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The Lisbon Treaty has been described as the 
'Treaty of Parliaments'. Not only does it increase 
the power of the European Parliament but it also 
significantly boosts the role of national parlia-
ments in EU activities. 
Prior to Lisbon, national parliaments had a 
relatively weak position. To compensate for this, 
inter-parliamentary cooperation was established 
both between themselves and collectively with the 
European Parliament (EP) through a number of 
forums and mechanisms. 
The increased recognition and status of national 
parliaments, illustrated in Article 12 TEU and 
Protocol 1 of the new Treaty, has provoked 
discussions on how to improve cooperation. The 
EP has taken a number of steps, including 
establishing a Steering Group on relations with 
national parliaments, to encourage and facilitate 
closer cooperation. 
Although cooperation between national parlia-
ments and the EP is relatively uncontroversial in 
most policy areas, parliamentary scrutiny of the 
Common Foreign and Security Policy is a sensitive 
issue. Its largely intergovernmental nature means 
that national parliaments are keen to protect their 
prerogative. 
The decision to dissolve the Western European 
Union, which has been responsible for EU-level 
parliamentary scrutiny of the Common Security 
and Defence Policy, has led to very different views 
on what form a replacement should take. 
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Background 

National parliaments (NP) have been described 
as victims of the EU integration process. They 
have ceded legislative power to the EU 
institutions and have lost leverage over 
national governments which have continued 
to play an important role in EU decision-
making. In addition they have not had the 
same access to information as national 
executives or even the European Parliament. 

Although all national parliaments now have 
European affairs committees, each with their 
own scrutiny procedures, they have also 
sought to reinforce these through cooperation 
with each other and with the EP.  

The Conference of Speakers of the EU 
parliaments, including the EP President, meets 
annually. In 2000, it set out guidelines for inter-
parliamentary cooperation1. The main objecti-
ve is to promote exchange of information and 
best practice with a view to reinforcing 
parliamentary scrutiny, control and influence.2 
The guidelines also set out a framework for this 
cooperation: 
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 COSAC, the Conference of Parlia-
mentary Committees for Union affairs, 
was created in 1989 specifically as a 
means of fostering cooperation particu-
larly with regard to subsidiarity. It meets 
twice a year with representatives from 
each NP as well as the EP.3 

 Joint Inter-parliamentary Committee 
meetings and Joint Parliamentary 
meetings on topics of common interest 

http://www.ipex.eu/ipex/webdav/site/myjahiasite/users/Central9/public/Guidelines%20for%20interparliamentary%20cooperation.pdf
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can also be arranged jointly by the 
Parliament of the country holding the 
Presidency and the EP. 

 Meetings of sectoral committees, 
organised by either NP or the EP, with the 
purpose of discussing matters within 
particular fields of competence. 

 Representatives 
of national parlia-
ments to the EU 
facilitate regular 
exchanges of in-
formation both be-
tween different NP 
and between NP 
and the EU insti-
tutions. 
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Whilst these mecha-
nisms have proved 
useful tools for 
cooperation they also 
reflect the limited 
powers and recognition 
given to them in 
previous EU treaties. A 
declaration attached to 
the Maastricht Treaty 
established a non-bin-
ding commitment by MS governments to 
provide their NP with Commission proposals in 
good time to evaluate them. This was made 
binding in a full protocol in the Amsterdam 
but with a weakened wording. 

Developments in the Lisbon Treaty 

The Lisbon Treaty has been described as the 
'Treaty of Parliaments'. The EP has gained 
significantly but NP also enjoy greater 
recognition and enhanced powers. 

Article 5 TEU places responsibility for subsi-
diarity with NP. Article 12 TEU explicitly states 
that NP contribute to the good functioning of 
the Union by monitoring the activities of the 
institutions and through inter-parliamentary 
cooperation. Protocols 1 and 24 set out the 
means for fulfilling this role, building further 

on the provisions of Maastricht and 
Amsterdam.5 

The rights can be divided into three categories: 
subsidiarity, information and participation. The 
latter category requires a continuation and 
expansion of inter-parliamentary cooperation 
which, according to Protocol 1, shall be 

determined jointly by 
national parliaments and the 
EP.  

Improving inter-
parliamentary 
cooperation 

Many academics have 
suggested that the new 
powers for NP, in particular 
the 'early warning system' 
will lead to greater inter-
parliamentary cooperation6. 
Furthermore a COSAC report 
in May 2010 found that most 
NP placed a high value on 
direct communication with 
all EU institutions. 

Others are less optimistic, 
suggesting a low level of 
interest from national MPs in 

either forging links with the EP or involving 
MEPs in their work. It is argued that busy 
schedules and logistical difficulties result in 
MEPs rarely being invited to NP meetings. 
National MPs may also be able to get similar 
information more easily from other sources 
such as national ministries or interest groups.  

New prerogatives for national parliaments 

 Right to receive documents directly 
from EU institutions. 

 Important role in ensuring subsidiarity 
through the establishment of an 'early 
warning system'. 

 Involvement in the evaluation of poli-
cies in the Area of Freedom, Security 
and Justice, the political monitoring of 
Europol and the evaluation of the 
activities of Eurojust. 

 Obligation to be notified by the Euro-
pean Council of any intent to use 
'passerelle clauses' six months in 
advance. 

 Right to take part in the revision 
procedures of treaties. 

 Receipt of applications for EU 
membership.

The European Parliament's response 
The EP, conscious both of the need to enhance 
the parliamentary dimension of the EU and 
perhaps also of these negative factors, has 
taken several steps to improve and better 
facilitate cooperation. 

In 2009, an EP resolution on relations with NP 
under Lisbon determined increased efficiency 
and parliamentary democratisation as under-
lying principles for all cooperation. 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2007:306:0001:0010:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2007:306:0148:0150:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2007:306:0150:0152:EN:PDF
http://www.cosac.eu/en/documents/biannual/13br.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P6-TA-2009-0388
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The resolution called for new forms of pre- and 
post-legislative dialogue between the EP and 
national parliaments, for innovations at 
national parliament level and an examination 
of the feasibility of videoconferencing.7 

It also called for bilateral joint committee 
meetings of specialised committees and 
ad hoc inter-parliamentary committee mee-
tings to be maintained and developed into a 
permanent network of corresponding com-
mittees. They were seen as effective ways to 
allow for dialogue to take place at an early 
stage on current or planned legislation. 8 

The EP has subsequently set up a Steering 
Group on relations with national parliaments.9 
Its initial recommendations, presented to the 
Conference of Presidents (CoP) on 21 October 
2010, were aimed at enhancing internal 
coordination and coherence in cooperating 
with the heterogeneous nature of NP. It 
stressed the importance of good time-tabling 
and a proper balance between committees in 
organising inter-parliamentary activities. 

The Steering Group received a mandate from 
the Conference to promote the internal 
coordination of EP activities. A regular 
programme of activities should be submitted 
by the Group for approval twice a year. The 
mandate is to be reviewed towards the middle 
of the current parliamentary term. 

The future of COSAC 
Considerable debate has already taken place 
as to the future role of COSAC following the 
new powers granted to NP by the Lisbon 
Treaty. Although most national parliaments 
seem generally satisfied with COSAC and 
consider it to be functioning well10, other 
actors suggest that with NP now organising 
their own subsidiarity checks, its primary role 
needs redefining.11 

Article 10 of Protocol 1 still requires COSAC 
to promote the exchange of information and 
best practice between national parliaments 
and the EU. It also presents COSAC as a 
possible forum to organise conferences on 
specific topics and in particular CFSP 

including the Common Defence and Security 
Policy (CDSP). 

After the WEU: Scrutinising CFSP and 
CSDP 

In March 2010 the Member States of the 
Western European Union (WEU), whose 
Parliamentary Assembly has been responsible 
for inter-parliamentary scrutiny of CDSP, 
announced they were dissolving the 
organisation with effect from 30 June 2011.12 
The discussions on a replacement have led to a 
wider debate on the shape of parliamentary 
scrutiny in CFSP generally and in particular 
how involved the EP should be in that scrutiny. 

Under the Treaty of Lisbon, CFSP remains 
largely inter-governmental. On this basis, 
national parliaments, to differing degrees, 
have argued that inter-parliamentary scrutiny 
remains their prerogative. Declaration 14, 
attached to the Lisbon Treaty states that the 
provisions concerning CFSP do not increase 
the role of the EP. On the other hand, the EP 
has argued that certain aspects, particularly 
the financial arrangements, are Treaty-based 
and require joint parliamentary scrutiny. 

There are also differences of opinion as to how 
far cooperation should go. One question 
posed was whether a new body should 
conduct inter-parliamentary scrutiny itself or 
whether it should facilitate cooperation on 
scrutiny. A survey of NP established that a vast 
majority of parliaments/chambers preferred an 
inter-parliamentary forum, in some cases 
based on COSAC. A variation on this theme 
was proposed by the French senate.  

The EP’s stated preference is for an innovative 
form of inter-parliamentary committee 
meeting. It would meet twice yearly on the EP 
premises with representatives of foreign affairs 
and defence committees alongside those of 
AFET and SEDE. The EP would also provide 
secretarial assistance. 13 

Some national parliaments are however 
nervous of such a Brussels-centred system 
using EP premises and staff fearing that they 
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would have little support in such circum-
stances. A proposal from the United Kingdom 
Parliament expressly excludes the use of these 
facilities.  

Contact: nicholas.copeland@europarl.europa.eu  32695 Page 4 of 4 
 

A draft resolution for a new mechanism was 
submitted by the Belgian Parliament, as 
parliament of the then-WEU President, on 25 
November 2010. It proposes an ‘Inter-
parliamentary Conference for European 
Security and Defence Policy’.  

The Conference, with its headquarters in the 
EP, would meet at least twice a year with the 

possibility of extraordinary meetings in cases 
of emergency. The EP would be represented 
by a delegation of the Foreign Affairs 
Committee. 

Main references 

The Lisbon Treaty - A second look at the 
institutional innovations, Centre for 
European Policy Studies 

European Parliament Library Key Issue: The 
role of national parliaments in the EU
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Endnotes 
 

1 These guidelines were amended by the conference in Lisbon in June 2008. 

2  The guidelines also set as objectives the ensuring of effective exercise of parliamentary competence in EU matters, in 
particular monitoring subsidiarity and proportionality, and promoting cooperation with the parliaments of third countries. 

3  Each national parliament, as well as the European Parliament, has six representatives. Accession and candidate countries are 
each entitled to three representatives.  

4  Protocol No 1 is on the Role of National Parliaments in the EU and Protocol No 2 on the application of the principles of 
subsidiarity and proportionality. 

5  Outside the Treaty framework, in 2006 the European Commission decided to send all legislative proposals and consultation 
papers directly to national parliaments, inviting them to engage in dialogue. Article 1 of Protocol 1 codifies this arrangement. 

6  Raunio, T, Destined for Irrelevance? Subsidiarity Control by National Parliaments, Elcano Royal Institute, 19 November 2010, 
p.8. 

7 The French Assemblée Nationale and the EP Committee on the Internal Market and Consumer Protection undertook a trial 
run of the technology on 26 January 2010. 

8  In reference to budgetary reform, Chairman of the EP Budget Committee Alain Lamassoure has independently suggested 
regular inter-parliamentary meetings in ad hoc working groups rather than the committee format. 

9  The Steering Group has representatives from each political group, each of the three EP vice-presidents for national 
parliaments, the Chair of the Conference of Committee Chairs and the Chair of the committee responsible for institutional 
affairs. It is chaired by Vice-President Miguel Angel Martinez Martinez MEP. 

10  See the 13th and 14th bi-annual reports of COSAC. 

11  Interview with Vice-President Silvana Koch-Mehrin MEP. 

12  Under the Treaty of Amsterdam, the WEU was given an integral role in CDSP, through the Petersberg tasks. However, this role 
was removed by the Nice Treaty and since 2000, WEU governments have transferred the organisation's functions and 
capabilities to the EU in the context of CFSP and CDSP policies. In 2009, the Lisbon Treaty took over the WEU’s mutual 
defence clause, now Article 42(7) TEU, provoking more and stronger calls for the organisation to be dissolved. 

13  European Parliament contribution to the questionnaire for the 14th bi-annual report of COSAC, p. 265. 

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201011/ldselect/ldeucom/85/8505.htm
http://assembly-weu.itnetwork.fr/en/documents/parl_suiviPSDC/DraftResolutionDeDecker-EN_web.pdf?PHPSESSID=a9c20783158972dd7b862fa7081efd79
http://www.epc.eu/pub_details.php?cat_id=1&pub_id=1150
http://www.epc.eu/pub_details.php?cat_id=1&pub_id=1150
http://www.epc.eu/pub_details.php?cat_id=1&pub_id=1150
http://www.library.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/lis/site/policyAreaPostDetail.form?postId=29812&q=
http://www.library.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/lis/site/policyAreaPostDetail.form?postId=29812&q=
http://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/wps/portal/rielcano_eng/Content?WCM_GLOBAL_CONTEXT=/elcano/elcano_in/zonas_in/dt36-2010
http://www.cosac.eu/en/documents/biannual/13br.pdf
http://www.cosac.eu/en/documents/biannual/14br.pdf
http://www.euractiv.com/en/future-eu/mep-european-parliament-needs-be-hub-national-mps-interview-498147
http://www.cosac.eu/en/documents/biannual/14replies.pdf

