it online and often easier for citizens too” 

**

“It is ridiculous that our film heritage is invisible in the 21st 
century. Culture is the heart of Europe, and film is at the heart 
of culture. 98% of it is rotting away in cans.”

Launching the EU’s “‘Opening up Education” policy, September 2013 

“In most EU countries, fewer than 30% of children aged 10-15 
are taught by “digitally confident” teachers, with good access 
to ICT. Can you imagine that one third of the 200 European 
universities we surveyed did not even know what a Massive 
Open Online Course is?”

**

“Education must be connected to real life; it cannot be a par-
allel universe. Young people want to use digital technology in 
every aspect of life. They need digital skills to get jobs. All of 
our schools and universities, not just some of them, must re-
flect that reality.”

**

“Once, it was just the “real”, offline world kids had to deal 
with. We knew they faced risks in that world. But we did not 
just teach them to fear it … We helped them deal with those 
risks.  The worst risks children face online can be terrible. And 
they are constantly changing but we should not seal them off 
from the online world that is an essential part of their future 
and which they will find a way to use anyway.” 

**

“Technology goes from being a desirable novelty; to complete-
ly commonplace; to something so essential it’s almost a hu-
man right.” 

http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/ev
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/ev
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-12-738_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-12-738_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-747_en.htm
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ECONOMY –                              
OPEN FOR BUSINESS

Neelie is a favourite with CEOs in Davos because she made passionate 
uncensored interventions: the scripts stayed at home

Neelie Kroes is frequently underestimated and this was never more on 

display than in discussions about the economy. They will take a comment 

such as ``I don’t consider business to be my natural adversary,’’ and as-

sume that means she will not be a fair regulator. The same tendency was 

equally true of competition lawyers (who assumed they were the smart-

est people in the room) and complacent telecoms executives (more used 

to treating governments as their playthings.) They would assume that 

Kroes’ fondness of plain language somehow indicated a lack of intellec-

tual depth. They would forget or never bother to learn that Kroes started 

working life an Assistant Professor in Economics. She has understood that 

a free economy is inseparable from a free people, that Europe’s single 

market is its “crown jewel” and that every individual policy decision must 

be guided by the bigger economic picture. “It’s the economy, stupid” is 

a good way to describe this anchor to her thinking, and combined with 

her training, allows her to keep the big picture in all discussions.  “Europe 

needs modern industries not museum industries - and museum indus-

tries are what you get if you insulate them from market signals,” she will 

say to explain why EU law limits state aids, or “This recession also has to 

shake off the idea that one can get something for nothing,” as a reason-

ing for structural economic reforms. She would explain why governments 

can be useful through certain types of industry policy: “Europe cannot 

be relegated to being mere consumers of eastern hardware and western 

software- we have to create as well,” but then hit you with the condition:  

“Manufacturing in Europe has no significant hope unless it is digitized.”  

She had a way of making economics make sense to people not trained 

in it: “There is no separate digital economy. We have an economy that is 

digital.”

With 45 years experience in public life she was imbued with a confidence 

and a perspective that younger people often can’t match without look-

ing macho or stupid or pretentious: “It is absolutely not a case of ‘man 

overboard’ if someone leaves the Eurozone,” on the prospect of Greece 

dropping the euro as its currency, or if you had an opinion on China that 

https://twitter.com/hashtag/Manufacturing?src=hash


Steelie Neelie: European Commissioner Neelie Kroes, In Her Own Words Edited by Ryan Heath

140 141

was more a guess than anything else you could expect to hear: “I’ve been 

visting the People’s Republic of China since the 1970s. I saw Saigon when 

it was still a military field. The change is astonishing, I wish more people 

in Europe understood.”

Over 10 years Neelie Kroes built up a quiet economic legacy that will be 

noticed and remembered more fondly with the benefit of hindsight.  The 

legacy stretches from cracking down on bad state aid (payments to inef-

ficient companies), through to the bank rescues and the stand against 

protectionism (“Protectionism is addictive and history tells us the only 
temporary part is the commitment to repeal it.”) and major digital re-

search partnerships that will “put Europe back in the drivers seat.”

**

“I believe that Europe stands at a crossroads. Either we continue down 
the path of low growth and insufficient employment and risk under-

mining the societal values we share. Or we face the challenge and in-
novate, stimulate and adapt, promoting growth and job creation and 

ultimately maintaining the economic base on which our vision for Euro-
pean society is founded.”

**

“Youth unemployment is what gives me sleepless nights. It is a disaster 
& we have responsibility 2give them real chance 2 build a life.”

**

“We need to build a business and investment culture that is borderless, 
entrepreneurial, inclusive and forward-looking. If we develop that in 

Europe – that is priceless.  It is worth a dozen stimulus packages.”

**

“We must see the contradiction of shutting ourselves behind national 
borders. Today we travel, eat, study and entertain ourselves from a 

global selection of options. We accept that globalisation is a two-way 
street when it suits us. We can’t pretend it is a one-way street or a dead 

end street when it doesn’t suit us.” 

**

 “I often think that 10 or 20 years from now my granddaughter will ask 
me about this crisis, and whether I stood up and did all that I could to 

fix it. I want to be able to tell her that I did.” 

**

“What is happening in the field of digital technology is more violent 
than the industrial revolution.”

**

“Europeans are hungry for digital technologies and more digital choic-
es, but governments and industry are not keeping up with them.” 

**

“We all need to open our minds to technology if we want to keep our 
universal healthcare. We need to do it together. If you say no as a 

patient, it fails. If doctors say no, it fails. If we reject a role for private 
companies, it fails. And then the one thing we all agree on – universal 

public health care – will fail too. We can do better than that.” 

**

“Short-term thinking and the speed with which one event followed 
another makes us forget one lie as we (the public) embrace the next. 
This, apparently, is what the markets want. Tell the truth and you’re 
in trouble. You’ll be called inexperienced, naïve and even downright 

irresponsible … The truth is we want drama. And big, profitable market 
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fluctuations … “

A lie might be a convenient tool and perhaps the truth has a way of not 
coming out but there’s another saying: honesty is the best policy. If we 

want to restore the confidence of citizens and savers in the financial 
sector we had better incorporate some.”

**

“I’ve been involved in small businesses my entire life: watching my par-
ents build one, working in them, teaching entrepreneurs, and regulat-
ing them too. When one small business breaks through because of its 

innovation, it ultimately drags many other small businesses along with 
it.”

**

“… The crisis has exposed to light the intrinsic problems of our econ-
omy. In the financial area, inadequate regulation and a tendency for 

some countries to live on credit. In the automotive sector, and probably 
in other parts of our industries, production overcapacity and a mis-

match with demand.”

**

“It is not very productive to have a European home market and have 
its members compete with each other in fiscal matters, leaving lots of 
room for fraud and tax evasion causing an annual loss of €1,000bn in 

tax. That is more than the annual healthcare bill of all the EU countries 
put together.”

**

Do not be afraid of competition – address to the French Senate (deliv-
ered in French)  Paris, 29 April 2008 

“To illustrate the benefits of competition, it is sufficient to con-
sider the situations in which it is lacking. Europeans who lived 
under the influence of the Soviet economy for 40 years could tell 
us what they think. But that is not the real issue. The European 
economic model is based on the assumption that between the 
jungle and tyranny, there is a reality that we call the social 
market economy. Competition policy is part of the regulatory 
instruments we have in this context. The idea is not to promote 
laissez-faire. Rather, it is to promote free enterprise and efficien-
cy.  I often don’t agree with Daniel Cohn-Bendit (but) … he once 
said that in a market economy he preferred to see undistorted 
competition rather than economic power confiscated by a mo-
nopoly for its exclusive benefit. I could not have said it better …  
  
Fair conditions of competition do not prevent economic and 
social choices. Member States such as Sweden and Finland 
are proof that a comprehensive social protection is compat-
ible with a very competitive business environment. But ba-
sically, they recognized that such levels of social protection 
are possible only if a strong economic base is guaranteed. 
  
For France to turn its back on globalization and competitive 
markets would be to turn its back on life, and our future … 
Honourable senators, I count on you to attack the myths and 
prejudices and to explain that competition policy is an asset 
for Europe and for France.”

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-08-218_fr.htm
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ENTREPRENEURSHIP –   
STARTING UP EUROPE

At “UNconvention 2014”

Few Europeans realise how hard it is to be an entrepreneur in Europe 

– because so few of them are have ever wanted to be one. Fully twice 

as many Europeans are afraid of failure as Chinese or Americans. This, 

for Neelie Kroes, is a problem waiting to be solved: “Europe needs the 
sense that it’s OK to fail.” This belief is borne out of her experience both 

in helping to build her family’s transport business and time spent in and 

around California’s Silicon Valley: “Failure is a necessary part of business 
- you can’t succeed on a big scale if you haven’t learnt how to deal with 
failure,” a view matched on a personal scale, “I’ve had more failures than 
success and I’ve learnt more from my mistakes.” Indeed, my favourite 

Kroes quote of all-time is: “Failure is an event, not a person.”

Belief in entrepreneurship is not only a matter of principle and experi-

ence for Neelie Kroes, it’s a matter of fact: “The days of relying on large 
businesses or the government for job creation are over.” “If people tell 
you the only good job is safe job in a big organisation with a nice pen-
sion: ignore them.” A combination of European-style compassion and so-

cial awareness, with American style energy and optimism and willingness 

to try again, is what Europe needs.

Some of the most valuable work Kroes has done is to be a constant am-

bassador for changing risk-averse thinking. She tells all who will listen: 

“StartUps are National Heroes” because they understand that if “you 
don’t take a risk, you don’t innovate; it’s that simple.” Her favourite 

events to attend were hosted by home-grown European start-up move-

ment called Campus Party. Kroes first met the Campuseros in Madrid in 

2010 – where 800 of them gave up the chance to stay in hotels if that 

allowed the Spanish government to double the number of young innova-

tors who could participate. And from there the show travelled to Berlin, 

London and around the globe, with Kroes as the event’s patron. “I’ve 
seen 13 year olds who aren’t just playing games – they’re creating them 
and selling them.” It left her with the firm conviction “We need to teach 
our kids that entrepreneurship is a career path in its own right.” “We 
need people willing to find their own way; innovators not afraid to take 

http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/content/these-people-studied-europes-app-economy-what-they-found-out-will-leave-you-totally-amazed
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/content/these-people-studied-europes-app-economy-what-they-found-out-will-leave-you-totally-amazed
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risks; those who don’t just apply for jobs but create their own.”

To people struggling to keep their head above water in the start-up world 

she has become something between a relief and a hero – a politician 

who won’t cause them even more problems and who might even solve a 

couple: “I want Europeans to see that creating your own job is sexy - and 
the internet makes it possible.”  That is how she came to be the face of 

defending the sharing economy (Uber, AirBnB and so on: “Sharing is not 
a crime.”) If someone on Fox News said “Politicians don’t create jobs. 
Entrepreneurs do,” they would sound like a right-wing ideologue; from 

Kroes is sounds like a breath of fresh air for an economy that needs it.

****

Developing a culture of entrepreneurship in Europe, June 2010

“When I think of the problems we outlined in the Digital Agen-
da, it is not spending or legislation that will solve them. They 
help – but they aren’t enough. Brussels policy makers can-
not build a cluster like Silicon Valley from on high – it takes 
thousands of direct connections between partners. It requires 
chances for people who share a passion and speciality to work 
across old barriers; an end to the toxic image in Europe of per-
sonal bankruptcy; and a true level playing field in information 
and labour. In short, it’s about everything except technology. 
It is about a borderless, entrepreneurial, inclusive and compet-
itive business and investment culture…  If we develop that in 
Europe – that is priceless. It is worth a dozen stimulus packag-
es.”

“… It makes your life as an entrepreneur a lot harder if the 
people who matter don›t know what it›s all about – whether 
that›s parents, professors or politician

Meeting web entrepreneurs in Paris

We should glorify our entrepreneurs, March 2013 

“Most people think of Silicon Valley in the United States when 
they think about technology and entrepreneurs. I want young 
Europeans to be inspired by home-grown entrepreneurs, so 
their bright ideas start in Europe and stay in Europe.

Europeans need to be creative and fearless. That’s how doz-
ens of the world’s most exciting web and tech companies were 
born in the EU, and I want the world to know it. I want young 
entrepreneurs to have role models, and for them to have a real 
digital single market to grow their ideas in.”

**

“Too often I hear that Europe needs a Silicon Valley. We don’t 
need one, because we have a few dozen. Spread all over Eu-

http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/im-a-fighter-not-a-bureaucrat-new-digital-priorities-in-2013-14
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/im-a-fighter-not-a-bureaucrat-new-digital-priorities-in-2013-14
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-10-311_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-13-262_en.htm
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rope. Stockholm, Berlin, London, Paris, Barcelona, Amsterdam, 
Munich, Warsaw and also Athens. Just to name a few, we need 
to do it our own way.”

**

 
With youthful start-ups camping in tents in Templehof aiport, Berlin

 “I admire the American entrepreneurial spirit. It’s my one regret – well 
that’s not true I have many – but I do regret not working in the States. 
In America they respect you for getting back up again and fight for a 

new idea if your first business fails. Bankruptcy is not a black stamp on 
your head in California. We need to combine that relentless energy and 

courage with what we already do well in Europe.”

 
“Why play Angry Birds when you could be making it?”

“It’s more important than ever to look for ways to succeed without 
needing government money. No one proves it’s possible better than 

Chris Condor from the North of England. She proves that one good idea 
and one strong community can often do more than any government. 
Chris proved that it doesn’t cost €10,000 to connect a home to broad-
band. Instead of complaining or waiting after being ignored by the big 

companies, Chris and her neighbours started digging with their own 
hands and tools. She’s changed how I think about broadband econom-
ics, and she’s a model to anyway wanting to get their community digi-

tal.” 

http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/a-big-week-for-broadband
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THE EUROPEAN UNION AND 
EUROPE – FIGHT FOR THE 

FUTURE

Neelie with her favourite Rem Koolhaas-designed EU flag (RH)

“I’m fighting like hell for an EU you can believe in.” Neelie Kroes believes 

it is equally important that new generations not be allowed to forget 

what drove the formation of the European peace project, and that old 

ones come up with better arguments for continued Union: “I remember 
wartime, I remember the consequences, I remember the fears of people. 
But I shouldn’t exaggerate. It means nothing to young people. So we 
have to show Europe is about life each day, about economic prosperity.” 
She feels that solutions will be found only by looking forward: “this is no 
time for nostalgic experiments.” and that the digital world offers some of 

the answers: “Once we founded a community on coal and steel; now it 
needs to be built on connectivity and spectrum.” 

Neelie sees danger in the selfish short-termism of much current thinking: 

“Today’s tendency to pull back behind national borders may be natural, 
but it is an historical mistake.” – “For me the EU is not a transaction, it 
is our foundation of peace and prosperity.” She argues for an EU that is 

a “bridge” between people and their aspirations rather than a “Mother 

Superior in Brussels.” Yet it is also time for more responsibility as stake-

holder organisations and citizens. “It’s not enough to come to Brussels 
and complain or put your hand out for money. It’s not enough to ask 
what Europe can do for you. Europe is you!”
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The brick Neelie kept on her desk for 10 years (RH)

She hasn’t forgotten the lessons of the Dutch referendum on an EU con-

stitution in 2003. The day before the vote she was walking along the 

beach the near her home south of The Hague. Half a brick had been 

washed up on the shore, part of the brickmaker’s name still appeared 

on the surface. It read “no.” Neelie picked it up, kept it on her desk and 

brought it with her to Brussels as reminder that Europeans do not want 

an ever-growing Union or the bureaucracy that accompanies it. Neel-

ie placed it in the centre of her office meeting table. The challenge of 

any lobbyist or activist was to look at the brick and tell her why the Eu-

ropean people would say “yes” to the idea they had come to discuss. 

“Winston Churchill said in the war: ‘Give us the tools and we will finish 

the job’. That is what the younger generation is saying to us now. Give us 

the European and global space, and leave us our digital tools. If we do 

that they will create their own future and a strong Europe.”

The Priceless Project

“In Europe we’re doing something no one has ever done before: merg-
ing 27 very different economies that speak 21 languages, on a consen-

sual basis.” (2008)

**

“I am a fighter, not a bureaucrat. Many people see the EU as a big ac-
countant that is all about control and rules. Well, it’s about people and 
inspiring people as well as rules. It’s about creating opportunities that 

wouldn’t exist if we didn’t work together”

**

In Oslo for the Nobel Peace Prize Ceremony, December 2012

“When I started school in 1946 just after the end of the Second 
World War, I could never imagine that we as a continent would 
be in this position today. A family, united in democratic values, 
and more prosperous than seemed possible throughout most 
of our lives ... I am very proud today to call myself a Europe-
an… We have our difficulties like any family, but this is a mira-
cle compared to the world I grew up in. We shouldn’t take it for 
granted, or think that the work of the past does not matter.”

**

http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog?page=14
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Representing the EU at the United Nations in New York

 “If you had told me when I was a Minister than we would be 28 coun-
tries not 10. That the wall would be down. That we would have a euro. 
That I would be a European Commissioner at 71. I would have sent you 
to a psychiatric hospital. And I can say that, I was a President of such a 

hospital.” (2012)

**

 “We expanded our crisis team so quickly that we are now working in 
part out of temporary containers in our courtyard. Not to mention the 
late nights and lost weekends. None of them needs a retention bonus 

- they do it because they believe in getting our markets working again. 
And I am incredibly proud of them.” (2009)

**

“Far from being an army of bureaucrats my services for all of competi-
tion in all of Europe are actually smaller than the team I had looking af-
ter Holland’s canals when a Minister in the 1980s! They are as efficient 

as any team I have worked with in the private sector.” (2008)

**

“Let us admit that the European Union as a concept works. Our well-be-
ing, our economic growth, our opportunities for ourselves and our chil-
dren have increased tremendously since the beginning of the EU. This 

cannot be denied.”

**

“If you want to see the effect of the EU – look at Poland and Ukraine. 
They share a border and much heritage. They were in the same situa-

tion 25 years ago this month. The difference today is that Poland broke 
free from Communism and joined the EU. They shaped their institutions 
by joining with ours. They avoided recession, like Australia did. And to-

day Poland is four times richer than Ukraine.” (2014)
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“It’s just 25 years since Poland led Eastern Europe back home to free-
dom. The EU is a miracle when you step back and look at that big 

picture.  To help bring democracy out of the ashes - in not one but 15 
countries – is a rare and beautiful achievement. It is a long way from 

where the people of Russia and North Africa find themselves today. And 
for all of China’s achievements – I know I would choose to live in Poland 

if faced with a choice between them.” 

**

“Like globalisation, the EU is a two way street. We are Dutch. We need 
our own identity being Dutch, British, French or Polish. To be indepen-
dent, and in Virginia Woolf’s words, have a room of one’s own. Europe 

of today should embrace this diversity before it divides us.”

**

“We know the price of division. One the one hand, in 1914, Europe’s 
nationalism divided our continent and killed 37 million. On the other 
hand, the year 1944 represents what unprecedented unification be-

tween allies can achieve.”

**

“We at the European Commission must be a bridge between the people 
of Europe and our shared problems.”

Pricking the Eurobubble 

“Europe doesn’t have time for complacency”

**

“You wouldn’t design a company board with 28 members, would you?”  
(referring to the European Commission’s College of Commissioners)

**
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“It is absolutely not a case of ‘man overboard’ if someone leaves the 
eurozone.” (on the prospect of Greece leaving the euro) 

**

 “I had to fight for six months to get WiFi in my office. Can you imagine? 
Digital Commissioner and no WiFi.”

**

“We are all looking for reasons for hope at the moment. If you want 
hope - don’t spend all day looking for it in this building (Berlaymont), 
go look at digital entrepreneurs instead. They are building the future; 

they are growing faster than China.”

**

“There is too much risk-avoiding in Brussels and in national capitals. 
That has to stop or Europe has no future.”

**

“The EU exists to bring down walls and barriers - and we can. Today the 
highest walls are in our minds.” 

**

“Complaining about the dominant position of Germany in Europe is 
an admission of your own weakness. If Angela surpasses you and your 
ideas then you have to get up earlier and do your homework better.”

**

“French statesman Georges Clemenceau said war was too important to 
leave to the generals. I’m beginning to think Europe is too important to 

leave to the politicians.” 

“Austerity is more than numbers. For young people it is counted in plans 
and dreams and opportunities taken away.” 

**

“Europeans voted for change in these elections (2014) … it can’t be 
business as usual in Brussels”

**

“Europe is ready for change in the tone and scope of EU ambition. 
Europeans want the efficiency and opportunity of being united – but 

they don’t want a Mother Superior in Brussels ... (I think) The EU will be 
forced to focus on what it does best: bringing down barriers.”

**

“If the European elections have shown us one thing, it is that Europe is 
ready for change. Not incremental change, which will go unnoticed, or 
cosmetic change that ignores the deeper layers. No, Europe’s citizens, 

even the ones that didn’t vote, want a different kind of Europe.”

http://fd.nl/economie-politiek/columns/neelie-kroes/578204-1309/opmerkelijk
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On the Eurosceptic Future 

 “It is not easy to grow a family like the EU - but Farage never wants to 
discuss facts, he’s only interested in fears.”

**

 “Actually, there are 63million Brits living and working in EU.”   
(In response to a Guardian article claiming there were two million Brit-

ons living and working in Europe)

**

European Models for Economic Recovery, March 2009

“History has posed us with greater challenges than this - and 
we met them. Sixty years ago, Europe stood amidst of rubbles 
of the Second World War. Back then things looked far more 
hopeless than they do today. If we stick together, we will find 
our way through this crisis.”

**

“It pays to present yourself as a helpless victim of the anon-
ymous bureaucracy called Europe. Even the (Dutch) foreign 
minister threw his hands up in despair because he was no lon-
ger able to explain Europe to his mother. Meanwhile rumours 
were flying around that he wouldn’t mind a job with the beast 
himself. The truth is: Europe is all of us.” (2013)

**

“What need is an entrepreneurial view on Europe. We need 
people with guts to create Europe  …What we don’t need is 
politicians shouting about Europe having to regulate some-
thing or other only to thwart reform themselves. Ask your-
selves what you want to achieve and how the EU can help. 
What do we give up and what do we get back?” (2013)

**

“The debate about the EU budget (2014-2020) is marred by 
lack of depth. It’s not a negotiation based on vision but a shad-
ow-boxing match meant to convey that ‘Brussels’ has been 
taken down a peg or two and that politicians have managed 
to wrest something from the jaws of the Brussels beast for 
their voters. For seven years we will suffer for the opportunistic 
choices made by the politicians of today. This is a budget of the 
past not the future” Agriculture, subsidies, EU

Two Europes or One Europe? 
Amsterdam, October 2014

“I am very worried that Europe is missing large parts of the digi-
tal opportunity. I am worried that Europe will continue to stag-
nate, that we will look at success stories but let them pass by …  
I have never believed the digital revolution is about gadgets. 
It’s about people. It’s about including them in a new way of 
organising our economy and society. It’s not about whether 
you have an iPhone6 or an iPhone5 … 

I ask myself why did Europe stop inventing and investing? Why 
did Europe lose interest? But then I remember that we cannot 
say that the whole continent has failed. No, there is a different 
problem. We have a problem today of two Europes: a digital 

https://twitter.com/hashtag/EU?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/EU?src=hash
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-09-149_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-14-710_en.htm
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Europe and an analogue Europe. Of digital mind-sets and an-
alogue mind-sets. These are two Europes that rarely talk to 
each other. Two Europes that hold back all of Europe because 
they are not in sync.

There is a Europe that is full of energy and digital ideas.  We 
have a growing start-up scene with thousands of people who 
are the smartest in the world at what they do. From Skype to 
Spotify to SAP, from Rovio to Booking.com to Campus Party. 
We have a young generation that uses their digital devices and 
apps and new ways of building communities and businesses. 
This Europe is optimistic. This is the Europe where half of new 
jobs come from – the ICT-enabled jobs. This Europe is mobile 
and flexible. This Europe hates barriers and looks for new op-
portunities. This is the Europe that likes innovation – and is 
happy to use Uber and Air BnB.

But there is a second Europe.  It is a Europe that is afraid of this 
digital future. They worry about where the new middle class 
jobs will come from. They don’t want to jump off what they 
see as a digital cliff. They like the comforting idea of putting 
up walls; to many people it makes sense to restrict Americans 
and Asians and protect against their innovations. They tend 
to be older. They tend to want strong regulations protecting 
what they know, instead of taking a chance on what they don’t 
know.

Neither side is 100% right. But corporate leaders and political 
leaders have a choice about how lead people to the more re-
alistic and hopeful side of those debates. They have a choice 
about how to approach their responsibility to lead. It comes 
down to this question: is Europe’s leadership class willing to be 
excited about innovation and start-ups? Or is Europe going to 
be exhausted by using up its energy safeguarding vested inter-
ests, and holding up ancient barriers? 

Leaders at other levels and with different job descriptions have 
a responsibility to engage with this new digital world. Of 
course they can set limits and standards, but digital is a fact 
now. It’s not a choice, it’s a fact. And it is no longer acceptable 
to ignore it. 

You are not a responsible leader if you ban services and cate-
gories of service without ever using them, or seeing if there is 
a way to compromise. You are not a responsible leader if you 
think we can solve tomorrow’s problems by recreating past 
rules and industry structures. You are not a responsible leader 
if don’t understand that coding is the new literacy. 

It’s not easy to take responsibility – but that is what leadership 
is. 

I am not proud to admit what I got wrong in my career, but 
failure is an inevitable part of progress. I feel confident enough 
to stand up here in front of you and admit that I made many 
mistakes, maybe than successes. 

I will stand up here and say that if I had my time as Digital 
Commissioner again, I would have set fewer targets. I would 
have pushed the telco industry harder in the face of inevita-
ble changes in the digital value chain. They see the challenges 
but are locked into old business models and need an external 
push for change. I would have moved sooner on deregulation 
and net neutrality. I would have taken control of the Connect-
ing Europe Facility proposal =earlier, before the funding for it 
was slashed by national leaders. 

It’s all hard to say and it’s all true.

With that in mind, I urge you to be sceptical about the fact that 
you don’t hear similar things from other tech and telecoms 
leaders, and rarely do you hear it from other political leaders.

http://booking.com/
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Why don’t they stand up here on this stage and say to you 
what they say to me in private: “we got it wrong on mobile 
roaming.  Roaming fees don’t belong in a single market.”

Why don’t the American companies stand up here and say: “we 
trusted our government too much, and we put our customers’ 
privacy at risk and we are sorry, as well as angry for being tak-
en advantage of.”

Why don’t European leaders stand up on a stage and 
say, “We shot ourselves in the foot by not creating a digital 
single market sooner. Now we need to compromise and catch 
up, please support us so we can get more competitive. Support 
us so we can, keep manufacturing in Europe, and enable entre-
preneurs to create new jobs.”

It’s all true.

For five years I have asked stakeholders and ministers what 
they would do in my shoes. And for five years I have been hear-
ing about what they would like Europe to do for them. After 5 
years I am tired of it.

It is not enough to come to Brussels and complain or put your 
hand out for money. It is not enough to ask what Europe can 
do for you. Europe is you!

Europe is never going to grow again unless we see that we 
have to learn again how to compromise and face the future 
based on that compromise.

Let me borrow from Elvis Presley and refine it for our chal-
lenge. We need “a little less confrontation and a little more 
action.” 

If our conversations are about the next year instead of the next 
generation, we will fail.

If our conversations are always about how other people need 
to change to make our lives easier, we will fail.

If our conversations ignore the grassroots efforts of our young 
digital talents, in favour of carving up markets amongst old 
companies, we will fail …

I want to see one Europe, not two Europes.  I can still remem-
ber what war was like, and what Europe looked like after the 
war – my whole childhood, my university, my life as a national 
Minister: I spent all of it during a time of Two Europes. 

And if I believe anything in this world it is that we cannot go 
back to a world of Two Europes. But healing these new divi-
sions starts with everyone in this room. We agree on more than 
we disagree on. We are part of something bigger than our own 
opinions, our own company, our own country.

We are part of one Europe – and it is time to compromise 
and start building it again.”
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FREEDOM AND HUMAN RIGHTS 
– STANDING UP, SPEAKING UP

Neelie Kroes fighting in 2012 to be allowed into an Azerbaijani jail  
to meet jailed journalists (RH)

Media freedom and wider rights became increasingly close to Neelie Kro-

es’ heart throughout her time as European Commissioner. They were the 

arena where she brought what America calls the “bully pulpit” into action.  

 

For five years as EU media regulator she saw how her limited powers 

were insufficient to protect our fundamental rights to see, hear or make 

free statements in Europe (never mind the ring of fire starting to burn up 

freedom on Europe’s edges.) No consensus emerged that the EU was the 

right body to solve these problems, but Neelie Kroes determined that she 

would not be silenced in the meantime. Fights with the Hungarian gov-

ernment drew her into the fray, when rather blatant efforts were made 

to silence a leftist radio station, Klubradio, starting in 2011. The station’s 

political views were irrelevant, it was the principle that counted: “What 

does our Union mean in Europe? If it is not about freedom and human 

rights, it is nothing. Freedom of speech, freedom after speech, freedom 

from fear, and security that delivers opportunity.” 

She later asked Vaire Vike Freiberga, former President of Latvia – to write 

a report on the state of media freedom and identify further dangers to it. 

Neelie arrived in Baku, Azerbaijan, in November 2012 set against allow-

ing the government to sugar-coat its jailing of journalists by putting on a 

fancy internet conference - the Internet Governance Forum. After three 

days of speaking out at every opportunity, she left internet communities 

impressed and more timid government representatives in the dust. It was 

here she heard a view from a local activist she would repeat often: “We 

don’t just need freedom of speech; we also need freedom after speech.” 

And when others might have been winding down during their final weeks 

in office Neelie remained in full flight at the September 2014 Istanbul 

edition of the Internet Governance Forum (quotes follow.)
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Neelie was realistic about the opportunity and the limits of what free-

dom of expression can achieve: “The dreamers on Tahrir Square united 

to bring down a corrupt regime. But they are fragmented in the struggle 

to build an open democracy. From a budget deficit of Greek proportions 

to 37% female illiteracy, there is plenty a Facebook page won’t solve.” 

Indeed, the universal nature of rights means that the online world does 

not need special rights: “There’s no such thing as “digital rights” or “on-
line rights” - they’re fundamental rights.  The rights you have offline ap-
ply online.”  Yet diverse methods are needed to cherish and nurture what 

is universal. They range from promoting the internet “I love the open 
Internet because it takes away those monopolies. No more monopoly on 
information. No more monopoly on expression. No more asking permis-
sion to innovate.” – to private organisations showing awareness:  “Those 
who say that sport and human rights don’t mix haven’t understood ei-
ther #Sochi2014 #Russia” “If we can mix commerce & #Olympics we can 
definitely mix Olympics & Human Rights. Sponsors shd speak against 
homophobia.” Hashtag activism was also seen by Neelie as worth the 

couple of minutes it took to tweet: “I am always amazed by how scared 
some people are by girls with brains and education #BringBackOurGirls” 
because if you have a platform Neelie Kroes thought it would be “stupid 
not to use it to do good.”

**

Media Freedom

Mediaforum, Koln, June 2008

 “Media is more than a multi-billion euro business. It is also at 
the heart of democracy and cultural diversity.”

 (Responding to Hungary’s new law and the attempt to shut 
down KlubRadio – 2012)

“… media pluralism and freedom cannot be defined and de-
fended by laws alone. At the end of the day the successful 
practice of pluralism depends also on an atmosphere and a 

https://twitter.com/hashtag/BringBackOurGirls?src=hash
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-08-313_en.htm
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political culture that supports these ideas.”

Safeguarding Media Freedom and Pluralism, Dublin, March 2013

“We are the birthplace of democracy; a global guardian of 
fundamental rights. If Europe is to be anything more than 
an economic union, it should be as a model and champion of 
those values. To safeguard them for our own citizens; and to 
promote them to the planet.  Let’s be the best: the freest and 
proudest media in the world. ”

Protecting a free media in Azerbaijan, November 2012, Baku

“The European Union is not just a common market; and not 
just a guardian of peace. It is a place of fundamental rights… 
The Internet is not just a technology; and not just a space for 
business opportunities. The Internet is the new frontier of free-
dom and a new tool to exercise this freedom.

“It’s clear that journalists, bloggers, activists and human rights 
defenders are an instrument of democracy. Holding up a torch 
to reveal acts of despotism.” 

“Violations of media freedom don’t stand alone: they are 
linked to failures in other human rights, too. Because a gov-
ernment that arbitrarily restricts the media is, without doubt, 
restricting other freedoms too. A government with nothing to 
hide would not fear people exposing the truth.”

Incidents in Turkey

“The Twitter ban in Turkey is groundless, pointless, cowardly. Turkish 
people and international community will see this as censorship. It is. I 
don’t care what the problem is. Silencing 15 million people is not the 

solution. Where will it end Mr Erdogan?” 

**

“When people say negative things about European leaders – we don’t 
shut them down, we debate them.”

**

Speech given at Istanbul Bilgi University, 2 September 2014

“Free media is an essential ingredient of democracy. Giving 
every citizen the right to share, express, and hear the views 
of others. The right to know how you are governed, the right 
to make a fair and open choice ... Governments are increas-
ingly powerless to prevent the free exchange of ideas.  Maybe 
those governments need to take the hint, and stop swimming 
against the tide.”

“Turkey is signatory to the European Convention on Human 
Rights … since well before the internet age.  That is why I take 
recent developments in Turkey so seriously … The attempted 
Twitter ban did not work and these incidents were not isolat-
ed; they were part of a pattern. A pattern which shows a very 
troubling trend for Turkey.” 

“Restrictions on the media are a repression of fundamental 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-252_en.htm
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Turkey?src=hash
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rights. They have to stop in any country that claims to aspire 
to freedom.” 

“The desire to communicate is human and universal; the tech-
nological options to enable it ever easier to find. Stopping peo-
ple expressing themselves is futile: like telling women not to 
laugh in public. But I assure you, this is no laughing matter.” 

“President Erdoğan indeed often talks of a new era and a “new 
Turkey”. … It means capturing new opportunities, not closing 
them down.  Because wherever you are, whatever flavour of 
democracy you aspire to: leading a people is not about con-
trolling them. It is not about repressing, but representing 
those people.”

Development

“We should have the objective of getting every person digital. One of 
the ultimate aims for the post-development agenda 2015 should be to 

create a ‘connected world’”. 

**

“A connected world is the global basis for sustainable inclusion, growth 
and environmental protection. Connectivity empowers, and empower-

ment is our goal.”

**

“The Internet has started to become the best tool the world has known 
for inclusion and enabling grassroots change. So this precious and 

seamless gift needs to be central to our whole development agenda.” 

**

Russia

“You can’t pretend everything is hunky dory when the freedom 
of the press is being compromised and the opposition is pre-
vented from speaking out or worse.

It wouldn’t be right to ignore the fact that pop stars who crit-
icise their government from an altar are sent to a Siberian la-
bour camp for three years, or that demonstrating Greenpeace 
members are accused of piracy. We can’t turn away from the 
fact that people are beaten up and punished by law for being 
gay. Sometimes I wonder if there is anything left you can be or 
do in Russia. To ignore all this is takes away from this fantastic 
sporting event.

People say that ‘sport and politics’ don’t go together. Non-
sense. If commercial interests and sport go together, sport 
and politics don’t make a less unlikely pair. Maybe they make 
an even better combination. After all, sport is all about rules. 
Fair play is key. The red card wasn’t exactly invented to reward 
good conduct. It all depends on what you want to see and take 
responsibility for. That is why political delegations and compa-
nies alike should actively support human rights and gay rights 
in Russia in the coming days.”
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GENDER AND EQUALITY –
FINDING HER VOICE

“What if it had been Lehman Sisters?”

Neelie Kroes believes in the power of individuals, it is central to her lib-

eral philosophy. This makes her feminism a personally rooted one, rather 

than anything abstract or based on political power: “Every woman should 
have the tools and skills she needs to take control of her own life.” 

Armed with a ‘never give up’ approach to life, Neelie has clearly enjoyed 

a great deal of personal success and it seems to me that she took a long 

time to join the view that many gender inequities can only be changed 

with prolonged collective action.  She suffered a number of individual 

blows and even became a Minister, before her experiences led her to 

believe, for example, that gender quotas were necessary for equality. She 

also resisted the idea of being a role model, until it became impossible to 

ignore that she was indeed a role model for many thousands of women. 

Given the glacial pace of change – she was frequently the only woman 

on the board (see all male pictures in the following pages) or even in the 

room. 

A self-described “borderless woman” that view came to be applied to 

supporting her gender. Whether it was crossing party lines to fight Euro-

sceptics in her #WijZijnEuropa campaign that helped keep Geert Wilders 

from topping the polls in the 2012 Dutch election; making sure her busi-

ness friends knew that ““We now know, beyond doubt, that more wom-
en in a business means a healthier business”; the lunches she would host 

on International Women’s Day; or the young women or pregnant women 

she was happy to hire because she believed in their potential.  All of it 

was driven by an instinctive sense of solidarity: “There’s a special place 
reserved in hell for women don’t support other women.”
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 “I am always amazed by how scared some people are by girls with 
brains and education #BringBackOurGirls 

**

 “I wanted to work as an economist at the World Bank or the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund. But you couldn’t do it then if you were married 
and had a baby. To move to another country on the other side of the 

ocean for a job, I mean it was unthinkable. Now it is different. Women 
have to stick together to make sure we don’t lose that progress, so we 

keep really equal opportunity.”

**

“When I was much younger I was discriminated against as women. I 
was told I could not lead my family company because I was a woman. I 
was told I had to quit my job when I became pregnant. So I planned my 
life around the limits and pressures other people put on me. I thought 
it was normal. The people I trusted told me it was normal. But it was 
wrong and unfair, and I only realized this much later. But I didn’t just 

complain, I worked with other women to change the law and society.”

**

 “Only woman on Davos panel: told by host that I ‘bring much needed 
colour to the stage.’ That is obvious. I also brought my brain.”

**

 “We also need a generation of men who want to share parenthood 
and work on an equal basis. It’s the only hope for change. It’s not only 
about what you tell your daughter, but also what you teach your son.” 

**

“Europe’s population is aging rapidly. We don’t have enough workers 
to fund all the pensions and healthcare that people will need in the 

future – so we have to be more productive and we have to use all the 
talent that is available. And come on, let’s be real – we should not have 
to wait until 2100 to get equality. These positive changes will not hap-

pen by accident – we need to put plans in place, and give incentives and 
wake people- men and women- up. Otherwise we will need eternal life 

to fix the problem and I don’t believe in eternal life.”

**

(From a Financieel Dagblad column October 2013) 

“‘Neelie Kroes is an ugly old bureaucratic bitch’ ‘You are mad! 
GO! AWAY!’ ‘When Neelie was 18 the Romans conquered Brit-
ain’ ‘I always knew this bitch was ugly.’ This stuff that clogs my 
inbox and hits me on Twitter is par for the course, I suppose. 
After more than forty years of public service nothing surprises 
me.”

https://twitter.com/hashtag/BringBackOurGirls?src=hash
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Girl Geeks

“The high tech industry remains one of the few male domains that still 
exist.”  

Wanted: more women in ICT, Brussels, March 2012

“If all girls hear is that ICT is for boys who like sitting alone in 
their rooms – well, that’s what they’ll believe. But if girls meet 

people who are positive about ICT, if they realise that ICT ca-
reers are exciting with the chance to travel, to help others and 
to work independently, they will be turned on to it.”

**

“Can anyone name a woman who set up and run their own 
huge ICT company? There is no point in getting half of Europe 
digital.” 

**

“If Steve Jobs had been a woman, millions of girls and women 
might have a different attitude to technology today.”

**

“I’m convinced that womens’ equality and ICT are two of the 
great trends of the last few decades –imagine what we could 
achieve if we put them together and make them work for each 
other.” 

**

“Tech has a gender problem - if we’re missing women, we’re 
missing out.” 

**

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-12-169_en.htm
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#TenOrMore

“The European Union is committed to making continual progress to-
wards gender equality. Such progress demands an increase, not a de-

crease in the number of female Commissioners. #TenOrMore”

Letter to European Commission President-elect, Jean-Claude Juncker

Dear Jean-Claude,

We wish to support your call for Member States to support 
more women as new Commissioners.

Over the past ten years, around one-third of European Com-
missioners have been women, largely because José Manuel 
Barroso put his foot down and insisted on this.

 
It is also increasingly clear via research and anecdote that 
large organisations perform better with a diverse leadership; 
this corresponds with our own experience in the Barroso I and 
Barroso II Commissions.

The European Union is committed to making continual prog-
ress towards gender equality. Such progress demands an 
increase, not a decrease, in the number of female Commis-
sioners, particularly as we have grown to be a family of 28 
member states.  

We therefore urge Member States to nominate at least 10 fe-
male Commissioners, with your support.

With the other female Commissioners from the Barroso I mandate

http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/ten-or-more-top-female-talent-eu-top-jobs
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Neelie and the boys… So Many Men, So Little Time

You think Neelie Kroes is always nagging about equality?  Take a look at 
who she meets each week. What do you notice?



Steelie Neelie: European Commissioner Neelie Kroes, In Her Own Words Edited by Ryan Heath

184 185



Steelie Neelie: European Commissioner Neelie Kroes, In Her Own Words Edited by Ryan Heath

186 187

GLOBALISATION –               
FACING THE INEVITABLE

“We must see the contradiction of shutting ourselves behind national 
borders. Today we travel, eat, study and entertain ourselves from a 

global selection of options. We accept that globalisation is a two-way 
street when it suits us. We can’t pretend it is a one-way street, or a 

dead end street when it doesn’t suit us.”

**

 “There is no alternative to globalisation. The current global crisis will 

not be solved through local regulation or through a protectionist re-na-
tionalisation of global markets … (but) Social justice does not need to 
be the victim of globalisation but can go hand in hand with regulated 

markets offering equal opportunities.”

**

 “We live in a world of financial globalisation and are part of a single 
European market. We are inter-dependent and that means we have to 

rise above the impulse for unilateral responses …”

**

On globalization and the links between competition and industrial pol-
icy, 17 April 2008 

“The global economy is a race. And we can either train for that 
race to be ready to compete, or we can fool ourselves by brib-
ing the referees and fiddling with the rules.”

“The vivid relationship between Europe and Globalisation is 
one that we can be proud, rather than afraid of. Imagine it like 
a great painting: alive, detailed, popular – a creative work that 
draws you into it, that makes you want to be a part of it. We 
don’t just look at this scene – we make it. We are the painters, 
not the subjects.”

“Developing a competition culture is a process, not a trans-
action. It’s about the long-term and not just tomorrow. We 
cannot just ask ‘ ‘what did competition do for me?’ That is self-
ish – we are much better to ask what will things look like in 
ten years or whether we are better off because of the last ten 
years.”

**

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-08-207_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-08-207_en.htm
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INNOVATION – UBER 
IMPORTANT

“Europe should embrace innovation, not ban it.” Yes indeed, but what 

is innovation? So often just an over-used word, innovation has become 

close to meaningless in most of the contexts in which it is used. At its 

heart innovation is the process and product of thinking about how to 

create goods and provide services differently. It is doing things differently, 

rather than doing things the same, which creates most of the new jobs 

and economic prosperity in a society. As an economist this is something 

Neelie Kroes long understood, and yet the issue was a constant headache 

for her as a regulator. 

The high-tech and internet sectors are the fastest-moving and most in-

novative of all: what use can a regulator be? Not very useful if it is about 

“picking winners” in an industry: “You don’t win a global race just by ob-
structing the opposition.” But it seems Neelie was quite useful at bringing 

people together and fighting stupidity. She put together formidable part-

nerships and backed them with formidable sums (see Research section), 

and was an eternal optimist about what Europe could achieve if it simply 

focussed and combined its energies: “We shouldn’t copy Silicon Valley. 
We can be ourselves and succeed.”

What Kroes couldn’t have known in 2010 was that she would become 

the face of defending innovators against red tape, obstruction, derision 

and so much more in a continent split between the need to adjust to the 

realities of globalisation and those who want to cling to welfare state 

economic models that no longer reflect our demography or our ability to 

pay for them.  This debate has been typified by the fracas over whether 

the taxi app Uber should be allowed to hire taxi drivers to compete with 

existing taxi services in Europe. As the rest of the world looks on either 
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stunned or bemused by the bans being slapped on Uber and similar ser-

vices in Europe, Kroes has defended the sharing economy and refused to 

be silenced.

**

“The most inspirational technology is the stuff that transforms a per-
son’s life. Simple things usually, but not always. I met a girl in New York 

is almost entirely paralysed and she communicates with a keyboard 
and a little stick placed in her mouth. That is nice, it is useful, but what 
she really wants is a robot that helps her lift things or collects her stick 

when she drops it. When you see how for some people technology 
makes life worth living again, then you realize why this work is so im-

portant.”

**

Uber-frustrating!  
The fight to keep open minds and open markets

You would think Neelie Kroes had a crush on Uber; sadly the overlap be-
tween ‘Kroes’ and ‘Uber’ in Google is more a function of how news media 
works than any bias Neelie Kroes has. In truth she has never used Uber 
herself and simply supports the rights of all start-ups to disrupt markets, 
because she believes that is the point of them. To the extent that she 
cared about Uber is was because court rulings against it were “not about 
protecting or helping passengers – it’s about protecting a taxi cartel.”  She 
found the methods bad (“The apps will last longer than any strike can.” - 
“How is banning American entrepreneurs creating jobs for Europeans in 
Belgium going to help European entrepreneurship ?”) and the outcomes 
worse: “Slamming the door in Uber’s face doesn’t solve anything. It sends 
a bad anti-tech message about Brussels, which is already in the 4G dark 

ages.” 

It was not only favouritism, but a very selective version of it: “Let’s be 
honest: taxi services are hardly the first industry disrupted by digital in-
novation. Thousands of bank branches closed because we now prefer 
card payments and online banking. Many newspapers are closing or 
transforming because we advertise online; bookstores struggle against 
Amazon and e-readers. Encyclopaedias became Wikipedia; web-pages 
replaced travel agents. Makers of cameras, maps, watches, music players 
and fixed phone lines have been jolted by the smart-phone. … Yet no one 
speaks of fining news websites or banning the crowd-sourced Wikipedia. 
No-one imposes minimum prices on Google Maps or taxes on digital pho-
tos to save Kodak.”

For Kroes the status-quo defenders and cartellists were creating parallels 
with the copyright vested interests: “Why should anyone be criminalised 
for doing something so simple?” (As booking a taxi online). When one 
took a step back and breathed deeply, there were facts that had to be 
acknowledged: “This debate is only about taxis on the surface. Deeper 
down it is really a debate about how digital technology is disrupts and 
changing all of our lives. … Some industries want a special exemption 
from the digital revolution. That’s not how it works and it’s not fair on 
everyone else.”

It’s not even good for the taxi drivers the bans are supposed to protect: 
“Banning services like Uber is patronising to consumers and it puts taxi 
businesses in a cocoon which will ultimately suffocate them.”

**

“People in the sharing economy like drivers, accommodation 
hosts, equipment owners and artisans –these people all need 
to pay their taxes and play by the rules.  And it’s the job of na-
tional and local authorities to make sure that happens.

https://twitter.com/hashtag/entrepreneurship?src=hash
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But the rest of us cannot hide in a cave. … the job of the law 
is not to lie to you and tell you that everything will always be 
comfortable or that tomorrow will be the same as today.  It 
won’t. Not only that, it will be worse for you and your children 
if we pretend we don’t have to change.

If I have learnt anything from the recent European elections it 
is that we get nowhere in Europe by running away from hard 
truths. It’s time to face facts:  digital innovations like taxi apps 
are here to stay. We need to work with them not against them.” 

****

Digital Venice conference , July 2014

“Italy has long been a country of ICT innovation. From Meuc-
ci’s telephone and Marconi’s radio; to Olivetti’s desktop PC, 
the first in the world. That triumph did not come from being 
conservative. It came from embracing innovation, change and 
opportunity. Today, innovation relies on digital. I’m not talking 
about the digital economy, or expanding this or that sector. I 
am talking about the whole economy. An economy which is all 
going digital.” 

**

“It’s time to get past this ridiculous idea that robots only de-
stroy jobs. Europe needs to be a producer and not merely a 
consumer of robots, and that obviously means creating jobs. 
Robots do much more than replace humans – they often do 
things humans can’t or won’t do and that improves everything 
from our quality of life to our safety. And that matters even if 
some jobs do get made redundant by new technology.”

**

INTERNET –                                   
THE PEACEFUL REVOLUTION

The internet needs no introduction but most European leaders simply 

don’t get it.  Leaders increasingly understand that the internet is critical 

to economic success, and that messing with it can cause unexpected po-

litical backlashes (as with the proposed ACTA agreement) or mobile cov-

erage blackspots. Yet the majority don’t understand how it works, how 

fragile the ecosystem supporting it is, or what they can do to foster the 

sort of innovations that have made it such an engine for change. If Neelie 

http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/my-view-todays-taxi-protests-and-what-it-means-sharing-economy
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-14-534_en.htm
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made it sound like a never-ending battle that’s because it is such a battle.

The internet isn’t killing anything on its own – but it is a factor in exposes 

weaknesses in older parts of the economy. “Just like cinema did not kill 
theatre, nor did television kill radio. The internet won’t kill any other me-
dia either.” Media, internet, television, radio Neelie rather sees it that 

“The Internet bridges the gap between all audiences.”

Not only that it’s the key to future success: “If you have a dream or a 
dream job: today you need digital skills. You need the internet.” It is not 

only literally everywhere, it is not going away: “Today, there are more 
than 1 billion transistors per human on the planet.” Yet half the world, 

and in some European countries (Italy, Romania) more than a third of 

the population has never used Internet. It’s also a battle between the 

original decentralised intent of the internet’s founding fathers and those 

that want more or total control for states: “Let me say loud and clear: the 
Internet is a global, common, public resource.” And it is a battle for free-

dom of expression and virtual assembly: “The internet is the new frontier 
of freedom. We must cherish it and protect it.” 

If there’s one thing that the world now knows it is that Neelie Kroes loves 

a good fight – so the internet proved fertile ground indeed.

**

“Europeans would rather go without coffee or sex than without inter-
net. We better give people the broadband they need. “

**

“We’ve got a clear mismatch on our hands. The Internet has been 

over-performing economically and socially in recent years, but it has 
been under-performing politically. Leaders have to learn to understand 

it. Not just talk about it, but understand it.”

**

Online commerce roundtable, Brussels, 17 September 2008

“Consumers … see the internet, and the borders that exist on-
line, and feel that they are not getting a fair deal. The inter-
net gives more power to the individual than any technological 
change in history. We cannot let that power be taken away. 
This goes beyond narrow commercial interests. The people of 
Europe were promised a union, a place without borders.” 

**

Internet Governance

“The internet’s benefits stem from its global nature… (it must be) avail-
able to everyone, and belongs to everyone”

**

“Nowadays, how could any organisation with global responsibilities not 
be accountable to all of us?” 

**

“One country (the US) with 13% of internet users cannot be responsible 
for 95% of its governance.”

**

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-08-437_en.htm
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“ICANN is not only a machine to coordinate naming and numbering 
resources of the Internet, although this is an essential part of its man-
date. ICANN, whether people realise it or not, is also a symbol. It is a 

symbol of what multi-stakeholder governance means. Its successes, and 
its failures, will always and unavoidably be interpreted in a much larger 

context than ICANN itself.”

**

“Stopping a Digital Cold War”, February 2013,

“We shouldn’t turn this debate (about internet governance) 
into a struggle between civilisations. We should accept cultur-
al difference and diversity, as we do within Europe. The inter-
net is not about Western cultural supremacy: it is what you 
make of it… 

(But) we should defend our values, and challenge those who 
oppose our freedoms: whether the debate is about the inter-
net or anything else. But by greater engagement, I think we 
can deliver the benefits of the Internet to the widest range of 
people: open, free, unified, multi-stakeholder, pro-democracy, 
architecturally sound, trustworthy and transparent.”

**

LETTER TO UK MINISTER ED VAIZEY, June 2014

“It is our political responsibility to ensure that the governance 
of the Internet is open and inclusive of all stakeholders, com-
pliant with human rights and respectful of the rule of law. An 
internet based on democratic principles and where the global 
public interest takes centre stage…” 

**

Net Neutrality

Neelie Kroes telling activists she opposes the adoption of ACTA

“Net neutrality is just the idea of non-discrimination applied to data.”

**

 “Every European on every network should have guaranteed access to 
the full open internet. I will safeguard net neutrality for every Europe-

an…” 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-167_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/life-begins-50-keeping-internet-unified-open-and-inclusive
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“If you aim to protect an open network, overregulation is exactly the 
wrong way to go.”

**

“I don’t like to intervene in competitive markets unless I am sure this is 
the only way to help either consumers or companies. Preferably both. 
In particular because a badly designed remedy may be worse than the 

disease.” 

** 
“Yes the Internet should be open; and yes it should be free. But that 
is not the same as ‘gratuit’, it is not the same as being a lawless wild 

west.”

**

Cybersecurity

Photo credit: Daniel Hermann

“Imagine a tool that could shut down electricity, derail trains, block 
communications, set homes on fire, disturb control and command. 

Imagine it could do all these things instantaneously and simultaneous-
ly; cheaply, anonymously, and without at all jeopardising their own 

safety. That is a cyberattack: the destructive potential of Internet unless 
we take its security seriously.”

“Cyberthreats don’t stop at national borders: nor shd our #cybersecuri-
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ty. Essential for safe, free, prosperous society.” 

**

EU Cybersecurity Strategy, 24 January 2013

“I have become convinced that the matter of cybersecurity is 
too important to be left to the goodwill of companies… Cyber-
security is also not a matter that can be left to the technical 
people. It is a matter for board levels.”

**

Munich Security Conference, 30 January 2013

If threats do not stop at national borders, nor does the respon-
sibility to secure ourselves against them. This (cyberattacks 
and crime) is a global problem needing a global response.”

**
Using Cybersecurity to Promote European Values, 

“There is no true freedom without security – not when you’re 
walking down the street, and not when you’re online.”

****

16 March 2013, Financieele Dagblad

‘Neelie Kroes is an ugly old bureaucratic bitch’ ‘You are mad! 
GO! AWAY!’ ‘You’re a fool fooling yourself’ ‘When Neelie was 
18 the Romans conquered Britain’ ‘I always knew this bitch 
was ugly.’

This stuff that clogs my inbox and hits me on Twitter is par for 
the course, I suppose. After more than forty years of public 
service nothing surprises me. But if you are 13 or 16, words 

like this will hurt.

At some point in their lives, all youngsters feel too tall, small, 
fat, thin, ugly, unwanted or unsure about their place in the 
world, including your children and grandchildren. Bullying 
makes youngsters self-hurt, develop eating disorders, live a lie 
and sometimes even kill themselves. Too many times we hear 
of young people committing suicide because they couldn’t 
cope with being falsely accused or being constantly badgered 
about their supposed imperfections.

Bullying is nothing new but today it’s more insidious. It is anon-
ymous and less visible because it is taking place online or via 
messenger. And yet it wouldn’t be right to ban your child from 
accessing the internet.” 

**

Bringing European Values to the Internet of Things, June 2010

“To me, a relative outsider to such jargon, the Internet of 
Things is about values and fundamental democratic choices 
on the future of our society. Being aware that an Internet of 
Things is emerging is about ensuring our European values are 
guarded, whilst also ensuring progress and competitiveness …

It is critically important to make sure that from its infancy the 
Internet of Things is grounded in a value system and a policy 
framework that will ensure it delivers the expected social and 
economic benefits. For this we need democratic debate and 
broad societal consensus.

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-51_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-82_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-104_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-10-279_en.htm
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LEADERS’ GALLERY

 

 
Photo credit: US Embassy, The Hague
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Photo credit for “Smart Big Data” (previous page): Daniel Hermann 

LEADERSHIP –                      
TELLING IT LIKE IT IS

 “Martin Luther King did not say “I have a nightmare” – he had a posi-
tive outlook and a positive vision.” 

**

 “I want us to be able to turn around and look our grandchildren in the 
eyes and say that we did the right thing by them.” 

**

 “Why shut up when you can do good? If you have influence, use it.” 
** 

“Good leaders, like good artists, do not decorate or replicate – they 
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capture and define an emerging spirit.” 
**

“Sometimes the best thing a political leader can do is get out of the 
way.”

**

“Sometimes we will disagree but you will always get the real me.  
I am someone you can do business with.”

**

“You can never do it alone. It is always a team.  You have to unite and 
you have to find the way to unite if you want to make a real impact.” 

**

 “Yesterday doesn’t count in the digital world”

** 
“To govern is to anticipate”

**

“Don’t look at protecting vested interests. Don’t look at the cash cows 
of the past. Look at the opportunities of the future.”

**

“Talking is not doing! There is no change without timelines.”

**

“I don’t care what the problem is. Silencing 15 million people is not the 
solution. #Twitter #Turkey”

**

“While I am here to listen, understand and be fair, I am not here to 
please.”

**

“I am not in the business of giving out presents.”

**

“I will not be intimidated by large countries or large companies who use 
the pretext of the crisis to try and escape the rules of competition.”

**

“We say no to the proven failures of protectionism. We have to protect 
people by creating for them real jobs with real futures, not jobs that 

only exist as long as the taxpayers’ money exists. That takes leadership. 
Leadership is not bribing multinationals and stealing jobs from one’s 

neighbours.”

**

“Leaders have a more important role than offering quick fixes – their 
job is now to build new cultures and climates around the sectors they 
need to affect. Do not underestimate how hard it is to change a cul-
ture. Every step of the way there are entrenched interests who resist 

change.”

**

 “Courageous people dare to take their responsibility. The courageous 
don’t escape with a golden parachute and zipped lips. They say sorry 

when they should.”

**

“Good politics is the art of the possible, not caving in to those who 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-09-203_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-09-203_en.htm
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shout loudest or last. Everyone must give something, for everyone to 
get something.”

LIFE LESSONS – 73 YEARS YOUNG

“Be creative and fearless.”

**

“I’ve learnt a lot more from my mistakes than my successes.”

**

“If nothing hurts, if you aren’t challenged,  
then a real decision hasn’t been taken.”

**
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 “You won’t get a specific answer if you don’t bring a specific question.”

**

“Good things come at a cost. There are no free lunches.  
But you would have to be stupid to say no to good free advice.”

**

“My advice to any woman is: don’t stay for the money, make some 
yourself.”

**

“If you are one of those people who enjoyed a good education and 
experienced the life-changing power of learning, you know how invalu-

able it is.”  #Education

**

“It seems to be a female characteristic to bypass personal preference 
and follow other people’s expectations. This is why every young woman 
should equip herself with the tools it takes to ensure her financial, so-

cial and spiritual independence.”

**

Europe 3.0

Extract from commencement address to Erasmus University students, 
Rotterdam, September 2010

“You are the third generation living in the European Union: Eu-
rope 3.0. You will be building Europe for its place in the truly 

global era. Stefano Marzano reminds us that: “We may think 
that what we do doesn’t matter, that it is merely a drop in the 
ocean, but we shouldn’t forget that without all the drops there 
wouldn’t be an ocean at all.” In other words: you are Europe 
and Europe is you …

“Fifty-two years ago I was sitting where you are today. Can 
you believe that?  Europe was a very different place. Europe 
was a divided continent with a fragile peace. Our class was 
hundreds of men and five women. At least it was easy to find 
a date…

“To gather knowledge is not the most important thing to learn 
at University, but rather it is to acquire a way of thinking. A 
good university teaches you how to think for yourself. A great 
university like Erasmus teaches you to look outwards and to 
think “out-of-the-box” - it teaches you to ask ‘why’? …

“By having the courage to ask questions and explore opportu-
nities I gave myself the chance to lead a fascinating life. If my 
university life had only been about reading, study and parties, 
then I would probably have stayed a junior academic and be-
come a housewife … 

“For the first time in human history, members of the young 
generation are in a position to teach as well as learn about 
things that really matter – like technology. When I arrived at 
university in 1958; I could not have taught my professors much 
and it would have been considered inappropriate …

You will do more as individuals in your lifetime than any group 
of people who lived before you. But with these opportunities 
and choices come stresses and problems. Today everything is 
less predictable and the world is more complex. One of our 
biggest problems is that we are often looking backwards or 
resting to catch our breath. That is a recipe for disaster in this 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-10-409_en.htm
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century. China, India and Brazil are not stopping for breath. 
They are racing ahead, and it scares many people. But fear 
is not an answer to that challenge - the only real answer is to 
come up with smart ways to join the race…

I would never dare to tell you how to live your life. But if there 
is one thing I have learned in the 50 years since I sat where you 
are sitting today, it is that life is not predictable. You must live 
life, and you must make it your own life. That’s how you are 
going to be able to make a difference: by doing something you 
love. And when you have found your passion, don’t pass up 
opportunities because you think you’re not ready or deserving. 
Taking the opportunity is the only way to get ready or become 
deserving.

Make life fun. And remember there are bigger things in life 
than you. People talk about getting chances, well everyone 
gets chances in life. The real issue is not which particular 
chances you get, but being able to see them, recognise them, 
make up your mind to use them.”

My Advice to Young Women

International Women’s Day Address, 2013

“When it comes to your life: don’t stew in the expectations of 
other people. Decide for yourself. If you want to marry, great! 
But do it for love: not because it’s what people expect, and not 
for money. And make sure it stays that way. Whatever you do, 
don’t cut off your options … 

But whether or not you’re married, stay your own person: fi-
nancially, socially, spiritually independent. Partners come and 
go, whether you want them to or not; but you’re stuck with 

yourself, so make sure you’re a fun and dynamic companion. 
Even if you do decide to have a family, remember that does not 
define you. And one day you’ll hit an age when your kids leave 
home: because you’ve done your job well enough that they 
don’t need the same care. And around the same age you’ll find 
it a struggle to capture the attention of new employers and 
new opportunities. And maybe you’ll find it harder to capture 
the attention of your husband or partner, too; they all stray at 
some stage.

So here’s my advice. Don’t enter that phase of your life with-
out any options. Have the skills, have the mentality, have the 
financial independence. Have them, and keep them.

I made mistakes. I wish I had not felt pressured into such an 
early marriage. I wish I’d gone abroad to work. I wish I hadn’t 
set so much value by other people’s hopes and expectations… 
Follow your own hopes, not other people’s expectations … Do 
that, and you’ll be able to seize any opportunity that comes 
along. You need never feel too old, too incapable, or ‘too fe-
male’. And then you’ll find that the best years of your life are 
ALWAYS ahead of you.”

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-208_en.htm
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NETHERLANDS – HOME TRUTHS

“Nobody in Dutch politics has ever said no to Neelie in the last 30 years” 

so explained Netherlands Prime Minister Mark Rutte when telling how 

he came to chair the launch a European “StartUp Manifesto” in October 

2013, designed to warm-up the climate for entrepreneurship in Europe. 

While Kroes did no special favours to the Netherlands as European Com-

missioner, she always kept an open door and a pot of coffee for visiting 

Dutch leaders, entrepreneurs, diplomats and academics. Dutch interns 

would visit twice a year, if they weren’t already based in Neelie’s office 

on loan from Dutch ministries. Her office was filled with modern art by 

Dutch artists loaned by the Dutch Government. 

The tone of Dutch discussions about the European Union came to disap-

point her: “the way the debate is going is really alien to the Netherlands, 
at least the Netherlands that I know.” She felt caught between all sides: 

a people who often weren’t interested to listen, a government that was 

too quick to pass blame: (“The tone of this government is different from 
its predecessors, and not in a good way. It is not amusing.”), the trou-

ble-maker Geert Wilders and a set of institutions that sometimes seemed 

to exist in a parallel reality (“Brussels can also take blame for bad PR, I am 
the first to admit it.”). So Neelie jumped at the chance to author a weekly 
column in the Financeele Dagblad newspaper (2012-2014) where should 

could explain in more detail what was happening in Brussels. She also 

used Twitter to form a front with Dutch MEPs ahead of the 2012 Dutch 

election under the banner #WijZijnEuropa – “We Are Europe” to correct 

wrong claims made about Dutch membership of the EU.  And later Neelie 

used her social media pages to hit back at Dutch populism in a surgi-

cal way, minus the bureaucratic waffle: “Mr Wilders: we are Dutch, not 
Swiss, not Norwegian, not Chinese” or “Lampedusa, for me, is the Dutch 
border.”

And Neelie would always escape to her home in Wassenaar on week-

ends.  In short, you could take Kroes out of the Netherlands, but you 

could not take the Netherlands out of Kroes. And as only an old friend 

can, she would tell you when she thought you were making a mistake: 

“I’m Dutch, you’ll forgive me for being direct.”

http://fd.nl/economie-politiek/columns/neelie-kroes/
http://fd.nl/economie-politiek/columns/neelie-kroes/
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On restructuring ING back to repair the effects of state rescue: 

“We were too hard on ING? I don’t think so. I think we have 
helped ING to do what needed to be done anyway. ING has 
recognized that we helped them get back to their core busi-
ness, what their “back to basics” strategy is all about.” 

On Dutch cartel players annoyed at being treated like criminals

“The Netherlands for years had the reputation of a cartel par-
adise… don’t allow yourself to think I treat the Netherlands dif-
ferent from the other countries. I do not treat Netherlands dif-
ferent from the other 26 member states.” (Responding to the 
CEO of Heineken who found it “shocking” that his company’s 
leadership of a beer cartel saw them treated “like criminals.”)

Reacting to another one of Geert Wilders’ rants, 2013

“I don’t know about you, but openness and tolerance, hard 
work and trusting others are my values. And I know that peo-
ple who come to the Netherlands work hard and many of us 
depend on their contributions. That is not something to de-
nounce or dismiss.”

Neelie and Prime Minister Mark Rutte were in regular contact

 “I put myself against ‘scapegoating’ and disrespectful ejec-
tion of fellow Europeans as corrupt, rotten, sick, etc. Europe is 
much more than Greece. It is also more than the Netherlands.”
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Financieele Dagblad - From Neelie’s weekly column

1) On the Dutch social affairs minister’s concerns on immigration:

“We would do well to show a little humility: many eastern Eu-
ropeans are doing jobs the Dutch refuse to do. Lodewijk As-
scher needs to come down like a ton of bricks on the fraudulent 
Dutch companies and their ‘competitive edge’, gained by pay-
ing slave wages and demanding sky-high prices for the hovels 
workers are housed in. And don’t forget: the whole world is af-
ter highly skilled workers to keep economies ticking over. Hans 
Brinker must take care to put his finger in the right dyke.”

2) On the attitudes of the Dutch to the European Union

“From the very first day the Dutch people have participated in 
a miracle (the EU) … When did playing the victim become a na-
tional trait? Or retreating behind the dikes? We’re critical and 
rightly so. But we look at the facts first and foremost. We’re 
pragmatic and we want our money’s worth. And we have 
looked beyond our borders for centuries, especially where 
trade is concerned. That is why the way the debate is going is 
really alien to the Netherlands, at least the Netherlands that 
I know.”

3) On taking responsibility for the financial crisis and its follow up

“Finally someone who openly says that she feels partly respon-
sible for the economic crisis. Saying sorry is not of this (crisis) 
time. Bankers won’t take their responsibility. They look espe-

cially at what they can get away with. “This is a story in which 
everybody is guilty,” said (Lucrezia) Reichlin. But what if ev-
eryone is guilty and no one takes responsibility? … in Nether-
lands we have an office vacancy rate of 14% on average (30% 
in some locations) and still new offices are being built. The cri-
sis revealed what many have long known: the Dutch economy 
floats on a property bubble. Not because of the crisis, but the 
intimate embrace of developers, banks and ambitious munici-
palities who all want a business park. When the bubble bursts, 
who says sorry? Or better still who changes policy? “Sorry 
seems to be the hardest word ‘, sings Elton John. Especially 
for men, it seems. They behave like small children, instead of 
responsible adults. 

Everyone makes mistakes. Inevitable. From my mistakes, I have 
learned more than from my successes. But an open, integrat-
ed and prosperous society is not served by the faint of heart, 
but by courageous people who dare to take their responsibili-
ty.  The courageous don’t escape with a golden parachute and 
zipped lips. They say sorry when they should.” 

4) Opening Up Education

The Dutch educational system, to a large extent, still reflects 
a society dominated by status and hierarchy. Little attention is 
paid to individual talents and learning needs. Society doesn’t 
only need eggheads but carers, builders and creators as well. 
Talent can surface in all sorts of ways and we shouldn’t mea-
sure each individual with the same tape measure. At the be-
ginning of the last century people buying a Ford automobile 
could choose any colour as long as it was black. Is that what 
we want for our educational system in 2013? “#education

“Authorities shd #respect the 88yr old with “Do Not Resusci-
tate” tattoo. Online records could verify her tattoo. Bureau-
cracy should not get in the way of a dignified death. Respect 
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her choice. You can’t be clearer than a tattoo. She signed her 
wishes in ink. “Do Not Resuscitate” should be the final word.
http://t.co/cUY5aRnz”

 OPENNESS – A MANTRA 
CHANGING THE WORLD

Kroes at a Hackathon in Brussels

Neelie Kroes has always been an open person believing in open markets.  

Following on from her efforts to force Microsoft to make its dominant 

products interoperable, Kroes began to articulate a wider open philos-

ophy: “Knowledge grows when shared.” She actively joined movements 

http://t.co/cUY5aRnz
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for open source software, open data, open access to scientific results 

which helping bring the view that “Sharing is better than protecting” into 

the mainstream. “Whole industries once based on limitation and control 
can now be based on customers, sharing and interactivity.” Of all the 

‘sleeper issues’ and changes this is the one with the most potential to 

leave Neelie Kroes was an unexpected entry in the history books. With-

out her the EU’s Open Science policy would not exist, and without that 

the face of research would like different today and very different in 10 

and 50 years. Neelie led the charge to return science to its roots, in a 

way that gives the whole world access. Thousands will be lives directly 

changed and saved as a result.

It was these commitments, rather than her popular efforts to end roam-

ing or fix the banks that won her most dedicated following. It was a view 

her team were expected to apply to their own decisions and systems: 

“Proud that my blog on Drupal, is on Drupal,” creative commons licens-

ing for any content we produced, and the EU’s own Open Data Portal. It 

all started with a speech to Open Forum Europe, in June 2008, Brussels 

on the importance of open standards, below.

**

“When open alternatives are available, no citizen or company 
should be forced or encouraged to use a particular company’s 
technology to access government information. No citizen or 
company should be forced or encouraged to choose a closed 
technology over an open one, through a government having 
made that choice first.

These democratic principles are important. And an argument 
is particularly compelling when it is supported both by demo-

cratic principles and by sound economics. I know a smart busi-
ness decision when I see one - choosing open standards is a 
very smart business decision indeed …

“As an enforcer, I act only where there is a proven breach of 
the competition rules. But as a policy maker I take the knowl-
edge I gain as an enforcer, and apply that more generally. If 
the proposals I come up with are grounded in the reality of 
markets, they will help to make markets work better.”

It is simplistic to assume that because some intellectual prop-
erty protection is good, that such protection should therefore 
be absolute in all circumstances.

It is simplistic to assume that because standardisation some-
times brings benefits, more standardisation will bring more 
benefits.

It is simplistic to assume that if the best approach is sometimes 
to base a standard on proprietary technology, then that is al-
ways the best approach. And it is simplistic to assume that we 
can fix on a standard today, without paying attention to the 
risk of being locked-in tomorrow.

So what does this mean in practice? First, we should only stan-
dardise when there are demonstrable benefits, and we should 
not rush to standardise on a particular technology too ear-
ly. Second, I fail to see the interest of customers in including 
proprietary technology in standards when there are no clear 
and demonstrable benefits over non-proprietary alternatives. 
Third, standardisation agreements should be based on the 
merits of the technologies involved.”

**

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-08-317_en.htm
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“I hate artificial barriers. Systems work better when they are 
open. That’s why I love the Schengen zone, and why we fought 
so hard to make Microsoft share interoperability information 
and to cut mobile roaming prices.”

**

“The beauty of open access is that it is not against anybody. It 
is for the free movement of knowledge.”

**

“The best thing about the Internet is that it is open: and I in-
tend to keep it that way.”

**

 “The other day, the Free Software Foundation wrote to me 
about open standards. With their letter they enclosed some-
thing I don’t normally get in the mail, a pair of handcuffs. Be-
cause they’re worried about “digital handcuffs”, and wanted 
to know if I am with them on openness. And the answer is yes. 
Let me show you, these handcuffs are not closed, not locked. 
I can open them if and when I want. That’s what I mean by 
being open online, what it means to me to get rid of “digital 
handcuffs”.  (see also Story Behind the Quote)

**

On SOPA and PIPA draft US legislation, January 2012

“Glad tide is turning on Sopa: don’t need bad legislation when 
should be safeguarding benefits of open net.” 

“Speeding is illegal too, but you don’t put speed bumps on the 
motorway.”

“Open Source is not a dirty word anymore.  It used to be. It 
used to be something you did at home as a hobby, nobody 
would dare to push for it to be used in a public organization. 
We changed that.”

The Challenge of Open Access, December 2010

“The right to access freely the results of science does not only 
benefit citizens but also the public funding bodies. I believe 
public scrutiny of research results will improve how we allocate 
research funds. It will also increase the citizens’ confidence in 
research spending. The long-term effect will be to help govern-
ments to make the investments we need to secure a sustain-
able and inclusive future. Open access can thus be understood 
as supporting the Open Government principle, helping to bring 
about better public services.”

Opening EU-funded research to all in Europe, 24/7, July 2012

“You paid for this research – you should have access to the re-
sults … open access to scientific information will lead to better 
and faster research results.”

Making open access a reality for European science, May 2012  
“Interoperability is the key (to open science). It’s the key to 
global, multi-disciplinary science, supported by reliable and 
high-performance data infrastructure. We need datasets and 
software to work with each other, right from the moment 
they’re created.”

“This isn’t something we are imposing on scientists. It’s what 
they want. And we know it works.  We’ve tested the policy on 
1,000 EU-funded research projects and published more than 
10,000 articles under this system.  Every time I speak with 
these researchers, from the Nobel Prize winners to the grad-

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-10-716_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-12-560_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-12-392_en.htm
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uates, they agree it’s time to change.  So we’re taking science 
back to its roots of sharing and collaborating. We’re dragging 
science publishers out of the 18th century … It’s pretty simple, 
and it’s pretty effective.”

What does it mean to be open online?, April 2012

“Openness means giving every person a forum in which they 
can express themselves. Every creator a way to be rewarded 
and recognised for their work. The security that ensures liberty 
for all. And services that transparently provide the consumer 
with what they’ve asked for and pay for.”

 “15% of Europeans have disabilities or minor impairments. 
We can’t shut them off from digital opportunity. Consistent 
standards for web accessibility will make life easier.”

Aaron Swartz suicide

“This was a man who saw that greater openness can be 
good for citizens, and good for society.  Hugely disruptive – 
but hugely beneficial… If our laws, frameworks and practices 
stand in the way of us getting all those benefits, then maybe 
they need to be changed. Agree or disagree with his methods, 
Aaron could see the open direction we’re heading in, and its 
benefits.”

@HabemusPapam Financieele Dagblad, 2 March 2013

An international college in a European capital is poised to make 
a decision that will have consequences for the whole world. It 
is taking place behind closed doors according to mysterious 
and incomprehensible rules.

No, it’s not the European Commission in Brussels. This time it’s 
the College of Cardinals in Rome, voting for the new pope. 

I think this opaque, male-dominated institution is completely 
obsolete. I realise that many people see the European Com-
mission as a similarly obscure, power-crazed group of people, 
also dominated by men and operating according to rules that 
no one understands.

The people on the commission do understand the how and 
why of what they are doing and for them the importance of 
what they are doing is a given. To the cardinals the procedure 
is crystal clear but to the faithful on Saint Peter’s square it 
couldn’t be less so.

Granted, the Commission and the European Council of Minis-
ters can move in mysterious ways as well. But as a former MP 
and minister, I know very well that the national policy-making 
process can be pretty obscure, too, and so widens the gap be-
tween government and citizens.

Now the internet has made it so easy to access information, I 
find it incredible that such closed structures remain in place. 
The church may profit from mysticism and mystery but the 
European Commission is much better off without it. Closed 
structures lead to distrust and distance and erode the public 
engagement we need so much.”

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-12-275_en.htm
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REFLECTIONS

“Just before I was born, in 1941, the German army bombed Rotterdam. 
The Nazis devastated the city: killing 800 and making hundreds of 

thousands homeless. I wasn’t homeless, or in poverty, thank heavens. 
But I can still remember from the age of four or five walking to school 
through an open field. Not a pretty field that you might imagine, but 
a field of bricks and concrete and devastation that the bombing had 

caused. We faced that for years. We grew up facing the past every sin-
gle day.

If you’ve never experienced the violence of war, or its far-reaching con-
sequences, well, of course it is difficult to imagine how it changes your 
perspective. But it taught me you can build and create a new life and 
existence out of nearly nothing. To build and create and shape your 

own life is a great thing.”

**

“Looking at it now, it’s strange to think that I had the privilege to fly 
on the Concorde before I had the chance to use a personal computer. 

And then we are talking years before Steve (Jobs) invented the iPod and 
iPad.”

**

“I keep a beautiful old telephone on my desk. We shouldn’t underesti-
mate the role of design and beauty in converting people to new ideas.”

“I am convinced Europe has as much to learn as to share with the 
world.”

**

“The real privilege of this job is all the inspirational people. So much 
food for thought. So many people saying we can do it, we can do it bet-

ter.”

**

“The more digital activists and entrepreneurs I meet the more I see 
them as a fundamentally positive force.  They bring the power of open-
ness and the imagination of crowds and the energy of youth into all our 

lives. “

**

“When I arrived as Commissioner we didn’t even have smartphones”

**

“It takes more than trade to guarantee peace and prosperity. It takes 
shared values and institutions and friendships to guarantee that.”
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Very Digital Commissioner :)

“I worked very hard and I was lucky.  There is no secret – I knew what 
I wanted and I worked at it for years. I didn’t listen to negative people 
and rude people, because if you do then you cannot keep your focus.  
Then when I saw an opportunity, I took it.  If you don›t take your op-

portunities when they arrive then you won›t reach your potential. That 
does not mean you should let other people dictate your choices, but 
you have to be looking and ready and willing to take a risk.  And you 

need to back yourself. Men don›t ask “am I ready?” and «do I deserve 
this?» they look at the opportunity and think “why not?” I will find a 

way to make it work.”

The truth behind “Kroes’ black armband”,  
First published Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, April 2014

After being accused of not caring about the implications of big data and 

surveillance, of casually wearing a Nike Fuelband to suggest these gad-

gets solve the world’s big problems, Neelie Kroes decided to clarify her 

views in a 3,000 word essay in Germany’s serious newspaper. Here is an 

extract.

“I like printed papers, I like time to contemplate. So like most 
people I know in my head technology must progress, but I have 
questions. 

We enjoy the convenience and the productivity that comes 
from living in a more connected world, but deep down in our 
hearts most of us have unanswered questions.  

Europe is not a low-cost economy and does not have a high-
risk culture; this leaves us anxious and vulnerable in the face 
of giant American innovators and ceaseless Asian factories.  
And the world seemed to work mostly fine before the inter-
net. So why does everything have to suddenly change now?  
Where is the romanticism and luxury in a life based on pixels? 
What happened to the distinctions between different parts of 
our public and private lives?  Why have we allowed ourselves 
to enter a world where many of us sleep next to our digital 
devices? Where virtually no dinner passes without the guests 
staring at their screens or showing them to each other at some 
point.
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These changes can happen so quickly we often don’t realize 
until they have become habit. A new uncomfortable tradition. 
That is even before we come to questions about state and cor-
porate surveillance. The question of how to ensure you remain 
the owner of your data. And what rights and responsibilities 
you have as an individual in the face of great power.

I think our technical capability ran ahead of our laws and de-
mocracy, and would suggest that recent spying scandals have 
severed the cord that connected technology and democracy. 
Furthermore, I see dangerous parallels between the unelected 
and unaccountable power wielded by bankers before 2008 and 
that wielded by our technical and security community today.

In a sense, the Snowden revelations are the Internet’s Leh-
man Brothers moment, and it requires us to reflect deeply. But 
Snowden is not like the bank rescues I oversaw in 2008 and 
2009 as European Competition Commissioner. Yes, the primary 
element lost in the storm is that of trust, and restoring it re-
quires swift firm action from leaders. But it is much harder to 
price identity and define sovereignty or build unbreakable se-
curity systems than it is to set an interest rate or sell a branch 
of a bank. And if we focus only on the risks of technology, what 
do we miss as a set of communities and as an economy in 
terms of opportunity?

From my daily work with entrepreneurs and researchers I also 
see the wonders of the digital world. Yes, I may hate the idea 
of endless phone conversations on planes and prefer to close 
deals in person, but I remain an optimist about digital technol-
ogy. If I can be a digital ambassador – a person in her seven-
ty-third year, who has been tapped and hacked throughout 40 
years of public life – surely everyone can join this transforma-
tion.”

RESEARCH –                     
INVENTING THE FUTURE

Photo credit: Campus Party Europa 2010

Half of  Neelie Kroes’ digital portfolio involved ensuring the largest part of 

the world’s largest public research programme is run effectively. Histori-

cally that programme was a source of incredible innovation, most nota-

bly the standards that created today’s global mobile industry. In the 21st 

century it grew to cover everything from robots to improved LED lighting, 

but was also in danger of becoming mere corporate welfare by the time 
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Kroes took office in 2010.  Instead of simply directing tens of millions 

to each of the same 50 companies in the Commission’s ICT inner circle, 

Kroes decided that Europe needed to ‘bet big’ on the few key areas and 

to open funding up to start-ups. Excellence was chosen in preference to 

keeping the club happy. 

Europe doesn’t have NASA, MIT or it’s own mega-military. What it has is a 

European Commission with money and a birds-eye view of the strengths 

and weaknesses of the world’s largest economy. So that was leveraged 

over three years to build a range of multi-billion euro research partner-

ships. Each is the world’s biggest in terms of partners and funding in their 

area, and often the world’s first: the Graphene Flagship (a new wonder 

material), the Human Brain Project, a 5G mobile plan, an ‘Airbus for 

Chips’, and Robotics and Electronics partnerships.  Neelie Kroes brought 

the ‘X factor’ to public science.

Opening address to the ICT 2010 conference, September 2010

“History has shown us again and again that the riskiest and 
most long-term research is often publicly funded. So, public in-
vestments are essential, no doubt about it. It is too much to 
expect individuals to sacrifice their entire financial future to do 
research that may only pay-off after they are gone. Often it is 
not even possible for one company or government to assemble 
the expertise and money to make a real impact. In such situ-
ations public authorities are best placed to bear this risk, and 
the European Commission is unique among them because we 
cover the interests of 27 member states”

**

“Our long-term digital planning is second to none.  We run the 

world’s biggest research programme funding the world’s most 
important research. From mapping the human brain to devel-
oping the next wonder material: graphene. We will seize back 
global mobile leadership by setting the global standards for 5G 
mobile, and overtake the US in chip production by 2020.”

**

 “A €120 million research investment by the EU into develop-
ing the original mobile phone standard enabled a €250 bil-
lion product and services market for mobile equipment today. 
That’s quite I call a good investment. That’s why we need to set 
the pace again.”

“Graphene & Human Brain Project win largest research award ” 

“Europe’s position as a knowledge superpower depends on 
thinking the unthinkable and exploiting the best ideas. This 
multi-billion competition shows that when we are ambitious 
we can develop the best research in Europe. We did this to 
keep Europe competitive, to keep Europe as a home of scien-
tific excellence.”

“Graphene is the new wonder material. It is likely to replace 
many uses for silicon and other materials. Transforming not 
just electronics, but materials science, energy, transport or 
health: you name it. The story of Graphene also shows that 
there is still wonder in science … So – you’ve heard of Silicon 
Valley. I want Europe to be home to its successor – Graphene 
Valley. Who wants to be home to Graphene Valley is the billion 
euro question I ask today?”

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-10-481_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-13-54_en.htm
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ROAMING – LETTING 
EUROPEANS ROAM FREE

Tough talking at Istanbul airport, Sept 2014

“Roaming is old-fashioned, it makes no sense in a world without bor-
ders. Now the only way you know you crossed the border is the beep in 

your phone telling you how much more you are about to pay.” 

**

“If operators were actually competing with each other seriously then 
we could consider ending regulatory intervention. But I am afraid that 

that is not what we are seeing right now. Frankly this is a nightmare for 
business people, for tourists, for young people in particular.” (2010)

**

 “I’ve spent 50 years – my whole working life – fighting for a single 
market. We started with aviation in the 70s and cut prices by 90%. And 
I didn’t do it just so your holiday roaming bill would end up higher than 

your flight bill!”

Speech to Vodafone board (2013)

“Roaming was ultimately an artificial and unsustainable crutch.”

**

“It’s not very smart if you are forced to turn off your smartphone when 
travelling. Then it is a brick not a smartphone.”

**

“Telcos say they need roaming income to invest in new networks. Come 
on, I say.  It’s not enough anyway, but you’ve got it now, so tell me why 

aren’t you investing.”

** 

“Before #EU intervention it cost around €6/MB for mobile data #roam-
ing in Europe. From today the max price is €0.45. Next year it will be 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-733_en.htm
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0.20, and in 2015 it will cost nothing more if I get my way.” 

**

“Demand goes up every time roaming prices go down.” 

**

“T-Mobile offers no-extra cost global roaming to American customers. 
Why the hell not in Europe?”  

**

“It’s not just a fight between holiday-makers and telecoms companies. 
Millions of businesses face extra costs because of roaming, and com-

panies like app makers lose revenue too. Roaming makes no sense in a 
single market – it’s economic madness.” 

**

Response to European Parliament agreement to end roaming charges

“This vote is the EU delivering for citizens. This is what the EU 
is all about – getting rid of barriers to make life easier and less 
expensive.”

 
Frankly #roaming prices are a nightmare for businesspeople, for tour-

ists, for young people in particular 

“It’s time we moved away from seeing this as a win-lose debate. Tele-
coms providers are not in competition with their customers; rather, the 
two groups depend on each other. And neither side benefits from an-

tagonism. When companies offer their customers better services – high-
er quality at fairer prices – everyone is better off; consumers value what 

they get, and are prepared to pay accordingly.”

 **
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EU SINGLE MARKET –                 
THE CROWN JEWEL

“The single market is our crown jewel in Europe,” the most used refrain 

of Neelie Kroes because it touches so much of what the EU does and 

is relevant to every part of Europe’s economy. Even engines of success 

and self-interest like The City in the UK, cannot avoid the logic of a single 

market covering all Europe: “In a world where national responses are not 
enough and global solution are not often possible - that leaves engage-
ment with European legislation and European Single Market.” Kroes also 

has an excellent way of telling you or anyone else when she thinks you 

are speaking nonsense, or running away from the hard choices and ac-

tions: “We don’t get a digital single market just by saying we want it” 
and “Protectionism is addictive and history tells us the only temporary 
part is the commitment to repeal it.”

EU state aid rules, Luxembourg,  December 2008

“Weakening the competition system (in 1930s) helped to keep 
unemployment near 20% and slowed growth. I will not be part 
of repeating such a scenario … We have a better chance to suc-
ceed if we act in common. And we have a good starting point. 
A common market, a common currency and a common will to 
act in a coordinated manner. A united Europe rather than a 
divided Europe, in both bad times and good, is a result worth 
cooperating for.”

Press conference,  December 2008

“Together we shall stand or divided we shall fall. Let me be 
crystal clear … The best way to limit job losses and economic 
damage is to maintain the integrity of Europe’s Single Market 
…

The Commission is not an army of bureaucrats trying to annoy 
Member States. We are a lean organisation – less than 50 ex-
perts are actually dealing with the banking cases … we are a 
partner, not an obstacle. We are engaged in a pro-active pro-
cess, to help Member States design their State aid schemes for 
banks in the best way, making sure that the national interest is 
in line with the European interest, so that the Internal Market 
is preserved”

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-08-679_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-08-683_en.htm
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Avoiding the protectionist trap, January 2009

“If the survival of a company depends on whether it is well 
connected to politicians in a wealthy state willing to hand out 
taxpayers’ money or to raise protective barriers, we are not 
getting more social justice, we are getting less….

The crisis has also illustrated clearly that government inter-
ventions are unavoidable and that global inter-dependency 
requires a new type of global governance. First, we need gov-
ernments to set the rules of the game, to regulate markets 
so that they do not degenerate to crony or casino capitalism 
and to ensure that the incentives of participants are right, so 
that we don’t pollute our planet or destroy our social fabric. 
Second, we need governments to complement the markets. To 
deliver the services not provided automatically by the market, 
but which we believe our citizens deserve.

Social justice does not need to be the victim of globalisation 
but can go hand in hand with regulated markets offering equal 
opportunities.”

The Road to Recovery, address to the OECD, February 2009

“We say no to the proven failures of protectionism. We have to 
protect people by creating for them real jobs with real futures, 
not jobs that only exist as long as the taxpayers’ money exists. 
That takes leadership. Leadership is not bribing multinationals 
and stealing jobs from one’s neighbours.

… We need to be flexible on procedures – yes - but not on prin-
ciple. Flexibility does not mean throwing out the rule-book. 
When it comes to state aid spending: quality not quantity is 
the key. To use an American phrase: we have to get ‘bang for 
our buck.’ If state aid does not boost economic growth, it is 
wasted money. It is not a way out of this recession, only a tax 

burden on future generations.

The toxic assets of the financial system have already polluted 
the water supply to the real economy. They must be cleaned 
up…. It is essential that we have a consistent and coordinated 
approach – not only in Europe but around the world.

We are in this together. If every country acts according to “my 
way or the highway”, the banking sector as a whole – and with 
it the entire world economy – will suffer for many, many years 
to come … If we do not rise to this challenge, future gener-
ations will rightly wonder how we messed it up so badly. It 
will take more than a few late nights and a good deal of cour-
age. But compared to the false promises of protectionism, the 
choice is clear.

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-09-1_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-09-63_en.htm
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TELECOMS –                                      
A LOVE-HATE RELATIONSHIP

 
With then Chef de Cabinet (Anthony Whelan) and  

Deputy Chef (Lorena Boix Alonso) 2011.

How do you solve a problem like Euro telcos?  How do you catch the 
cloud and pin it down? It’s a sector accustomed to telling government 
what to do because for decades it was the government, and a monopoly. 
The EU began to change all that by liberalizing the sector in the 1990s, 
and the companies have never forgiven it: “During the last two decades 
Europe has succeeded in introducing competition on the national tele-
com markets. Prices went down. Quality of services went up. Consum-

ers have more choice. Certain interests expect me to apologise for that. 
There is no apology: it’s a good outcome for everyone.”

Throughout the 21st century telecoms companies have mostly not caught 

up with the digital revolution that has upended their industry. From gov-

ernments squeezing them for spectrum license fees and refusing to let 

them make their redundant workers redundant; to the EU beginning 

but not completing a single market; to fierce competition from tech and 

media companies entering their turf; to intra-sector squabbling and a 

strange lack of vision compared to global counterparts; European tele-

coms has been a long way from the “driver’s seat” position Kroes yearns 

for.

First Neelie Kroes tried to hand the sector the reins: offering them the 

chance to write their own future regulation via a CEO roundtable (2011) 

– but they couldn’t agree (“Fighting to protect voice and SMS income for 
telcos is like fighting to protect income from faxes.”). Then she tried to 

push them to new business models (“Time for telcos to wake up & smell 
the data coffee.”) by phasing out mobile roaming (“I say to telcos: your 
client should be your biggest friend not your biggest enemy,” and all they 

did was complain about the costs of her plans without providing a better 

way themselves (2012). Then Neelie sought to develop new financing 

instrument with the European Investment Bank, and national leaders 

refused the European Commission the seed money, partly because the 

industry said it didn’t want the money (2013). And in the meantime Chi-

na was rolling out fibre broadband to 35 million homes a year. Australia 

smashed its lack of competition by nationalizing the networks. South Ko-

rea and the US smothered their nations in 4G.  
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Something had to be done: “Either our telecoms companies embrace 
data-driven change or they will become corporate roadkill.” And more 

importantly, they would drag down with them large sections of the 91% 

of the digital economy that is NOT telecoms: “Telecoms must not become 
the Achilles’ Heel of Europe’s economy.”

When the telecoms CEOs themselves returned to her door in February 

2013 to ask for help to end the roaming customers relations debacle, 

Neelie Kroes agreed to one last push: to take the 26-years-old telecoms 

single market development process to the point of no return. That in-

cluded her plan to abolish mobile roaming charges and the end discrim-

ination on networks (net neutrality: “Your operator should not decide 
what you can or can’t see online”); as usual it was never enough for the 

dinosaurs of telecoms. Not enough consultation! Not enough free rides! 

You can’t take our cash cow! On one memorable occasion she cut short 

her weekend to discuss options with the board of Vodafone. Their way of 

thanking her was to give a 45 minute lecture – they were called a “a pack 
of thieves” in return!

Never mind. Neelie Kroes was already moving on; laying the groundwork 

for a new generation of companies and technologies to take advantage 

of a real telecoms single market: “Investing in 5G is about being about 
being ready for tomorrow, instead of getting to 2020 and saying ‘I wish 
we’d thought of that.’”

**

Announcing her Connected Continent regulation, September 2013

“The European Commission says no to roaming premiums, yes 

to net neutrality, yes to investment, yes to new jobs. Fixing the 
telecoms sector is no longer about this one sector but about 
supporting the sustainable development of all sectors.”

**

“Digital change is ready to take the European telecoms sector 
by the throat. Many companies are heavily indebted or prime 
takeover targets, investment levels are low, and the sector is 
at permanent war with itself. If European telecoms companies 
want to avoid becoming corporate roadkill, they need to em-
brace change. Not half-hearted, or because we forced them, 
but because it’s good for them.”

**

“In Europe, spectrum is almost 4 times more expensive than in 
the U.S. This is a burden for European telecom companies. The 
revenues are used to finance the (national) budget deficit(s). 
It is neither reinvested in the sector, nor in much needed in-
frastructure … The deficit might be reduced, but the problems 
have merely been postponed. Time is running out.” 

**

https://twitter.com/hashtag/5G?src=hash
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Telecoms Single Market

“For heaven’s sake, let businesses and consumers use and sell telecoms 
services freely, in one market, not 28 national markets. It sounds easy, 

but it is not: we’ve been trying for 26 years.”

**

“We would not have spent 26 years trying to build a telecoms single 
market if it was possible to fix it in one go. But more complaining from 

the sector, and inaction from political leaders is worse.” 

**

“At the moment Europe has 27 sets of rules and regulations. A company 
wanting to do business here needs 27 keys to the same door. This is a 

ridiculous state of affairs.” #SingleMarket

**

Digital capital for a Connected Continent, February 2014

  
“It matters if you have to negotiate 28 contracts with 28 dif-
ferent suppliers to trade across the single market.  It matters 
if you can’t get the connections to work properly across the 
continent.  It matters if your employees travel, and their roam-
ing bill costs more than their flight. It matters if you don’t have 
choice and systems aren’t secure. It matters if you can’t find 
the right people with the right skills.” 

 “This (regulation) is a package. You can’t take it apart. You 
can’t pick which bits you want from the menu. This isn’t a 
restaurant.”

**

“Consumers are fed up with being treated badly. Today, you 
rarely know and get the internet speed you’ve been promised. 
And you have no simple right to leave the contract if you don’t 
get it. I want to change that. But if you aim to protect an open 
network, then overregulation cannot be the answer.”

**

“Competition based on old-fashioned earnings models is put-
ting so much pressure on profit margins that investment in 
fast mobile and internet services is falling by the wayside.” 

**

“Be careful what regulation you wish for. When we had most 
regulation we also had monopoly, no internet and calls cost 
ten times more.”

**

“5G will become the new lifeblood of the digital economy and 
digital society once it is established. Both Europe and South 
Korea recognise this. This is the first time ever that public au-
thorities have joined together in this way, with the support 
of private industry, to push forward the process of standard-
isation. Today’s declaration signals our commitment to being 
global digital leaders.”

**

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-14-164_en.htm
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20 February 2013, Brussels, “Winning the Wireless Race”

“Some authorities are 100 times more cautious than they need 
to be when approving wireless communications, delaying or 
preventing new services (like 4G), even though we all work off 
the same evidence” 

**

 “The fact is the Internet does not come for free. It relies on 
networks, and investment. If leaders and those who vote for 
them are not willing to build the network through taxes, then 
private operators must. Preventing operators from providing 
what their customers want — by effectively outlawing new 
services — will make that investment harder to achieve.”

**

The politics of the completing the telecoms single market, May 2013

“Instead of delivering the speech I prepared … we need a dif-
ferent and very political discussion about delivering a telecoms 
single market. Will join me in building something special be-
tween now and the European elections? 

I want us to show citizens that the EU is relevant to their lives. 
That we made the digital rules catch up with their legitimate 
expectations. I want you to be able to go back to your constit-
uents and say that you were able to end mobile roaming costs. 
I want you to be able to say that you saved their right to access 
the open internet, by guaranteeing net neutrality. I want you 
to be able to say we took real action on cybercrime and other 
threats …

When I think about this I think about people rather than num-
bers. Take the young generation - the generation that cares 

most about being connected, but who votes the least. They 
need a strong and digital economy to escape the unemploy-
ment trap. Think also about our aging population: the people 
who need new digital services to stay healthy and active, with-
out losing their dignity and independence.

If we do this right, then digital connections can bring political 
connections. Digital dividends can bring social ones …

Telecoms touches everything - and users are developing mas-
sive expectations of it. Markets must function, devices must 
function, networks must function and investment needs to 
happen. We can’t afford today’s countless, needless, artificial 
obstacles placed in the way.

Let me ask you this: why did you become a member of the 
European Parliament rather than a member of a national Par-
liament? I am guessing in part because you do not like artificial 
borders. In telecoms, of all sectors, there is no place for bor-
ders! It’s called a worldwide web for a reason!

There is no other sector of our incomplete European single 
market where the barriers are so unneeded, and yet so high. 
The time for change is now. Change must come from all direc-
tions, but it starts with all of us in this room …

If you believe in the single market; if you believe in a strong 
Europe that makes a practical difference to each citizen’s life 
- then believe in this. This is the opportunity to stand up and 
be counted. I will fight with my last breath to get us there to-
gether.” 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-140_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-484_en.htm
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TOP TWEETS @NEELIEKROESEU 
– A LOVE-LOVE RELATIONSHIP

While joining Twitter was a logical step for a new digital policy leader, I 

don’t think anyone in Neelie’s team expected the platform to reflect her 

personality and give air to her passions and frustrations to the extent 

that it did. Starting with her first message, “Hello Twitterverse! Join the 
Movement for Digital Action http://tiny.cc/digitalaction” , and carrying 

on through nearly 10,000 tweets, Neelie Kroes can say she offered the 

most human face amongst the EU’s leadership. She achieved that rare 

political feat of establishing herself as an authentic voice – via candor, 

toughness, frustration and willingness to join the fray – and showed that 

determination never sleeps. 

The range of topics and contexts of Neelie’s tweets is broad. From sharing 

outrage airport WiFi charges, to telling observations that only she could 

make like: “This was the first time in life that I flew in Business Class with 
only women. #Australia” She could be funny and naughty “I’m wearing 
Chanel no.5 and nothing else” or deadly serious and timely “The Twitter 
ban in #Turkey is  groundless, pointless, cowardly. Turkish people and intl 
community will see this as censorship. It is.” She started campaigns such 

as #TenOrMore – about representation of women in EU top jobs – and 

joined others: “I am always amazed by how scared some people are by 
girls with brains and education #BringBackOurGirls  http://t.co/umwk-
pCE7bH”

Unlike most leaders Neelie took great pleasure in retweeting the ideas 

and request of others, and her team helped her to read and answer any 

questions received. @NeelieKroesEU was never a one-way street. And 

who wouldn’t smile at affectionate hilarious responses such as “Neelie 
Kroes is my heroin.”  Here’s my list of her top 200 tweets.

**

http://www.twitter.com/NeelieKroesEU
http://tiny.cc/digitalaction
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Australia?src=hash
http://t.co/umwkpCE7bH
http://t.co/umwkpCE7bH


Steelie Neelie: European Commissioner Neelie Kroes, In Her Own Words Edited by Ryan Heath

254 255

You think you’ve got a broadband challenge?  
Be thankful your task is not to connect 2.5 MILLION villages! #China

**

My message to leaders at all levels: digital is a fact now. It’s not a 
choice, it’s a fact. And it is no longer acceptable to ignore it.

**

For me #EU is not a transaction, it is the foundation of our peace and 
prosperity

**

#EU is a miracle when u step back to look at big picture. To help democ-
racy out of the ashes in 15 countries is rare, beautiful achievement

**

“I hope the govt of Italy does not give into the blackmail of Milan taxi 
drivers. A 5 day strike is not dialogue and it won’t make tech disap-

pear.”

**

I’m absolutely outraged at decision of a court in #Brussels to ban Uber

** 
Count my fingers - it’s that easy.  

We need #TenOrMore women European Commissioners, out of 28.

** 
Time for politics to see digital as industrial revolution. Broadband the 

rails, Cloud computing the engine, big data the fuel #digitalvenice

**

The absolute least we can expect after #MH17 tragedy is that legiti-
mate authorities are in charge of & respecting, victims’ bodies & prop-

erty

** 
#copyright rules shd be about openness, innovation, creativity: not ob-

struction, limitation, control. http://t.co/7vaC0jMZcN

** 

Data #Roaming will be at least 25 times cheaper in these World Cup 
finals compared to 2010 finals. That is #EU 4 U http://t.co/A3tSlQrQBU

https://twitter.com/hashtag/EU?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/EU?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Italy?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Milan?src=hash
http://t.co/7vaC0jMZcN
http://t.co/A3tSlQrQBU
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**

Message Aussies gave me: “we’ll make you an honorary citizen if u end 
#roaming fees”- EU is the tipping point for global commonsense on this

**

Here at @samsung HQ near #Seoul ... surrounded by so many innova-
tions I feel like a Bond Girl http://t.co/XPUNO5ZZMP

**

Taxi apps will last longer than #taxiprotest - people want what they of-
fer. RT if u prefer dialogue to criminalising a whole class of people

**

Entrepreneurs disrupt, it’s what they do & our economy needs them. Ig-
noring them, banning them or striking won’t help us manage disruption

**

Millions of young unemployed risk becoming a lost generation. Danger 
for democracy. Keeps me up at night. #startupeurope

**

I hope the govt of #Italy does not give into the blackmail of #Milan taxi 
drivers. A 5 day strike is not dialogue; won’t make tech disappear

**

The Internet is more disruptive than the printing press, electrification 
and industrialisation combined  #netmundial2014

**

Let me say loud and clear: the Internet is a global, common, public re-
source. Governance must be global and reflect that. #netmundial2014

**

I want to start a new # tag ... #UberIsWelcome in Brussels and every-
where. This is not the 19th century

http://t.co/XPUNO5ZZMP
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#ConnectedContinent - through EU Parliament in record time. People 
say EU can’t deliver, is slow etc - they are wrong! Today we deliver.

**

In #Dusseldorf airport: they charge for #WiFi - it is thievery! We pay 
huge charges to use airports, people expect connectivity in 2014!

**

The EU exists to bring down walls and barriers - and we can. Today the 
highest walls are in our minds. Internet demands borderless thinking

**

Europe cannot be relegated to being mere consumers of eastern hard-
ware and western software- we have to create as well @Handelsblatt

**

The optimistic, flexible, open Europe that uses @Uber and @AirBnB 
needs to talk to the ones that are afraid of the digital future

**

“Get Online to Get Employed” - digital skills multiply your chances  
http://t.co/oTtukw174m #GOW14

**

You have the right to decide where your data goes, and the responsibili-
ty to live with your choices#CeBIT14 #dataprotection #cybersecurity

**

We need to protect our data, but Europe is not an island. We lose if we 
put up a wall around us. #CeBIT14

Tech is too important to be left to men #IWD #IWD2014

**

If we want a healthy #EU economy we need a healthy + forward-look-
ing telco sector. It is the base for digital which is the source of growth

**

Human rights & freedoms not negotiable. Let’s make Europe’s voice & 
values heard loud and clear. #InternetGovernance

**

Those who say that sport and human rights don’t mix haven’t under-
stood either #Sochi2014 #Russia

**

#Turkey blocking even more websites. I never want that to be possible 
in #EU - we need to agree #NetNeutrality law http://t.co/KlkI96G1Pz

**

We need to make heroes out of StartUps - so young people want to cre-
ate one. Fully agree with @ManpowerGroupJJ #wef14 #wef #davos

**

I don’t believe technology is neutral. Digital infrastructure is infrastruc-
ture 4 freedom- especially expression. 

**

A culture of collaboration means no-one is excluded.  
That has to be the future of technology #wef #davos @ITU

**

http://t.co/oTtukw174m
http://t.co/KlkI96G1Pz
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EU is new kind of community. Network unbounded by historical legacy, 
geographic limits, without borders/barriers. Not unlike Internet #wef

**

Citizens who lose confidence & conviction in politicians & politics itself, 
more likely turn to extremes or not vote

**

Politicians don’t create jobs. Entrepreneurs do. But they need support, 
including removing obstacles. #wef14 #startupEurope

**

“I can’t gift an iTunes file three miles across from my door because we 
haven’t finished digital single market” says President @IlvesToomas

**

Entrepreneurship is a career path in its own right. We need to teach our 
kids that #wef14

**

A selfie with Brad Smith from @Microsoft ? I never would have believed 
if you predicted it 10yrs ago. :) #wef14 http://t.co/xFQn91C35b

**

The bigger wider #NSA disaster is if it causes people and companies to 
turn their backs on big data #wef14

**

We aren’t going to stop people trying to spy. Instead we need to stop 
their success #wef14

We can’t be naive though. Spying is the second oldest profession 

**

What if it had been Lehman Sisters?  http://t.co/cBYqq6IDqM #ICT

**

Parents: you need to know what your kids are doing online. That’s the 
EU’s or government’s job, it’s your job.

**

Every would-be innovator needs to learn one thing: how to fail http://t.
co/8Bd5lDIYBy #startupeurope #FailingFwd

**

If you didn’t fail you won’t learn.  http://t.co/8Bd5lDIYBy #FailingFwd

**

Want to stop your house getting burgled? You need a lock, not a law-
yer. http://t.co/6Akmja9D5x #CybSS13

**

Coding: still a man’s game? I say no, no, no. Read this great piece in @
Telegraph on @ladieswhocode http://t.co/1CYzO7JWYU

**

Our telecoms reform isn’t about telcos it’s about helping the 91% of the 
digital economy that ISN’T telecoms @pablochacin  @alexstubb #EUCO

**

http://t.co/xFQn91C35b
http://t.co/cBYqq6IDqM
http://t.co/8Bd5lDIYBy
http://t.co/8Bd5lDIYBy
http://t.co/8Bd5lDIYBy
http://t.co/6Akmja9D5x
http://t.co/1CYzO7JWYU
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Once the unifying vision for Europe was coal and steel, now it can be 
wired and digital. Thanks @AnnMettler for all yr vision #EUCO

**

For 4 consecutive years per unit national prices fell alongside #roaming 
price caps falling.  To say anything else is scare-mongering.

**

#Europe is in this together, “it’s for better for worse, it’s the same fami-
ly,” so need to work w/ each other 

**

How can Alcatel keep French jobs if there is no 4G market to serve in 
EU? Give them opportunity to perform - is what I ask of European govts

**

Entrepreneurs don’t get the recognition and the rules they need to 
make their vital contribution to Europe’s economy #hubforum

**

Europe has a vibrant history of digital invention ... Mobile, SMS, Linux, 
Drupal, Skype ... The list goes on

**

It is not sustainable to have a business model of irritating your custom-
ers! time to end blocking, throttling and #roaming @NewEconomyFo-

rum

**

One way or the other, #roaming is on its way out. Surrender the unsus-
tainable. #FTETNO #ConnectedContinent

Which telco thinks it’s sustainable to overcharge, block services, frus-
trate economic need for connectivity?  #FTETNO #ConnectedContinent

**

Did u know? Martin Cooper built the 1st mobile in 6 weeks but it took 
10yrs to get to market. Telcos & FCC blocked him. We must look for-

ward!

**

I’m not bashing telcos - I am criticising anyone who thinks looking back-
wards is a viable digital strategy @pecornforth

**

Every digital woman is a triple-win: for herself, for her organisation, for 
the economy http://t.co/Pb6CNkwUDu

**

We can pay for better networks thru higher taxes, thru higher retail 
prices, or through efficiencies like scale @pablochacin @Bruegel_org

**

I’m a borderless woman #ConnectedContinent http://t.co/nhvKhIV4Dd

**

Without the infrastructure to compete, we aren’t going anywhere in 
any sector. #ConnectedContinent

**

Do you like the idea of a European Start-Up Visa? Sign the #StartUpEu-
rope manifesto http://t.co/H8S8DtGKOg

http://t.co/Pb6CNkwUDu
http://t.co/nhvKhIV4Dd
http://t.co/H8S8DtGKOg
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“Everything about growing a business is learnable”. So why not teach 
it? http://t.co/dhUXeq9226 #StartupEurope

**

Shocked by reports of sexual assault on brave ppl campaigning in 
#Tahrir #Egypt. Democracy shd include respect for women’s rights.

**

Proud 2 help u save more money this summer. You’ll save 20%+ with 
latest roaming price cuts. RT if u want EU leaders 2 go further #roaming

**

I will safeguard net neutrality for every European on every device. 
#da13

**

When I talk about a single market, I am talking about connecting all 
sectors, to boost all sectors. It’s not just about/for telecoms #da13

**

But there is digital hope for our unemployed. #Ireland shows it. You 
have digital skills, digital mindset, you are a digital country #da13

**

Youth unemployment is what gives me sleepless nights. It is a disaster 
& we have responsibility 2give them real chance 2 build a life #da13

**

I want to know? What TYPE of job do you want for your children and 
grandchildren? That is the type of economy we have to build. #da13

There is no telecoms operator today that operates in all #EU countries

**

Says @NeelieKroesEU “being good citizens in the EU is not compatible 
with large-scale tax avoidance”

**

We need radical legislative compromise. Radical because it’s economic 
disaster, requires big action. Compromise because u have 2 give 2 get

**

What’s all this about 71-year-olds retiring? #Ferguson

**

It’s official: chat apps have overtaken SMS globally. The cash cow is dy-
ing. Time for telcos to wake up &amp; smell the data coffee.

**

Europe is about no borders, no barriers. Unbelievable how far we’ve 
come in just one generation. #YEYS

**

My “European dream”: where entrepreneurs start in Europe & stay in 
Europe. http://t.co/NJsvLXmjPr #StartupEurope

**

RT @Raider568: @NeelieKroesEU Make changes to educational think-
ing. When they honestly teach girls to believe it is possible, it is.

**

http://t.co/dhUXeq9226
http://t.co/NJsvLXmjPr
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No woman should be trapped: take control of your life. My blog for 
#IWD #womensday: http://t.co/aa8NoWkPIx #girlsdigital

**

If u r in one of 17 EU countries without #4G - ask if yr regional govt is 
one of the ones 100 times stricter than #EU recommends on safety

**

Europe’s spectrum allocation map looks like a half-filled bowl of spa-
ghetti.  

I like spaghetti for eating, not for spectrum  

**

Things you didn’t know -  
my family name was “Cruz” before it became “Kroes”

**

I want #EU to be the home, the leader, the job-creating place for mobile 
#5G technology #MWC13

**

@PaulEMetz you are right - all of my followers here are my influencers 
too

**

@brunobrussels There’s also contrast between quality of ideas from 
young entrepreneurs I meet (2 make Europe competitive) & EU budget 

debate

**

@BrunoBrussels (2/2) EU govts want contradictory things on digital 

from insufficient means. u can’t wipe 90% off a proposal w/o conse-
quences

**

RT @levie: “I wish I had waited longer to do a startup,” said no one 
ever. 

 Just go do it.

**

The more you rely on the internet, the more you rely on it to be secure. 
Our plan for #cybersecurity: http://t.co/v0gA082q

**

Adapt practices to fit technology: not the other way round. #copy-
right: http://t.co/Qw7MLeQm https://t.co/k04ebiEL

**

You are not free online unless you are safe. That’s why we need a com-
mon cybersecurity-strategy #MSC2013

**

Cyberthreats don’t stop at national borders: nor shd our #cybersecurity. 
Essential for safe, free, prosperous society. http://t.co/nT4x3Gev

**

RT @RyanHeathEU: 2012, the year the Internet stood up: #SOPA #ACTA 
#io6 #instagram #WCIT12 #WCIT ... Remind me what else

**

I want Europeans to see that creating your own job is sexy - and the 
#Internet makes it possible 

http://t.co/aa8NoWkPIx
http://t.co/v0gA082q
http://t.co/Qw7MLeQm
https://t.co/k04ebiEL
http://t.co/nT4x3Gev
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Cowards tried to murder 14-yr-old. But it won’t silence her, & it won’t 
silence her message #IamMalala http://t.co/fbroDiR1 #educationforall

**

The people creating the news look less & less like the communities they 
cover 

http://t.co/HTy1FUSB

**

Inspiring line from activist in #Azerbaijan  - “we need freedom AFTER 
speech, not just freedom OF speech” #IGF12

**

Our public authorities can’t meet 21st century expectations with 20th 
century systems. http://t.co/ZroxK75p #CEFdigital

**

Entrepreneurs offer a new future for Europe. Don’t be afraid to take the 
risky road. http://t.co/Um79bUDy #innovation @ignite_athens

**

It is time for #copyright law to be based in the real world. 

My speech http://t.co/R2FLFP7q  @ejcnet

**

While #eBooks boom around world, Europe shoots itself in the foot. 

Me in @commentisfree: http://t.co/odVfvUgq #digitalsinglemarket

**

One day soon we will all keep all our health data in a personal locker in 
the cloud #eHealth #cloud

**

Ridiculous to think that denouncing others on a website will make 
Netherlands or EU a better place. See my blog http://t.co/DXoOkZiO

**

With technology, education doesn’t have to be off-the-peg: it can be 
made-to-measure. http://t.co/GxBfsxeR

**

@marcinisco What am I wearing? Would u believe if I say Chanel num-
ber 5 and nothing else? #AskNeelie

**

there is room for more radio voices in Hungary, not less. #KlubRa-
dio http://t.co/9z7e8HbS

**

I’m looking for talent, not saints. Karl-Theodor: vision of freedom, inter-
nat outlook, prominence, experience. #NoDisconnect

**

Practising what we preach: Commission’s own data will be available 
free, open, easily , single portal, from 1st half 2012.

**

RT @btabaka: Pour @NeelieKroesEU “Being known for selling despots 
the tools of their repression is, to say the least, bad PR.” #surveillance

http://t.co/fbroDiR1
http://t.co/HTy1FUSB
http://t.co/ZroxK75p
http://t.co/Um79bUDy
http://t.co/R2FLFP7q
http://t.co/odVfvUgq
http://t.co/DXoOkZiO
http://t.co/DXoOkZiO
http://t.co/GxBfsxeR
http://t.co/9z7e8HbS
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I tell ministers: let’s give everyone the key to access EU’s cultural trea-
sures http://t.co/dByWSz5E #Europeana

**

There’s no excuse for taking a month to remove a paedophile site, when 
phishing sites are down within hours http://tiny.cc/wIeaks

**

how can a 5c data download turn into 2.60 euros when we cross an 
invisible border? #EU #dataroaming   

**

Knowledge grows when shared. Wider participation means better #sci-
ence.  http://www.openaire.eu #openaccess #EU

**

The beauty of #openaccess is that it’s not against anybody. It’s for free 
movement of knowledge http://tiny.cc/openaccesspub #EU

**

A cloud without data protection is not the sort of #cloud we need in 
#EU.  http://tiny.cc/EUcloud

**

#fodavi Instead of a dysfunctional #copyright system based on a series 
of cultural Berlin walls, I want a return to sense

**

#fodavi our fragmented copyright sys. is ill-adapted to the real essence 
of art, which has no frontiers http://tiny.cc/digitalopportunities

“We must ensure that #copyright serves as a building block, not a 
stumbling block” http://tiny.cc/digitalopportunities

http://t.co/dByWSz5E
http://tiny.cc/wIeaks
http://www.openaire.eu/
http://tiny.cc/openaccesspub
http://tiny.cc/EUcloud
http://tiny.cc/digitalopportunities
http://tiny.cc/digitalopportunities


Steelie Neelie: European Commissioner Neelie Kroes, In Her Own Words Edited by Ryan Heath

272 273

BEST OF THE REST 

(chronological order)

Online privacy and online business, October 2012

ICT and women, April 2013

HUBFORUM – Connecting Digital Influencers, October 2013

Women in Parliaments Global Forum, November 2013

Data isn’t a four-letter word, December 2013

Why tech sector must show some backbone, January 2014  

The digital economy delivers jobs: FACT, 4 March 2014

The Big Data Revolution, 26 March 2013, 

An Open Internet for the Whole World, 10 April 2014

Guest blog from Sinterklaas

… Never fear! If you’ve been good

You’ll get a present like you should

So: did you choose safe passwords? Go open source?

Help your neighbour do an online course?

Did you crowdsource solutions? Were your efforts tireless

To invest in broadband (fixed and wireless)?

Did you Skype your gran? Use open data?

Been an entrepreneur or innovator?

Such digital angels have nothing to fear

For the rest of you: there’s always next year

- “Sinterklaas”

 Now the next chapter ...

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-12-716_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-366_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-809_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-990_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-1059_en.htm
http://t.co/hL9heA5jOr
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-181_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-261_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-14-321_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/st-nicolaas
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/we-can-all-do-more-to-make-the-internet-a-safer-place/
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/get-online-week-2012/
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/openideo-crowdsourcing-start-ups/
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/support-fast-broadband/
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/we-need-to-go-the-extra-mile-with-broadband/
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/rspp/
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/opendata/
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/kroes/en/blog/tech-allstar/
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