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Template sent to each country expert 

We have identified the three following themes that are relevant for the survey: the 
information gap between the legislative and executive powers, the political salience of the 
parliamentary control over the European Council and the issues debated during that 
control. These three aspects are developed below. 

The information gap 

Is there really an “information gap” to the detriment of national parliaments regarding the 
European Council and Euro zone summit? The notion of information gap between the 
executive and legislative branches is often mentioned in the literature. According to the 
delegation chain model , national governments would hide some key elements of the EU 
bargain to their assemblies for strategic or practical reasons. If there are reasons to think 
that it is true for the control of the legislative process, we can ask whether it is also the 
case regarding the European Council. Is it possible for Prime ministers to hide strategic 
information given their political significance as well their salience in the media? Yet, as 
some tense bargains sometimes take place during the European Council meetings, it seems 
difficult – if not impossible – for Head of Governments/ Prime Ministers to inform their 
assemblies before giving an official position.  

The case studies should cover aspects such as:  

‐ The level of precision and commitment in the official reports by Head of 
Governments/ Prime Ministers and their staff – and more specifically possible 
discrepancies between the speeches made in Brussels (during press conference) and 
in the assemblies; 

‐ The use of written or oral evidences; 
‐ The contrast between ex-ante and ex-post control; 
‐ The possible use of a parliamentary reserve by Head of Governments/ Prime 

ministers (as it has been the case in December 2011 for non Euro zone member 
willing to sign the fiscal compact); 

‐ Within parliaments, the role played by European Affairs Committees, Budget and 
Finance Committees and any other institutional bodies in order to assess whether 
the expertise of the members is effective; 

‐ Within parliaments, the possible creation of special ad hoc committees or study 
groups. 

 

The political salience 

What is the political salience of the control of the European Council and Euro zone summits 
in parliaments? As indicated before, national parliaments generally suffer from a 
motivational problem as far as Europe is concerned. In several Member States, parliaments 
do have enough prerogatives at their disposal but not enough MPs willing to make use of 
them. This statement is generally based on the routine control of ordinary EU draft 
legislation. Is it still valid for matters of high politics such as European summits – especially 
when the political stakes are high as in recent Euro zone summits? Two related issues 
should be considered on that perspective. First, have the discussions over European Council 
meetings and Euro zone summits provoked the fall of the government? Second, what is the 
relation between the control of these summits in parliaments and the domestic 
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enforcement of their decisions? Beyond the political controversies, does a better 
acknowledgment of the decisions taken during summits result from parliamentary debates. 

The debated issues 

If national Parliaments looked at major issues discussed in the European Council, which 
ones did they choose for debate? Are parliamentary debates around the European Council 
and Euro zone summits a critical moment for “framing Europe”? Many parliamentary 
activities related to the European Union are rather technical and therefore mobilise MPs 
specialised either in the European affairs or in a specific policy field. There are reasons to 
expect that it is less the case for the control of the European Council and that some more 
global speeches related to the Member States’ relation to the European Union could be 
articulated on that occasion. 

The case studies should cover aspects such as: 

‐ The possible mobilization of Eurosceptic MPs; 
‐ The country participation to the Euro zone and related projects (Euro Pact, Fiscal 

compact); 
‐ The reference to the European Parliament during debates. 
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Denmark: Mette B. Christensen, Danish Institute for 
International Studies  
The information gap 

In the case of the Danish Parliament, the Folketing, the information gap between the 
executive and legislative branches is for several reasons not perceived as a fundamental 
democratic problem for the parliamentary control of European affairs as it is often 
described in the literature.  

First of all, Denmark has a strong parliamentary scrutiny model in EU affairs. The Danish 
European Affairs Committee (EAC) has the formal power to provide the different ministers 
with negotiation mandates before Council meetings. The government thus needs to seek 
parliamentary approval for its position before negotiating in Brussels. The mandating power 
of the Danish EAC is however rarely used. In Denmark, it is therefore not the mandating 
rights alone that makes the EAC powerful but the situations of minority governments, 
which create constant bargaining between opposition and governing parties. 1Although, the 
mandating system is not mandatory for the control of European Council meetings, the 
same political dynamic applies where the minority government needs to constantly take 
into account the views of the opposition parties. This makes it largely impossible for the 
government to avoid parliamentary influence for its positions prior to European Council 
summits.  

Secondly, the level of precision is quite high when it comes to the information that the 
Prime Minister delivers in her oral presentations to the EAC before and after European 
Council meetings. Moreover, the members of the EAC and the Foreign Affairs Committee 
have, by and large, access to the same documents as the government such as the draft 
conclusions of the European Council summits.  

Thirdly, the practice of the Danish parliament of always having both ex-ante and ex-post 
control of the European Council meetings, makes it possible for the Danish MPs to hold the 
government accountable for its negotiation position in a very efficient way by referring to 
previous statements by the Prime Minister.  

For these reasons, the Danish MPs are in the vast majority of situations very satisfied with 
the information that they receive from the government, not only regarding European 
council meetings, but also in EU affairs in general. There is great confidence that the 
government will deliver timely and detailed information to the Folketing. Likewise, there is 
a strong sense of responsibility in the government towards the parliament when it comes to 
providing information. The government invests a lot of energy in avoiding situations where 
they could be accused of not delivering rightly and timely information. If the government 
fails to live up to its responsibility, opposition parties will immediately pick this up.  

Situations of discrepancies between what the Prime Minister presents at the meetings of 
the EAC and what is said and done in Brussels is not perceived as a big problem and 
happens rarely. When it happens it is mostly picked up by opposition parties and used as a 
tool for shaming the government.  

This being said, the notion of an information gap between the government and the 
Folketing is still real when taking into account the simple fact that the government has 
direct access to the central administration which helps provide information and process the 

6

                                                       
1 Damgaard E., and Jensen, H. (2005) ’Europeanisation of Executive-Legislative relations: Nordic Perspectives,’ 
Journal of Legislative Studies, 11 (3-4), 394-411.  
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enormous amount of information and EU documents that it receives. Furthermore, the 
government has the advantage of participating directly in EU negotiations.  

The information gap extending beyond the parliament 

When addressing the information gap between government and parliament, it is important 
to note that it is not only the parliament facing a democratic challenge regarding EU 
decision-making, but also the government. In other words, the information gap has more 
dimensions than the legislative-executive differences suggested the literature on national 
parliaments and European integration. 

First of all, it is a general information problem for both government and the parliament that 
EU decision-making, and the adoption of legislation in particularly, is now happening at a 
quicker pace and in more closed and informal forums. When the government needs to 
inform the parliament about ongoing negotiations, it is problematic that the government 
cannot always fully keep abreast of negotiations, especially regarding the informal trilogue 
meetings and Euro zone summits. According to a number of members of the Danish EAC, 
the Danish government seemed much better informed when it held the EU Presidency from 
January 2012 to June 2012 than normally due to its direct participation in the trilogue 
meetings. Moreover, the Danish government is also challenged by the fact that Denmark is 
not part of the euro group and, most recently, has difficulties in following the negotiations 
on crisis management, despite the fact that the decisions still strongly affects Danish 
economic and monetary policy with the Danish krone pegged to the euro through the fixed 
exchange rate policy2.  

Secondly, although the Danish parliament has a strong mandating system and a high 
degree of involvement in EU affairs, it is still challenged, as other national parliaments3, by 
the speed of the adoption of legislation as co-decisions are often taken already after the 
first reading. The mandating system was designed to control the government at later 
stages of decision-making, just before Council meetings, but the problem is that decisions 
are often taken much earlier in trilogues where the Council presidency acts on the behalf of 
the member states, and the government thus commits itself to a position before consulting 
the parliament4. De facto parliamentary control of the government has therefore become 
increasingly difficult despite strong rights of parliamentary involvement. Although, this 
mainly applies to the Council formations, it is also strongly connected to the European 
Council where the preparation of the meetings takes place in the General Affairs Council. 
The Danish EAC is very aware of the timing problem and tries to compensate by having the 
government provide information much earlier than before, but still it is a problem to get the 
needed information when even the government is struggling to keep track of negotiations5.  

Thirdly, it is important to keep in mind the differences between the political parties when it 
comes to their access to information. Here, opposition parties are of course in a more 
disadvantaged position than governing parties. This is especially the case for small parties 
that suffer from a lack of technical expertise in different policy areas and typically does not 
have the same network of ministers and other relevant actors at their disposal. However, 
since the government also experiences information problems regarding EU decision-

                                                       
2 Interviews with the EAC Secretariat and members of the EAC 
3 House of Lords’ European Union Committee (2008-2009), Codecision and national parliamentary scrutiny – 
Report with evidence.  
4 Jensen, M.D., Martinsen, D.S. (2009) ’Holding the national executives accountable in EU affairs – comparing 
Denmark and the United Kingdom. Paper for the workshop Coordination and Control, European University 
Institute.  
5 Interviews with members of the EAC and the EAC Secretariat.  
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making, a well-informed and well-connected opposition MP might be just as prepared and 
well informed about a specific issue as the minister6.  

Committee involvement 

Within parliament, it is the EAC together with the FAC that are formally involved in the 
control of European Council meetings. The debates on European council meetings are 
largely kept in those two committees with the exception of the finance committee, which 
during the euro crisis has shown a stronger interest in EU economic developments. 

In the literature on national parliaments, it has often been underlined that a greater 
involvement of sectorial committees in dealing with EU affairs in general could enhance the 
effectiveness of the parliamentary control due to a better use of technical expertise. The 
Danish parliament has also tried to enhance the involvement of the sectoral committees, 
but mostly with regard to the control of Council meetings and in carrying out the 
subsidiarity controls as prescribed by the Lisbon Treaty7. Although, the sectoral committees 
have now been obliged to provide their position on a given EU issue when asked for by the 
EAC, there is a lot of variation in how much they are involved. It very much depends on the 
engagement of the individual MPs sitting on a sectoral committee, especially the committee 
chairmen8.  

The involvement of sectoral committees is further complicated by the fact that they operate 
according to a different logic than the EAC. The Danish EAC has been somewhat socialized 
into acting as a whole at the EU-level providing continuous broad consensus on most EU 
issues among the four biggest pro-European political parties9. The sectoral committees, on 
the other hand, are focused on the government versus opposition parliamentary game and 
are mostly concerned with how to reach a majority in the plenary. The Danish parliament 
behaving as a collective actor with one common voice at the EU stage is perceived as a 
very different game10.  

The Political salience 

The political salience of the control of the European Council in the Danish parliament must 
be considered as generally high if one considers the fact that there is always a very lively 
debate, especially in the EAC; both before and after the summits.  

This is further backed by the fact that it is the Prime Minister who orally presents the 
government position to the EAC before a European Council meeting. Usually this provides 
more media attention than during the normal EAC meetings. Moreover, there is always a 
very lively discussion with a number of questions as having the Prime Minister in the 
committee room is seen as a good opportunity for MPs to get his or her attention and, if 
possible, even use the occasion to refer to more domestic political issues11.  

Since the Danish parliament is highly involved in both ex-ante and ex-post control of 
European Council meetings, and therefore follows closely central EU developments, is it fair 
to say that their is a close relation between the parliamentary control of the summits and 
the domestic enforcement of their decisions.  

8

                                                       
6 Interviews with members of the EAC 
7 Vejledende sammenskrivning af Europaudvalgets beretninger, 2011 (A comprehensive overview of all special 
reports issued by the EAC). 
8 Interviews with members of the EAC 
9 Damgaard E., and Jensen, H. (2005) ’Europeanisation of Executive-Legislative relations: Nordic Perspectives,’ 
Journal of Legislative Studies, 11 (3-4), 394-411.  
10 Interview with EAC Secretariat 
11 Interview with EAC Secretariat 
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This being said, the members of the EAC and the FAC are well informed about the European 
Council, but the issues are rarely debated in other committees, or in the plenary, and the 
political salience is therefore kept within a relatively small circle of Danish MEPs.  

During recent years, the political salience of European affairs, in general, seems to have 
increased due to the euro crisis. The EAC has held more meetings than before – also as a 
result of the increase in European Council summits - and moreover, is seems that quite a 
few EU issues have been referred to the plenary (see questionnaire p. 6 with indication of 
debates on the floor).  

It was recently suggested by one of the small political party in parliament to have a larger 
number of EU debates taken in the plenary in order to be able to politicize the EU debates 
to a greater extent and make them subject to more media attention12. Although, a majority 
in parliament did not support the proposal, several MPs do acknowledge that there is a 
need for greater political debate among the parties in EU matters instead of a debate 
between the different ministers and the members of the EAC as is the case today. The 
question remains whether plenary debates will in fact lead to greater political salience since 
the Danish EAC meetings are already open to the public, and a number of journalist are 
often present.  

When considering the political salience of the European Council, it is important to keep in 
mind that the summits are by far the only stage for important EU decision-making, The 
actual law-making and decision-making procedures usually take place outside the European 
Council during the Council formations where the Danish government is obliged to seek a 
negotiation mandate from the EAC before joining the negotiations in Brussels. This is also 
reflected in the Danish media’s covering of EU affairs13.  

The debated issues 

In general, Danish parliamentary debates regarding the European Council cannot alone be 
seen as critical moments for “framing Europe” in the sense of shaping public opinion 
towards the EU. When major treaty changes are on the agenda, the story is somewhat 
different, as this usually leads to major debates about the need for ratification by 
referendum and to debates regarding the status of the four Danish opt-outs from EU 
cooperation. The parliamentary debates regarding the ratification of the Fiscal Compact is a 
good example of this.  

The ratification of the Fiscal Compact was heavily debated in the Danish Parliament, both 
within the EAC, but also in plenary through interpellations and motions for a resolution 
from December 2011 until the Folketing’s adoption of the treaty on 31 May 2012. Two 
major questions were discussed during parliamentary debates. Firstly, the Danish 
parliament’s position was that Denmark could only ratify the Fiscal Compact as long as the 
euro opt-out was respected and as long as ratification did not require a change in the 
Danish Constitution with regard to budget rules. After the formulation of the Financial 
Compact had ensured that the Danish opt-outs were kept intact, a second question of 
whether Denmark should hold a referendum or not to ratify the treaty was raised in the 
plenary in February 2012. Later in February, a legal evaluation concluded that the Fiscal 
Compact did not result in any Danish delegation of sovereignty and the government 
subsequently decided not to have a referendum. 

Debates of major EU developments such as new treaties have often mobilized Eurosceptic 
MPs in Denmark arguing for Danish non-participation and for having a referendum on the 

                                                       
12 Beslutningsforslag nr.sx B 46 (Motion for a Resolution), 13 March 2012.  
http://www.ft.dk/samling/20111/beslutningsforslag/B46/som_fremsat.htm 
13 Interview with EAC Secretariat and members of the EAC.  
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treaty in question, as was the case with the Fiscal Compact. This then often leads to more 
global speeches about Denmark’s relation to the EU and a more politicized debate. Major 
EU events and developments, more than the parliamentary control of the summits as such, 
seems to be important for framing Europe within the Danish context, as this is where a real 
political contest among the political parties arises.  

10 
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Finland: Tapio Raunio, University of Tampere 
The Eurozone problems have certainly politicized European integration in Finland, a country 
where EU as an issue had essentially remained depoliticized ever since joining the Union in 
1995. Indeed, there was a until the Eurozone crisis and the 2011 Eduskunta elections a 
broad partisan consensus about Europe, despite the fact that in the membership 
referendum held in October 1994 only 57 % voted in favour of accession to the Union 
(turnout was 74 %). National integration policy has been characterized as flexible and 
constructive and has sought to consolidate Finland’s position in the inner core of the EU.  

The Finnish polity is also in many ways highly consensual. The fragmented party system, 
with no party winning more than around 25 % of votes in elections, facilitates consensual 
governance and ideological convergence between parties aspiring to enter the cabinet. 
Governments are typically surplus majority coalitions that bring together parties from the 
left and right. Government formation has something of an ‘anything goes’ feel to it, with 
the current ‘six pack’ cabinet formed after the 2011 elections having six parties, leaving 
thus only two in the opposition. As was the case with the ‘rainbow’ governments that ruled 
the country from 1995 to 2003, the ‘six pack’ includes both the most right-wing (National 
Coalition) and left-wing (Left Alliance) party in the Eduskunta. Decision-making in foreign 
and EU policies is particularly characterized by search for broad domestic elite consensus, 
with the rules of the national EU coordination system – based on building broad domestic 
consensus, including often between the government and opposition in the Eduskunta and 
its Grand Committee [the EU committee] – contributing to the depoliticization of European 
issues.  

Such consensual features and office-seeking tendencies have in turn facilitated the lack of 
opinion congruence between parties and their supporters over EU. This opinion gap has 
been most pronounced in the three ‘core’ parties of recent decades: Centre, National 
Coalition, and the Social Democrats. According to Eurobarometers Finns are more sceptical 
of integration than the average EU citizens. In addition to generally low levels of public 
support for integration, the Finnish electorate seems to be particularly concerned about the 
influence of small member states in EU governance. Hence it is not surprising that overall 
Finnish parties have kept a fairly low profile in integration matters. It also appears that until 
the current euro crisis the EU did not become as salient an issue as in the other Nordic 
countries, leaving thus parties more freedom to execute their preferred strategies. In 
contrast to the other Nordic countries, there were in Finland fewer issues around which to 
wage anti-EU campaigns (like the euro in Sweden and Denmark or fisheries policy in 
Norway). Given that most parties are internally divided over EU, it was not surprising that 
they showed little interest in submitting the Constitutional Treaty or the Lisbon Treaty to a 
referendum. In the Eduskunta the decision to delegate EU affairs almost completely to the 
Grand Committee and other specialized committees can be seen as an intentional decision 
of political parties who have designed a scrutiny system for EU issues which aims at the 
effective scrutiny of the government and is geared towards achieving a broad domestic 
consensus behind closed doors rather than making EU affairs a matter of public party 
competition.  

There was thus clearly a demand for a party with a more critical view of European 
integration. But it took until the Eurozone crisis and the 2011 Eduskunta elections for the 
EU to emerge as a major issue in domestic political discourse. The exceptional nature of the 
elections is largely explained by the developments that had unravelled since the previous 
Eduskunta elections held four years earlier. Finland had been governed since the 2007 
election by a basically centre-right coalition between the Centre Party, the National 
Coalition, the Green League and the Swedish People’s Party that found itself by mid-term in 
serious trouble due to party finance scandals. While the government stayed in office, there 
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was nonetheless an awkward sense of sleaze permeating the domestic political landscape. 
Prime Minister Matti Vanhanen eventually stepped down in the summer of 2010 and was 
replaced as Centre leader by Mari Kiviniemi whose term in office did not get an easy start. 
The decisions to save Greece out of its near-bankruptcy and the related euro stabilization 
measures resulted in unexpectedly heated debates in the Eduskunta during the final weeks 
of Vanhanen’s premiership, and the debates continued after the summer break. 

As first Ireland, and then Portugal just before the 2011 Eduskunta elections, followed the 
path of Greece and required bail-out measures, the debate only intensified in the run-up to 
the elections. It is fair to claim that no other EU matter has produced similar tensions in the 
Eduskunta after Finland’s entry to the Union. While the opposition parties, as well as a 
notable share of backbench MPs from governing parties, were clearly aggravated by EU’s 
response to the crisis, the debates were also strongly influenced by the upcoming 
Eduskunta elections. In the debates particularly the more Eurosceptical parties (The Finns, 
Christian Democrats, Left Alliance) and the main opposition party, Social Democrats, 
attacked the government. The Social Democrats adopted a highly publicized position 
against lending money to Greece and demanded that the banks and investors become 
involved in solving the crisis while the opposition parties in general voted against the aid 
measures. 

The main beneficiary of the party finance scandals and of the euro crisis was undoubtedly 
the populist and Eurosceptical The Finns (previously known as True Finns). The party’s 
support had more than doubled in the previous elections to the Eduskunta, from 1.6 % in 
2003 to 4.1 % in 2007, and the rise of the party had continued in the 2008 municipal 
elections in which it captured 5.4 % of the votes. But the real turning point came in the 
2009 European Parliament elections when The Finns captured 9.8 % of the votes and their 
first-ever seat in the Parliament, with that seat won by party leader Timo Soini. It is 
probable that the victory was explained more by a combination of Soini’s popularity and the 
electorate voting against the mainstream parties as by Euroscepticism. However, one can 
also argue that the voters protested against the broad pro-EU consensus of the political 
elite, and this was indeed one of the main campaign themes of The Finns.  

Repeating the setting from the 2009 European Parliament elections, the 2011 Eduskunta 
election campaign was strongly characterised as a clash between The Finns and the 
mainstream parties. The governing parties in particular, often backed by the Social 
Democrats, did their best to discredit Soini and his party, with the consequence that their 
own policy agendas were often ignored or downplayed. Europe, or more precisely the euro 
stabilization measures and Finland’s participation in the bail-outs, became the main theme 
of the elections. The debates benefited the entire opposition but most of all The Finns who 
could attack the euro stabilization measures with more credibility than the traditional 
parties of government. After all, The Finns are the only party represented in the Eduskunta 
that has consistently been against the EU – and also the only party which has 
systematically used the EU as a central part of their electoral campaigns and political 
discourse. Coming from outside of the elite consensus, The Finns have demanded public 
debates about Europe, calling for an end to ‘one truth’ politics. And the actual Eduskunta 
elections of April 2011 were nothing short of extraordinary, producing major changes to the 
national party system and attracting considerable international media attention. The Finns 
won 19.1 % of the votes, a staggering increase of 15 % from the 2007 elections and the 
largest ever increase in support achieved by a single party in Eduskunta elections. All other 
parties represented in the Eduskunta lost votes.  

Considering the debates and campaigns of the April 2011 elections, the current ‘six pack’ 
government led by Prime Minister Katainen has been under serious political pressure to 
defend national interests in Brussels. Overall it appears that such an emphasis on national 
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interests and on the role of smaller member states has become more pronounced in Finland 
in recent years, and the success of The Finns has clearly pushed the other parties in the 
direction of more cautious EU policies. Indeed, since entering office in June 2011 the 
cabinet has taken a tougher stance in EU negotiations. The government demanded specific 
guarantees for its bail-out payments to Greece, alone rejected 85 % majority decision-
making for the European Stability Mechanism, demanding unanimity instead, and blocked, 
together with the Netherlands, the entry of Bulgaria and Romania into the Schengen area. 
Whether this signals a more long-term change in national integration policy remains to be 
seen, but at least in the short term the Finnish government – and particularly the Social 
Democrats given their vociferous criticism of the euro area stabilization measures during 
the election campaign – is under considerable domestic pressure not to make too many 
concessions in Brussels. Also domestically the government has been forced to explain its EU 
policies to a much greater extent than before. Given the ideological heterogeneity of the 
six-party government, and internal party divisions over Europe, part of the pressure comes 
from within the cabinet itself. 

Indeed, the euro issue has strained relations inside the government, and particularly 
between National Coalition and the Social Democrats. Importantly, the leader of the Social 
Democrats, Jutta Urpilainen, is the Finance Minister. Prime Minister Katainen and his party 
the National Coalition have always underlined the benefits of economic and monetary 
integration, with Katainen in recent months reiterating this basic position countless times. 
The Social Democrats are also internally split over Europe and the Eurozone crisis, with 
Foreign Minister Erkki Tuomioja even arguing in early 2012 that Finland should stay outside 
of the ‘fiscal compact’. Prime Minister Katainen was quick to denounce Tuomioja’s views, 
claiming that the government was fully committed to Finland’s participation in that pact and 
in the European Stability Mechanism. Katainen has been clearly aggravated by the Social 
Democrats, with Urpilainen’s high profile in the Eurozone crisis raising questions about who 
actually leads Finnish EU policy.  

While problematic for the government, these developments are certainly good news in 
terms of democracy and public debate. Since the euro crisis began in the spring of 2010 
the fate of the single currency, and European integration more broadly speaking, have 
appeared repeatedly on the plenary agenda, with many of these debates lasting several 
hours each. This change is significant, for until the Eurozone crisis plenary involvement in 
European matters was very limited, with debates almost exclusively focusing on ‘high 
politics’ matters such as Treaty amendments, Finland’s EU presidencies, and security and 
defence policy. Nor has the Eduskunta plenary debated European Council meetings, with 
the latter on the plenary agenda basically only when the European Council has convened to 
amend the Treaties. These parliamentary debates about Eurozone are thus arguably the 
first time when the government has really been forced to justify and defend its EU policies 
in the public – and when the opposition has attacked the cabinet publicly over the handling 
of EU matters. These debates have mainly not been held in connection with European 
Council meetings, but have instead followed either government bills for new laws 
necessitated by the euro area bail-out measures and stabilization instruments or prime 
minister’s announcements (that focus on topical matters), government statements and 
interpellations (which both involve a vote of confidence on the government). In 2011-2012 
two prime minister’s announcements (in March 2011 and in November 2011) and two 
government statements (in May 2011 and in February 2012) focused on the Eurozone 
crisis. During the same time period the opposition tabled three interpellations related to the 
Eurozone, with the first tabled by the Left Alliance (March 2011) and the last two by The 
Finns (November 2011 and April 2012). It also appears that the Eurozone crisis has at least 
partially changed the consensual mode of decision-making in the Grand Committee. Voting 
has become more common in the Grand Committee, with the votes reproducing the 
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government-opposition cleavage characterizing plenary decision-making. While the 
government has survived the turmoil and the votes of confidence, it is clear that the 
Eurozone crisis has caused a lot of headache for Prime Minister Katainen and his cabinet – 
and will continue to do so. 

Parliamentary Eurozone debates have, on the one hand, been dominated by Finland’s 
involvement in the various bail-out measures and stabilization instruments. Given the tone 
of the April 2011 election campaigns, it is not surprising that a lot of the debate has 
revolved around the basic question of how much Finland should contribute and how to 
ensure, if at all possible, guarantees for these national contributions. On the other hand, 
the debates have also focused on broader questions about European integration and the 
operation of the global financial system. Particularly the Eurosceptical parties have been 
against Finland’s involvement in the stabilization mechanisms, stating also that the euro 
area coordination efforts will result in deeper integration, while mainly the left-wing MPs 
have questioned the role and accountability of banks and other credit institutions in the 
crisis. The government, in turn, has done its best to convince the MPs and the electorate 
that the stabilization measures do not result in a federal Europe and that saving the single 
currency is also in the interest of Finnish economy and voters.  

In terms of information, the Eduskunta enjoys strong information rights vis-à-vis the 
government. The prime minister and the government has the constitutional obligation to 
inform the Grand Committee both beforehand and afterwards of European Council 
meetings. Since December 2006 the government has also provided written reports on 
European Council meetings to the Eduskunta, both before and after the meetings. The 
prime minister also informs the Foreign Affairs Committee about foreign and security 
matters discussed in the European Council. If needed, the prime minister and the 
government are also in contact with the Grand Committee during the actual European 
Council meetings. Such contacts can be required particularly if new issues or initiatives 
appear on the agenda of the European Council in the course of the meeting. Essentially the 
Eduskunta enjoys according to the constitution unlimited access to information held by the 
government, with the government having the obligation to provide the parliament without 
delay any information it needs in the consideration of matters. The same applies to 
European Council meetings, and no distinction is made between regular and other 
European Council meetings. 

However, the Eduskunta and several individual MPs have expressed concerns about the 
actual decision-making concerning the euro area stabilization instruments. The Eduskunta 
has in general questioned whether national parliaments can genuinely debate and examine 
the issues, a concern that is understandable given the complexity of the situation, the need 
by the member states to achieve quick results, and the high number of European Council 
and other meetings that deal with the euro area crisis. The Eduskunta has particularly 
pointed out that it should be kept fully informed regardless of the official status of the 
European-level meetings, as the prime ministers and finance ministers of the euro area 
meet in various combinations.  

To conclude, the Eurozone problems have certainly politicized EU in Finland, facilitating 
domestic debates about the single currency and the overall process of European integration 
and the logic of the global economy. While the Eduskunta has always subjected the 
government to relatively tight scrutiny in EU affairs, now European matters are also 
debated to a much greater extent in the plenary. These debates are arguably the first time 
when the government has really been forced to justify and defend its EU policies in the 
public – and when the opposition has attacked the cabinet publicly over the handling of EU 
matters. This is certainly a highly positive development when considering that Europe as an 
issue had remained depoliticized in Finland for such a long time. 
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France: Valentin Kreilinger / Kateryna Perepechay / Olivier 
Rozenberg, Sciences Po Paris / Notre Europe  
France’s specific feature regarding the parliamentary control of the European Council is the 
fact that the President cannot be directly controlled by the Parliament. The Parliament 
cannot remove him/her or even hear him/her (except if the President asks for making a 
formal speech in front of both assemblies). Therefore the President is only indirectly 
controlled through the Prime minister and ministers being heard in both houses. This is a 
general issue for the French parliament participation to EU affairs14 but it is even more a 
problem regarding European Councils as the President in person is leading the French 
delegation.  

In this report we ask for the consequences of this parochial feature in terms of information 
gap between the executive and legislative powers(1), political salience of the parliamentary 
control (2)and issues debated during parliamentary sessions(3). The example of the 
European Council of the 28th and 29th of June 2012 will be specially developed. This Council, 
which was the first to came after the election of François Hollande – a socialist President 
succeeding to the right-wing one Nicolas Sarkozy – was followed by two floor sessions at 
the National Assembly on the 4th of July 2012(with Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius) and the 
Senate the day after (with Prime Minister Jean-Marc Ayrault). 

The information gap: a non-anecdotic difference between Presidents’ speeches 
in Brussels and ministers’ ones in the chambers 
 
In order to assess the consequence of the lack of direct parliamentary control of the 
President on the type of discourse delivered by French authorities, we have compared press 
conferences given by President during European summits in Brussels and statements made 
by ministers in parliament. Does the President give, during press conference, information 
similar to the ones given by ministers in the chambers? Beyond information gap, are official 
statements about European Councils framed in the same way? What is the influence of the 
different types of auditors: journalists in one case, majority and opposition MPs in the 
other? What is the influence of the difference in timing as press conferences take place 
during the summits whereas sessions in parliament are organised a few days before or 
after the Council? To answer those questions, the two Councils of December 2011 and June 
2012 are examined. They were important for agreeing on a new treaty and their 
examination enables to compare the actions of Presidents Sarkozy and Hollande. The 
elements in bold in the following table indicate which events were selected for our study. 
 
 European Council December 2011 European Council June 2012 
Ex-ante control in 
plenary 

Statement by Prime Minister 
Fillon in the National Assembly 
Statement by Minister for European 
Affairs Léonetti in the Senate 

- 

Press conference Day 1 - Press conference Hollande 
Press conference Day 2 Press conference Sarkozy Press conference Hollande 
Ex-post control in 
plenary 

- Statement by Foreign Minister 
Fabius in the National Assembly 
Statement by Prime Minister Ayrault 
in the Senate 
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14 Grossman, E., and Sauger, N. (2007), ‘Political Institutions Under Stress? Assessing the Impact of European 
Integration on French Political Institutions’, Journal of European Public Policy, 14/7, 1117–34. 
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In the case of the European Council of the 8th and 9th of December 2011, the debate at the 
National Assembly(6th of December 2011) followed the day after a Franco-German summit 
where Chancellor Merkel and President Sarkozy agreed on a letter15 to President Van 
Rompuy that outlined the key points of the summit conclusions. The only question that had 
remained open was the approach of how to enshrine these provisions. Both discourses 
show great similarities: Prime Minister Fillon could already refer to this letter in his 
statement. The letter is also an important point of reference for President Sarkozy at the 
press conference: “We have adopted the entire content of the Franco-German letter. All 
proposed measures in the Franco-German letter regarding a reinforced Eurozone, will be in 
the conclusions of our summit.”16 The different possible options for treaty change have 
already been discussed by Prime Minister Fillon in his statement – the chosen option, the 
“intergovernmental” treaty (later called Treaty on Stability, Coordination and Governance in 
the Economic and Monetary Union, TSCG, or Fiscal Compact Treaty) is broadly explained by 
President Sarkozy. Also mentioned by the Prime Minister, President Sarkozy reminds that 
France had fought for a Eurozone government.  

There are two minor differences between the discourses of the Prime Minister and of the 
President: With respect to the immediate measures to combat the crisis and the risk of 
contagion, Fillon had focused on a leverage of the EFSF and ESM17. And, primarily for a 
national audience, the Prime Minister’s statement contained two attacks on supranational 
EU institutions, the Commission and the Court of Justice: “no European institution has 
enough credibility left to claim the monopoly of defending the common good [intérêt 
général]”18(p. 8549) and “in short, as wished by France, the Court of Justice can by no 
means judge the budget of a Member State”(p. 8547). Such attacks cannot be found at the 
press conference of the President. It is not obvious to identify why Fillon made such claim. 
One explanation can be political as the debate took place a few months before the general 
elections – knowing that some right-wing and extreme-right voters are Eurosceptic. There 
may also be a more personal explanation as Fillon, who voted against Maastricht, does not 
count among the more pro-European leaders as it was already stressed during the 2009 
European elections.19 

In the case of the European Council of the 28thand 29th of June 2012, exceptionally, a 
plenary debate in the National Assembly took place after the summit, on the 4th of July 
2012. Foreign Minister Fabius made a statement. Earlier, President Hollande had held two 
press conferences on the results of the European Council(after Day 1 and after Day 
2).President Hollande insisted on the fact that he met the three objectives which he had 
set20: firstly, his success in getting growth on the European agenda; secondly, an 
agreement on the patent with the seat of the court in Paris and the first president being 
French; thirdly, the introduction of additional stability mechanisms (notably the 
establishment of a banking union with supervision by the ECB and to facilitate access to 

                                                       
15 Letter to Herman Van Rompuy, 7th of December 2011, URL: 
http://www.elysee.fr/president/root/bank_objects/111207Lettre_adressee_a_M_Herman_Van_Rompuy.pdf 
16Press Conference at the European Council, 9th of December 2011, URL: 
http://www.archives.elysee.fr/president/les-actualites/conferences-de-presse/2011/conference-de-presse-a-l-
occasion-du-conseil.12611.html 
17 This concept, widely discussed in autumn 2011, would have meant that both funds use innovative financial 
instruments to increase their overall capacity without requiring additional money (or guarantees) from Member 
States. 
18 Official minutes, 2nd session of the 6th of December 2011, URL: http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/13/pdf/cri/2011-2012/20120078.pdf 
19Olivier Rozenberg, “Playing softly with Euroscepticism. The 2009 European Elections in France”, in Robert 
Harmsen, Joachim Schild (eds), Debating Europe: The 2009 European Parliament Elections and Beyond, Baden-
Baden, Nomos, 2011, pp. 51-68. 
20Press Conference at the European Council, 29th of June 2012, URL: 
http://www.elysee.fr/president/root/bank/pdf/president-13521.pdf 
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ESM and EFSF). In response to the discussion about a “political union” he claimed that 
“every step of integration must correspond to an instrument of solidarity”21. 

The list of the three main results established by Foreign Minister Fabius in his statement 
before the plenary of the NA22 is slightly different: his first result is also the pact for growth 
and employment; the second are technical decisions with respect to ESM and EFSF; the 
third is the report of the four presidents23. In a way, the statement of the Foreign Minister 
is less “public relations” than the press conference of the President. 

A similar aspect to the debates hold under Sarkozy and Hollande is indeed the tendency of 
the President speeches to be oriented at promoting themselves, their strategy and the 
engagements given before or after elections. As a result, the statements made by the 
Presidents are often more vague and less accurate. By contrast, the ministers’ speeches in 
the Parliament tend to be both more technical and cautious. The two selected debates offer 
a good example of this. In 2011, President Sarkozy underlined the fact that EFSF and ESM 
will be “operated” by the ECB, without going into details. He could also remain vague 
(France obtained a “Eurozone government”) and present results which had not fixed as 
clearly and unambiguously as the President said. Finally, some points were not included in 
the ESM Treaty and in the TSCG (signed February and March 2012), such as a “monthly 
meetings of a euro summit of the 17 Heads of State and Government” and “decision-
making by a majority of 85%”.24In 2012 likewise, President Hollande puts emphasis on the 
issue of the “renegotiation” of the TSCG which was central to his platform during the 
electoral campaign. Indeed, he responded that according to him “the summit led to this 
renegotiation. That’s why this summit was so long. That’s why the Eurozone worked all 
night along, following an unintended agenda.”25 Interestingly, neither Foreign Minister 
Fabius at the National Assembly nor Prime Minister Ayrault at the Senate26 used the word 
“renegotiation”. Indeed, experts generally agree that the Council conclusions with their 
“Pact for Growth and Employment” did not change the content of the treaty. 

The similarities between the 2011 and 2012 debates let us think that the self-promotion 
feature of the Presidents speeches – in opposition to the technical aspect of the ministers in 
Parliament - is not anecdotic. Three complementary explanations can be found for this. 
First, it seems more logical that Presidents are more inclined to defend themselves as they 
are directly and personally involved in the bargains. Second, Presidents do not face a 
parliamentary assembly with a potentially powerful and hostile opposition, but hold press 
conferences where they give a statement and can try to select journalists who ask 
questions. Third, press conferences are hold during or just after the summit with very little 
preparation - and sometimes with less self-control from tired leaders. By contrast, 
statements made by the Prime Minister and ministers on the floor are cautiously prepared 
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21Press Conference at the European Council, 28th of June 2012, URL: 
http://www.elysee.fr/president/root/bank/pdf/president-13520.pdf 
22 Official minutes, session of the 4thJuly 2012, URL: http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/pdf/cri/2011-2012-
extra/20121002.pdf 
23Towards a genuine Economic and Monetary Union, Report by President of the European CouncilHerman Van 
Rompuy, 26th of June 2012, URL: 
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/131201.pdf 
24 Article 12(2) TSCG says “Euro Summit meetings shall take place when necessary, and at least twice a year”, 
Article 4(3) and (4) ESM: “The adoption of a decision by mutual agreement requires the unanimity of the 
members participating in the vote. Abstentions do not prevent the adoption of a decision by mutual agreement. 
[...]By way of derogation from paragraph 3, an emergency voting procedure shall be used where the Commission 
and the ECB both conclude that a failure to urgently adopt a decision to grant or implement financial assistance, 
as defined in Articles 13 to 18, would threaten the economic and financial sustainability of the euro area. The 
adoption of a decision by mutual agreement by the Board of Governors referred to in points (f) and (g) of Article 
5(6) and the Board of Directors under that emergency procedure requires a qualified majority of 85% of the votes 
cast.” 
25http://www.elysee.fr/president/root/bank/pdf/president-13521.pdf 
26http://www.senat.fr/seances/s201207/s20120705/s20120705.pdf 

 
 

http://www.elysee.fr/president/root/bank/pdf/president-13520.pdf
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/pdf/cri/2011-2012-extra/20121002.pdf
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/pdf/cri/2011-2012-extra/20121002.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/131201.pdf
http://www.elysee.fr/president/root/bank/pdf/president-13521.pdf
http://www.senat.fr/seances/s201207/s20120705/s20120705.pdf


Annex 2 - In-depth reports on 12 Member States 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

by advisors and high civil servants. This last aspect is probably central to the fact that 
those speeches are both more technical and accurate. Thus, some of the differences 
between the speeches given in Brussels and in the Parliament are more linked to changes 
in the setting and the timing than to the changes of the types of authority delivering the 
speeches. If the President made a report in the assemblies, we could estimate that his/her 
speech would be also more technical than the press conference in Brussels. Yet, what can 
be regarded as worrying from a democratic standpoint is first the fact that President can 
make over-statements without being contradicted, and secondly the parliamentary debates 
are lacking political salience. 

The lack of political salience: a parliamentary control isolated from the public 
sphere 
 
Floor debates before or after European Councils and Euro zone summits are not a salient 
political event in France. The Council of June 2012 provides a relevant example of a Council 
that could potentially attract attention from politicians, journalists and citizens. As said, the 
summit was the first one to take place after Hollande’s elections and was therefore a first 
opportunity to assess the implementation of his platform. The context was especially tense 
with disagreement on the Fiscal Compact between France and Germany on the one hand, 
and growing concerns regarding the Spanish and Italian sovereign debts on the other hand. 
In addition, floor debates on the results of the Council in the National Assembly took place 
just after the legislative elections - it was actually the second day of session after the 
investiture vote on the day before. All the conditions were seemingly reached for having a 
colourful debate in the assemblies. 
And yet, it was not the case. Both the parliamentary attendance in the two houses and the 
press coverage of the debates were severely limited. The Prime Minister report in the 
Senate on 5th of July was listened by 35 senators out of348 and in the end of his speech, 
there were 18 senators left in the hemicycle. French satirical newspaper TTLe Canard 
enchaîné TThighlighted the rage of the Prime Minister Jean-Marc Ayrault when he had seen 
TTanine-tenths empty Senate hemicycle. The journalist notices that “it was a Thursday and 
on this day, the parliamentarians have already skedaddled in their fiefs27”.In addition to the 
limited number of MPs, we have also noticed – by attending the National Assembly and 
Senate debates in the public gallery – a negative dynamic of the session in both cases. 
Important political leaders, be them ministers or opposition frontbenchers, took the floor at 
the beginning of the session. After about one hour, when backbenchers and low-profile MPs 
can make their statement, those leaders have generally left the hemicycle. It is specially 
the case for ministers, with senior ministers (like the Foreign Minister) making the initial 
statement, and junior ministers (like the European Affairs Minister) making the final one. 
During this concluding speech, the deputy minister is supposed to provide answers to the 
opinions expressed by MPs who made speeches before and who, for some of them, are just 
absent, having left the hemicycle just after their speech. 
Of course, both the limited attendance and such negative dynamic are not specific to EU 
affairs and can be observed for other control or legislative activities. Yet, it seems to us 
that the declining attendance during the debate is less a problem during the legislative 
process as it makes sense to let the details of the discussion to a few specialists after the 
initial statements. The legislative process is indeed built according to that model with a 
general discussion followed by an article-by-article discussion. Such a model seems less 
relevant for a three hours “one shot” control debate with wide implications. The Senate has 
tried to correct this phenomenon by implementing a questions/answers session in the 

                                                       
27 « Lapin sénatorial », Le Canard enchaîné, 11 July 2012. 
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middle of the debates on the model of the question time. Yet, we have observed that, 
although interesting, such a procedure was not sufficient to awake the sleeping high House. 
Another aspect of the lack of political salience of the parliamentary control of the European 
Councils is the domination of domestic issues in the debates that are not connected with 
the European agenda. The debate of the 4th of July 2012 in the National Assembly provides 
a caricature example for that with the decision of the new right-wing opposition to make 
what is called in French a coup(like in coup d’Etat), that is a mix of a performance, a trap 
and a trick. In the beginning of the debate, the deputies from opposition boycotted the 
speech of the Foreign Minister in the National Assembly. The debate was arranged on 
Wednesday afternoon and replaced usual government question time guaranteed by the 
French constitution. As a result, opposition protested against what they called a violation of 
fundamental Law by leaving in group the hemicycle at the beginning of Fabius’s speech and 
coming back only after it. Without entering into the debates on whether the question time 
should constitutionally have taken place, it is worth noting that the opposition preferred to 
put politically emphasis on the procedural issue rather than on the outcomes of the 
European summit. As a result, the press coverage, that was very limited, pointed to this 
coup rather than to substantial aspects of the debates. More generally, the image of the 
Foreign Minister delivering a thirty minutes speech in front of empty opposition benches is 
symbolic for the great difficulty of the majority and opposition to interact politically on EU 
issues. 

Finally, limited press covering of the parliamentary debate devoted to the European Council 
of June 2012 can be seen. Only one news item and one article were specifically devoted to 
the message delivered by the Prime minister28 and the Minister of Foreign Affairs29 on the 
results of the European Council meeting during their speech in the Parliament. Articles were 
focused more on the entourage of the debate describing National Assembly boycott “UMP 
deputies boycotted a speech of Fabius30” and the senators’ absenteeism during the Prime 
Minister’s speech: “Ayrault presents the recent European Council to almost empty 
Senate31”. Another issue covered by the press was the future ratification of the TSCG in the 
French Parliament. In this context the journalists investigated the procedure of parliament 
ratification32 and internal political games33. With the reference to European debates, the 
engagements of the French President were also analysed. The media compared Hollande’s 
platform with the outcomes of the summit34. “In contrast to François Hollande’s 
commitments the treaty is intact and notre negotiated. Among the most important issues of 
concern of the French citizens are salaries, purchasing power, and employment. In this 
context it should be said that this treaty is a lock35”, the newspaper Le Monde cited the 
spokesman of the French Communist party Olivier Dartigolles. 

Three general explanations can be found for the lack of political salience of the 
parliamentary debates about European Councils. First, as said before, the low and declining 
parliamentary attendance, as well as the limited press coverage are not specific to EU 
debates but to any floor debate in the French parliament. MPs’ unwillingness to fill their job 
echoes to a traditional motivational problem within legislatures that Jeremy Bentham was 
one of the first to highlight. It is especially significant within the French Parliament given 
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28 « Ayrault présente le dernier Conseil Européen devant un hémicycle du Sénat quasi désert », Agence France 
Presse, 05 July 2012. 
29 « Fabius: "mettre effectivement en pratique" les décisions du conseil européen », Les Echos, 04 July 2012. 
30« Les députés UMP boycottent un discours de Fabius », Libération, 04 July 2012.  
31 « Ayrault présente… », op. cit. 
32 « Pacte budgétaire : Hollande suspendu à l’avis des sages », Les Echos, 06 July 2012. 
33 « Le Front de gauche va faire campagne contre le traité », Le Monde, 06 July 2012; « Jean-François Copé 
‘remercie’ le président d'accepter le pacte négocié par M. Sarkozy », Le Monde, 06 July 2012. 
34« Hollande veut clore sa séquence européenne », Le Monde, 05 July 2012. 
35 Olivier Dartigolles, spokesmen of the Communist Party, « Le Front de gauche… », op. cit. 

 
 



Annex 2 - In-depth reports on 12 Member States 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

the plurality of offices. As about 80% of the MPs hold simultaneously local positions, they 
tend to reduce their presence in Paris and to neglect questions that may seem remote from 
their consistency as general EU issues (as opposed to CAP and regional aids). It should be 
noted on that aspect that the new elected President Hollande promised to limit drastically 
the plurality of offices and that socialist MPs are supposed to implement this new limitation 
in advance. Therefore the picture may evolve in the future if the new rules are adopted – 
which is not sure. 
Second, what is specific to EU issues is the great difficulty of the two main parliamentary 
party groups to oppose themselves on EU issues36. The Socialist Party (PS) and the right-
wing one – the Union for a Popular Movement (UMP) – still agree on the main lines of 
France’s European policy. Therefore, it is difficult for them to criticize directly each other. 
The title of Le Monde report on the National Assembly debate of July 2012 illustrates such 
difficulty. It says that: “Jean-François Copé [the chair of the UMP] ‘thanks’ President 
Hollande for accepting the pact negotiated by Mr Sarkozy”. As Copé could not attack the 
fiscal compact supported by the right during the electoral campaign, his only possibility was 
therefore to assume the continuity between Sarkozy and Hollande by denouncing the view 
that Hollande would have renegotiated this treaty. The irony of his thanks reveals how 
uncomfortable his political situation is. 

The same is true for the new majority. Socialist orators alternate between those claiming 
that Hollande’s European policy constitutes a shift and those assuming the continuity in 
order to denounce the right attacks. Presenting the President’s policy as a shift can also be 
delicate given the necessity, in such a diplomatic debate, not to appear isolated from other 
Member States. During the July debate, the Foreign Minister Fabius therefore tried to 
develop a balanced analysis. He stated: “[…] for the first time in years, a pact for growth 
and employment was concluded, one of the demands, you know, of the candidate François 
Hollande who has since become President of the Republic”37. But a little later he said that 
the pact was “a demand of France as I said, but not only”. He continued: “Yes, there were 
good results. […] The French initiative to submit a growth pact was supported, including 
outside Europe. When I was in the United States attending a couple of summits next to the 
President of the Republic I was touched […] to see how this idea was supported by Barack 
Obama and numerous other(leaders).” In the end, a quantitative analysis of the National 
Assembly debates of the 4th of July – based on counting the words “Hollande”, “Président” 
and “France” – indicates that the majority tends to avoid praising Hollande for his policy 
directly. The following tables show that two opposition politicians (Copé, UMP, and 
Lellouche, UMP) account for a huge part of the 26 times “François Hollande” is mentioned. 
The government/majority refers to him more often as the “President” (21 times in total) or 
mention a more abstract “France”. 
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36Olivier Rozenberg, “France: Genuine Europeanisation or Monnet for Nothing?”, in Simon Bulmer, Christian 
Lequesne (eds), The Member States of the European Union, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2nd ed., forthcoming. 
37 Official minutes, session of the 4th of July 2012, URL: http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/pdf/cri/2011-2012-
extra/20121002.pdf 

21 

http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/pdf/cri/2011-2012-extra/20121002.pdf
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/pdf/cri/2011-2012-extra/20121002.pdf


Policy Department C: Citizens' Rights and Constitutional Affairs 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Last but not least, the low political salience of the debate is a direct consequence of the 
President physical absence during the debates. From the MPs to the journalists, everybody 
is aware that the one who is ultimately responsible for decision making is not the one in 
charge of presenting the official statements in the assembly, after or before the Councils. 
Before the summit, the commitments that are made during the debate in the house are 
less strict: ministers cannot tie the President’s ends. After the summit, as it is said in part 
1, the division of labour within the executive power leads the President to make more 
political statements during the press conference, and the ministers to adopt a more 
bureaucratic profile in parliamentary debates. More concretely, the physical absence of the 
President is detrimental to the performative aspect of the debates. Attacks and defence of 
the President are always indirect. In the end, a phenomenon of self-fulfilling prophecy also 
limits the intensity of the debates: as everybody anticipates that they will not be dramatic, 
they are, in the end, not dramatic. 
 
The issues debated: when the French parliament is obsessed by… the French 
parliament 

Among the topics discussed by MPs in committees or on the floor when preparing a 
European Council or discussing its results, the question of the role of the national 
parliaments has for a long time been highly present38. Indeed, there has been a continuous 
consensus among all political forces on the necessity to develop and to increase the role of 
the national parliaments in the European governance. Discussions over the European 
summits are therefore regarded as opportunities to repeat this shared position throughout. 
The National Assembly debate of the 4th of July and even more the Senate debate the day 
after provide a good illustration of this as indicated by the following quotations: 

TTSimon Sutour, TTPresident of the commission on European affairs, Senate, Socialist 
party: “The parliaments- the European Parliament but also and especially, national 
parliaments-should be closely involved in a decision-making process." 
André Gattolin, Green, Senate: “In such circumstances, we should definitely seek 
popular legitimacy already conferred to the European Parliament and to all our national 
parliaments during this structural reorganization." 
Catherine Morin-Desailly, New Center Party, Senate: “This can be achieved by EU 
institutions democratization and by establishment of an effective control by national 
parliaments over euro zone." 
Richard Yung, Socialist Party, Senate: “This final stage of European integration 
requires strengthening of European and national parliaments' powers." 
Elisabeth Guigou, President of the Commission on Foreign Affairs, National Assembly, 
Socialist Party: “In this regard we, the national parliaments cooperating with European 
Parliament, should be able to participate at all the stages of fiscal policy coordination 
process, financial and economic coordination as well." 

 
MPs from all party groups agree on the idea of strengthening national parliaments' role. As 
indicated by several quotations, such a development is usually not perceived as opposed to 
the empowerment of the European Parliament. What is generally called for is a 
“parliamentarisation” of the European political system both at the European and national 
level. The level of consensus of French political elites on that issue can firstly be understood 
as a consequence of the limited weight of the French Parliament within the domestic 
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political system. The European sphere is indeed perceived as a way for both assemblies to 
find back some of their lost prerogatives taken by the executive power. Secondly, the 
consensus regarding the empowerment of national parliament in the EU also expresses a 
shared vision of political legitimacy. French political elites tend to consider that political 
legitimacy mainly rests on elected institutions and the politicians’ proximity to ordinary 
citizens. More or less implicitly, such pattern based on a close electoral link is opposed to 
the democratic deficit of the European governance. In the follow-up of the French 
sovereignist movement of the nineties the critique of the limited role of the national 
parliaments is articulated within a larger critique of the whole European project. Some MPs’ 
claims during the debate echo to that kind of Eurosceptic speech. As indicated bellow, any 
further transfer of the budgetary power to the EU level is criticized on that ground. 

 
Alain Bocquet, Communist party, National Assembly: “Before being presented in the 
national parliaments, the national budgets drafts are the subjects of European 
supervision in spring of each year." 
Jean-Pierre Chevènement, Vice-president of the commission on foreign affairs, Senate, 
Honorary President of the Citizen Movement party: “The transfer of budgetary power to 
Brussels raises the question of the Parliament role, which I remind you, dear colleagues, 
through the history monitored the taxation." 
 

More surprisingly, the issue of the role of national parliaments is also used by some pro-EU 
MPs in order to softly criticize the European process. In a context of party discipline, it 
seems that the very large consensus over the strengthening of national parliaments 
enables some MPs to articulate a discrete critic of the EU. This is especially true for majority 
members as they are in a position where they should give their support to the President’s 
European policy. Blaming the shyness of the involvement of national parliaments is 
therefore a soft way of blaming the EU as indicated by the following extracts: 
 

Daniel Raoul, President of the commission on economic affairs, Senate, Socialist party: 
“One question remains open, Prime Minister: what will be the role of the national 
parliaments and institutions in supporting this strategic inflection?" 
Danielle Auroi, President of the Commission on European affairs, National Assembly, 
Green: “By establishing the budget conference, which will bring together national and 
European parliaments, the Stability Pact provides a timid progress." 
Christophe Caresche, Socialist Party, National Assembly: “Herman Van Rompuy 
proposes to increase the surveillance of national budgets by the Commission. At the 
same time he does not provide any mechanism, which allows European and national 
parliaments to exercise their prerogatives. This is unacceptable." 
Marietta Karamanli, Socialist Party, National Assembly: "National parliaments cannot 
and should not be deprived of their budgetary power." 

 
The frequency of the issue of the national parliaments during the debates as well as the 
capacity to use it in order to articulate, openly or indirectly, Eurosceptic views indicates that 
the French Parliament is not a neutral filter when discussing European Councils. What we 
mean by this is that parliaments should not be regarded as think tanks in their relation to 
EU affairs. MPs do not consider that their job is to draw an objective picture of the state of 
negotiations before or after a Council. On the contrary, they are political actors with their 
own interests, views and priorities. Therefore, a part of their role, as they conceive it, is not 
to gather the maximum amount of accurate information but rather to support their existing 
interests, be those interest-based on party affiliation, elections or institutions. The issue of 
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national parliaments ultimately reveals that French MPs talk about themselves first when 
they talk about Europe. 
 
In the end, the question of the parliamentary activity in France related to the control of the 
European Councils and Euro-zone summits confirms the difficulty of the French Parliament 
to find a proper place in the European governance. Institutional tools and established habits 
enable that a scrutiny mechanisms does take place in each house. Usually, formal European 
Councils are prepared through a floor session and are followed by committee hearings. 
Formally, the control takes place. Politically, the picture is less positive given the lack of 
political salience of this control and even in some cases the lack of personal involvement 
from ministers and MPs. This report indicates that, even if there are different reasons for 
this situation, the fact that the President cannot go in person to the assemblies to explain 
and to advocate his/her views is especially detrimental to the parliamentary control of the 
European Councils.  
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Germany: Claudia Hefftler/Oliver Höing, University of Cologne  

Introduction 

The supervision and control of European Council meetings and Euro Zone summits has 
gained further prominence since the outbreak of the financial and debt crisis. To date, no 
specific regulations in statutory law or the rules of procedures exist on the control of Euro 
Zone summits. Nonetheless, the exact application of existing laws often causes disputes 
between parliament and government. A series of recent judgments by the German 
Constitutional Court (Bundesverfassungsgericht, BVerfG) has ruled on decisions taken by 
the European Council and Euro Zone summits and strengthened information and 
participation rights of the German Bundestag (BT). The growing importance of European 
Council meetings and Euro Zone summits is therefore accompanied by a strengthening of 
the formal rights of the German Bundestag. Debates in the German parliament have been 
affected by this development making decisions by the heads of states and government 
increasingly the subject of plenary debates.  

The information gap 

Constitutional and legal provisions to inform the Bundestag on EU matters generally apply 
to European Council meetings and Euro Zone summits. Nonetheless, parliamentarians 
recently complained that they were not sufficiently informed about decisions taken by the 
heads of states and governments.39 The opposition Green Party filed an action before the 
German Constitutional Court40 arguing that the government had violated the rights of the 
German Bundestag to be comprehensively informed on the European Stability Mechanism 
(ESM) and the Euro-Plus Pact.  

The judgment from June 19th 2012 announced the violation of information rights of the 
German Bundestag. This decision will be analysed to illustrate an informational gap 
between the Bundestag and the government on key decision of the heads of states and 
governments. 

Article 23 (2) of the German Basic Law (Grundgesetz, GG) stipulates that the Bundestag 
shall ‘participate in matters concerning the European Union’. The BVerfG clarified that 
‘European matters’ do not only refer to EU legislative proposals but can as well apply to 
treaties under international law. The government had argued that the ESM and the Euro-
Plus Pact were no ‘European matters’ as in the sense of article 23 (2) GG and would 
therefore not fall under the ‘Act on Cooperation between the Federal Government and the 
German Bundestag in Matters concerning the European Union’ (EUZBBG). The BVerfG 
rejected this reasoning since both treaties make use of EU institutions and show sufficient 
proximity to EU law.  

The BVerfG specified the government’s obligation to inform ‘comprehensively’ and ‘at the 
earliest possible time’: Comprehensive information must enable the Bundestag to exercise 
its participation rights. The more complex an activity and the more the government impairs 
on the legislative function of the parliament, the more comprehensively it has to inform the 
parliament. At the earliest possible time means that the Bundestag is able to formulate an 

                                                       
39 See for instance: http://euobserver.com/19/116816, last accessed: July 24, 2012. 
40 See: BVerfG, 2 BvE 4/11 from June 19th 2012, no: 1-172: 
http://www.bundesverfassungsgericht.de/entscheidungen/es20120619_2bve000411.html, last accessed: July 
24th, 2012. 
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opinion41 before the government publicly issues a position or agrees to a legislative act at 
the European level.  

However, the Court also made clear that the GG attributes a level of ‘executive self-
responsibility’ to the government which results from the separation of powers: As long as 
the government has not agreed internally on a verified position the BT does not have a 
right to be informed. The judgement of June 19th 2012 illustrates the complicated balance 
between executive self-governance and the obligation to involve the BT in European Council 
meetings and Eurozone summits. In the following, a number of incidents from the 
judgement shall exemplify this point. These incidents cover informal meetings of the head 
of state and governments, the timing to submit documents to the Bundestag as well as the 
translations of these documents.  

Informal meetings at the European level 

Between February 4th and March 25th 2011 – the time period which is the subject of the 
judgement - two European Council meetings, one Euro Zone summit and one extraordinary 
European Council meeting took place. In this timespan, far-reaching decisions to reform the 
Economic and Monetary Union had been taken on which the BT was not sufficiently 
informed.42  

26

s.  

                                                      

On March 10th the Chancellor informed the European Affairs Committee (EAC) about the 
upcoming informal European Council meeting on March 11th as well as the European 
Council meeting on March 24/25th. The Chancellor could not confirm that any decisions 
would be adopted at these summits. However, she pointed to the fact that informal 
meetings of the Euro Group43 would not fall under the government’s obligation to inform 
the Bundestag.44 Therefore, the government can strategically hide information from the BT 
by referring to the informal nature of meetings at the European level. When a 
parliamentarian in the EAC session admonished that the Bundestag was unable to 
comprehend the government’s action at the EU level the Chancellor declared that the 
current circumstances would ‘only allow to provide the Bundestag with information of a 
finite half-time’.45 This statement illustrates that quick reactions to combat the financial 
and debt crisis hinder the BT to be constantly informed on government’s action

Timing to submit EU documents 

The judgement of the BVerfG furthermore states that the government infringed upon the 
right of the Bundestag by not providing information about a text of the European 
Commission on the ESM from February 21st 2011, as well as the draft on the Treaty to 
establish a European Stability Mechanism from April 6th 2011.46 According to the EUZBBG, 
the government is obliged to forward EU documents to the Bundestag in time to enable the 
Bundestag’s participation in matters concerning the European Union. It furthermore 
infringed upon the information right of the Bundestag by not providing information on an 
unofficial document by the President of the Commission on February 25th 2011 called 
“Enhanced Economic Policy Coordination in the Euro Area – Main Features and Concepts”.47 
The BT received these documents from informal sources but not from the government.48  

 
41 These opinions have to be considered by the government in negotiations, but it may deviate from it for 
imperative integration- or foreign policy reasons (EUZBBG, § 9 (4)).  
42 See: BVerfG, 2 BvE 4/11 from June 19th, 2012, no. 49.  
43 At the level of ministers or heads of states and governments.  
44 Protocol No. 17/33, 33rd session of the EAC from March 10th, 2011. 
45 See above. 
46 See: BVerfG, 2 BvE 4/11 from June 19th, 2012, no. 1. 
47 See: BVerfG, 2 BvE 4/11 from June 19, 2012, no. 2. 
48 See: BVerfG, 2 BvE 4/11 from June 19, 2012, no. 25. 
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Provisions on the forwarding of EU documents are clearly defined in the EUZBBG. In 
contrast to EU documents, internal government documents are often argued to be no 
actual verified positions, but only compilations of different working papers. These types of 
documents do not have to be forwarded to the German Bundestag.49 The application of 
these rules, however, is not clear cut. As happened on this occasion, the government could 
avoid forwarding internal documents by arguing that it is not (yet) a verified position.  

Translation of EU documents 

The complainant also criticised that many forwarded documents were available in English 
only.50 On March 23rd 2011, a civil servant from the finance ministry informed the EAC 
about the current economic and financial situation in Europe as well as the basic principles 
of the ESM which were to be debated at the upcoming European Council meeting. The term 
sheet was only available in English. A civil servant explained this fact by time constraints 
and advantages of the English version being more precise than the German one.51 He 
rejected the critique by parliamentarians that the English term sheet had already been 
available for more than 48 hours. The government argued that briefings on Euro Group 
activities have only to be stated orally. §5 (4) EUZBBG indeed stipulates that the 
Bundestag is informed orally on the meetings of the Euro Group. A forwarding of 
documents – and hence translations – was therefore not legally required. This provision 
seems to be at odds with the article 23 (2) GG which shall enable the Bundestag to 
participate in European matters. The BVerfG left it to the legislator to specify these 
provisions in the EUZBBG.52 

These three incidents illustrate that there is an information gap between the Bundestag and 
the government on European Council meetings and Euro zone summits. Parliamentarians 
do not always feel fully informed on government’s action at the EU level. However, legal 
miniscule details smudge the lines between clear violations of the parliament’s information 
rights and amply interpretations of constitutional and statutory provisions. Although the 
judgment clearly applied ‘European matters’ to the intergovernmental ESM and Euro-Plus 
Pact, judgement on infringements of the Bundestag’s participation rights often take 
months. This disadvantages the Bundestag to enforce his participation rights in time. 

The issues debated in the German Bundestag 

The following section analyses the debates on the European Council meetings in the 
German Bundestag. Which topics dominated debates on European Council meetings and 
Euro zone summits and how was the EU generally framed in these debates? Did the image 
of „Europe“ change since the introduction of the Lisbon Treaty? 
To answer this question all plenary debates in the BT dealing with European Council 
meetings since the coming into force of the Lisbon Treaty until June 2012 are analysed.53 
On the overall 17 European Council meetings and eight Euro zone summits in the time 
period under investigation, twelve summits were subject of plenary debates in the BT. Each 
of these debates lasted approximately two hours. All were opened by a government 

                                                       
49 See: BVerfG, 2 BvE 4/11 from June 19, 2012, no. 6. 
50 The discussion on the translation of EU documents in the Bundestag is on-going. In the current electoral period 
the Bundestag refused to discuss more than 50 EU documents due to missing translations. In a recent motion, the 
Bundestag asks the government to advocate for EU documents also in intergovernmental settings (see Drucksache 
17/9736). 
51 Protocol No. 17/35, 35th session of the EAC from March 23, 2011, p. 9.  
52 An internal Bundestag evaluation of the EUZBBG underlines that the parliaments wishes for translation on all EU 
documents. 
53 All BT debates listed in the table of 6.) in the Questionnaire are included in this debate. Furthermore, 
additionally plenary debates covering the time period since Dec 2009 until June 2012 are included here where the 
European Council is explicitly mentioned as an agenda item. 
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declaration by the German chancellor. Speakers following her declaration were 
predominantly frontbenchers: leaders of the parliamentary party groups or party leaders.  
With very few exceptions plenary debates take place only around ordinary European 
Council meetings. Informal and extra-ordinary European Council meetings are seldom 
debated in the plenary. Except for one debate in December 2009 (on the coming into force 
of the Lisbon Treaty) they dealt overwhelmingly with the financial and economic crisis. The 
crisis decisively influences the framing of Europe and the justification of decisions and 
measures taken at the EU level. The following table gives an overview of the debates in the 
investigated time period: 

No. 
Date of the plenary 
debate 

European Council 
meeting  

Main issues of the debate 

1 17th Dec 2009 
10/11 Dec 2009 
Ordinary European 
Council meeting 

Treaty of Lisbon  
(and UN climate summit in Copenhagen) 

2 25th Mar 2010 
25/ 26 Mar 2010 
Ordinary European 
Council meeting 

EU 2020 Strategy 
Preparation of financial aids packages  

3 5th May 2010 
7 May 2010 
Euro zone summit 

First reading on a federal law to allow for financial 
aid for Greece54 

4 27th Oct 2010 
28/29 Oct 2010 Ordinary 
European Council 
meeting 

Reform of the Stability and Growth pact  
Preparation of treaty change to enable the 
creation of a permanent crisis management 
mechanism (and G-20 summit in Seoul) 

5 15th Dec 2010 
16/17 Dec 2010 
Ordinary European 
Council meeting 

Implementation of the decisions of the October 
European Council meeting:ESM and treaty change 
Climate change 

6 24th Mar 2011 
24 and 25 June 2011 
Ordinary European 
Council meeting 

Situation in Libyia  
Reform of the Stability and Growth Pact 
Structural reforms in coordination of economic 
governance 
Decision on treaty change (Art. 136) and creation 
of ESM 

7 26th Oct 2011 

26 Oct 2011 
Informal of the European 
Council meeting and Euro 
zone summit 

Decision on EFSF Leverage 

8 2nd Dec 2011 
8/9 Dec 2011 
Ordinary European 
Council meeting 

Measures to create a fiscal and political union for 
stability  

9 14th Dec 2011 
8/9 Dec 2011 
Ordinary European 
Council meeting 

measures to create a fiscal and political union for 
stability outside of EU treaties due to Czech and 
UK opting-out 

10 27th Feb 2012 
1/2 Mar 2012 
Ordinary European 
Council meeting 

Financial aid for Greece through the use of EFSF 
Signing of fiscal compact at the European Council 
meeting 

11 27th June 2012 
28/29 June 2012 
Ordinary European 
Council meeting 

Debate on Treaty to establish a European Stability 
Mechanism and ESM 
Taxation of financial transactions  

12 29th June 2012 
28/ 29 June 2012 
Ordinary European 
Council meeting 

Ratification of the Treaty to establish a European 
Stability Mechanism and ESM 
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[Table 1: Plenary debates in the BT on European Council meetings since Lisbon. Source: author´s 
illustration] 
 
The framing of Europe in the parliamentary debates on the European Council distinguishes 
between two kinds of arguments: Common action at the EU-level can be justified by either 
value-oriented or interest-based arguments. A value-oriented argumentation frames the EU 
as a community of shared values, a common history and future and implies a deep and 
long-term relation among EU member states or EU citizens. Interest-based arguments 
imply a rather short-term perspective on the common undertaking of the 27 member states 
and often argue in the light of the national interest (rather than a “European good”).55 The 
presentation of the results is divided into arguments which refer to the EU as a whole, and 
arguments which try to define the inter-relations between the member states within the 
EU. Despite the fact that the EU is the equivalent to the sum of its member states, the 
arguments on the inter-relation of member states follows a much more critical stance than 
towards the EU as a whole. Furthermore, Eurosceptic arguments do not take a more 
prominent role in 2012 than in 2010.  

The Framing of Europe 

Between 1st December 2009 to 31st June 2012 no fundamental change in the framing of 
Europe (EU as a whole) can be observed. There are value-oriented arguments referring to 
the EU as a community of shared values created after the devastating experience of Second 
World War to preserve peace in the future.  

 
[Table 2: Frequency of arguments legitimizing the EU. Source: author´s illustration] 
 
At the same time there are interest oriented arguments in favour of the European Union as a „global 
actor“ which protects the nation states from fierce global competition. In relation to the EU as such, 
value oriented and welfare oriented arguments are well balanced (see graph above). 
The Framing of the Relations among EU Member States  
However, a major issue in the speeches at plenary sessions of the BT is the definition of Germany's 
role in the EU and Germany's relation to other Member States, especially to the recipient states of 
financial aid. „What do we give and what do we get?“ is of major concern in these contributions. Here, 
interest-oriented arguments (marked in blue) outweigh value-oriented arguments (marked in red): 
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[Table 3: Frequency of arguments on the inter-relation of EU member states. Source: author´s 
illustration] 
 
Trying to define Germany's role in Europe speakers from the governing parties develop an 
image of Germany as leading economic nation which should take a leading role in shaping 
the EU. Speakers of opposition parties criticise this claim either because they do not agree 
with the basic premise of the well-functioning of German economy or because a possible 
German dominance seems inappropriate to them in view of German history. 

The search of Germany's role in Europe is further defined in its relation to the EU member 
states which are in need of financial assistance. On this question, the arguments evolve 
around a dichotomy of control of these member states and their own responsibility to 
overcome their economic problems on the one hand, and the need for cooperation and 
solidarity in Europe on the other hand. These conflicting approaches remain present in the 
debates throughout the period under investigation and across all parties. The argument for 
control of member states receiving financial assistance and their self-responsibility to 
improve their situation is much more frequent then the arguments for solidarity.  

The huge financial assistances to other EU member states are not depicted in the light of a 
European “we” or nations which actively desire to form a supranational community: the 
negatively connoted key word in this context is a much feared “transfer union” (German: 
“Transfer-Union”).  

Most arguments which aim at legitimizing the financial assistances depart from a “German 
interest” and justify EU activities out of the structure of the international system. Global 
competition with other rising regional powers and the close interdependence of EU member 
states are the two key arguments in this context. The most frequently used key word to 
describe the EU in this context is a “Union of shared fate” (German: 
“Schicksalsgemeinschaft”). This argumentation puts Germany in a passive role where the 
state (or: its agents) have to react to the conditions of its environment.  

Speakers stemming from all parties define the main task for policy-makers as the re-
establishment financial stability. The creation of “solidity” and “stability” appear as a central 
aim in the argumentation for financial assistances. Herein, the Euro is depicted as a crucial 
element to achieve stability for German and European economies. Furthermore, the 
common currency is argued to be vital for European integration.  

The classical divide of government and opposition parties does not explain the patterns in 
debates surrounding European Council meetings. Except for the role of Germany in Europe 
party positions are relatively coherent: Opposition parties supported several major crisis 
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prevention measures. They explain their support of government’s action by the 
extraordinary relevance of crisis prevention in the German interest as well as their basic 
pro-European attitudes. 

The analysis of the twelve plenary debates in the German BT surrounding European Council 
meetings since Lisbon did not show a significant change of the framing of Europe. However, 
the financial bailout packages and the establishment of permanent crisis prevention 
mechanisms can be considered to have triggered a strongly interest-oriented debate. 
Whereas the traditional German pro-European attitude towards the EU as a whole remains 
intact, discussions on the relation to other EU member states are increasingly interest-
oriented. Future research could investigate the question if this narrow and short-term 
oriented interest-based argumentation in relation to the assistances to financially stricken 
member states is unfavourable for the establishment of long-term a “political Union” in 
Europe. 
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Greece: Konstantin Iliopoulos / Anna Vallianatou, Greek Centre 
of European Studies & Research  
 
The information gap 

The Greek Parliament can be characterised as a “weak parliament”, with informal control: 
iTTt is neither a “parliament with explicit mandate” of negotiation nor a “parliament with 
systematic control’ (with the right to issue resolutions only when it is required).56   

The Government (through the Prime Minister) may, at any time, make announcements or 
statements to the public for any serious case (despite the provision of Article 62 paragraph 
1) in order to inform the Parliament through a discussion to be followed (Pre agenda 
discussion). In addition, parliamentary control can be conducted by the Parliament’s 
Plenary Sessions at least twice a week in accordance with Article 53 (Parliament 
Regulation).57 Furthermore, as it is explained in the Questionnaire (1st question), apart 
from the motions, others means of parliamentary control are a) petitions b) questions c) 
current questions d) applications to Submit Documents e) interpellations, f), current 
interpellations. 

During the Plenary Session of the 1st of April 201158, the President of the Parliamentary 
Group of Coalition of Radical Left  Mr Alexis Tsipras addressed the 753/55/29-3-2011 
current question to the Prime Minister on the decisions of the European Council (24-25 
March 2011) on the “Pact for the Euro”, the new package, the alienation of public property. 
Therefore the decisions of the European Council of 24 and 25 of March were discussed 
during the plenary session of the 1st April 2012. The speech of the Greek Prime Minister 
George Papandreou to the Parliament was more assertive and explicit than in the Press 
Conference59  after the end of the European Council 2011 (where the EU leaders decided on 
a comprehensive package in order to overcome the financial crisis, strengthen economic 
governance in the European Union and ensure the continued stability of the euro area as a 
whole) since he claimed that there was a dilemma: Euro Pact and Memorandum or 
bankruptcy. In addition, on 16 December 2011,  Mr Alexis Tsipras also addressed a current 
Interpellation to the Prime Minister on the decisions of the European Council. During the 
Plenary Session of the 16th of December 2011 , this current Interpellation issue was 
answered by the Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Finance Evangelos Venizelos. In fact  
Mr Alexis Tsipras claimed that the Greek Prime Minister Lucas Papademos participated in 
the recent European Council without proposing any alternative plan. He accused the Prime 
Minister of simply observing the Merkel-Sarkozy plan transforming the Eurozone in a 
financial prison for the South. He asked whether new measures will be taken and he 
questioned this decision to target 0.5% budget deficit, claiming that it will destroy the 
productive sector. The main counterargument of the Deputy Prime Minister was that the 
central aim of the decisions in December 2011 European Council was to fully implement the 
decision of 26 October (Eurozome summit) and, for the first time, to alleviate the Greek 
people from 100 billion debt. European leaders had agreed to enlarge EFSF to up to 1 
trillion euros, from the previous limit of 440 billion euros. They also reached a deal with 
private creditors to write off 50% of Greece’s debt in exchange for over a 100 billion euro 
recapitalization. The speech of the vice President underlined the rescuing character of the 
decision of the European Council for Greece. On the other hand, during the Press 
Conference of the Prime Minister after the Summit, Mr Lucas Papademos was less assertive 
regarding the decisions and his central argument was that the new package of measures 
adopted was an important step in the direction of overcoming the crisis. 

As far as the creation of relevant committees in order to fill in the information gap, in 
February 2011 the Subcommittee of European Economic Governance was established. This 
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Subcommittee met three times, on 11 April 2011, on 25 May 2011 and on 27 July 2011. 
The President of the Committee of European Affairs is also the President of this 
subcommittee (Ms Rodoula Zissi). During its first meeting (11/4/2011) , the subcommittee 
dealt with “Planning and prioritizing its work”. The second meeting (25/05/2011) of the 
Subcommittee on Economic Governance was also of informative character: Professor Gikas 
Hardouvelis was invited to inform the MPs on “The New Architecture of the Eurozone and 
the Greek perspective” . Finally, during its third meeting (21/7/2011) , Ms Rodoula Zissi 
made a small intervention on the decision taken in the EC and EZ meetings (21/7/2011 and 
23-24/7/2011) and then  Mr Panagiotis Gennimata, Honorary President of the European 
Investment Bank informed the MPs on “Eurobond: the real solution to European debt”.  

The Standing Committee of Economic Affairs, using its legislative capacity, elaborated and 
processed the draft Bill of the Ministry of Finance on the Ratification of the Act “Plan 
Approval of the main contract between EFSF, the Hellenic Republic, the Greek Financial 
Stability Fund and the Bank of Greece and authorization to sign the main contract” during 
its meeting on the 19th of March 2012 . The meeting was attended by the Deputy Minister 
for Finance,  Mr Philippos Sachinides and responsible officials. The Standing Committee of 
Economic Affairs submitted a report at the Plenary session of the on 22nd March 2012 in 
order to inform the MPs respectively. The ratification of the European Council decision 
amending Article 136 TFEU, Treaty on the ESM and the Treaty on the stability, coordination 
and governance in the Economic and Monetary Union” was discussed and put into vote 
during the Plenary Session of the 28th of March 2012. 

The political salience 

During the period under examination (March 2011 - March 2012), the Greek Prime Minister 
has made two formal declarations regarding the decisions of the European Council and the 
Eurozone meetings. In fact, after the informal meeting of the European Council and the 
meeting of the Heads of State or Government of the Euro Area on 26 October 2011,  Mr 
George Papandreou made a formal declaration. As it was cited before (Question1), the 
decisions of the 26th of October was of major significance for Greece. In addition,  Mr Lucas 
Papademos addressed a formal declaration on the 11th of February 2012 , in view of the 
debate in the Parliament (12 February 2012 ) for the approval of the new economic 
program of Greece, a precondition for the financial support to the country in the following 
years.  

Three sessions of the Plenum were dominated by the decisions of EC and EZ summits, the 
Plenary Session of the 1st April 2011, the Plenary Session of the 16th of December 2011 
and the Plenary Session of the 28th of March 2012. In order to evaluate the political 
salience of these sessions it is worth examining the attendance of parliamentary meetings 
and the personal involvement of the Prime Minister. During the Plenary Session of the 1st 
of April 2011 , there was personal involvement of the Prime Minister George Papandreou 
(as well as of the leaders of the opposition) who took the floor in order to answer to the 
queries and to the interpellations. Thus, the political salience of the debate was high. 
During the Plenary Session of the 16th of December 2011 , there was no personal 
involvement of the Prime Minister but the Vice Prime Minister participated actively. During 
the Plenary Session of the 28th of March the first rank political leadership did not 
participate actively. Maybe this was also affected by the fact that since November 2011, 
there was a coalition government and that the Prime Minister was a technocrat, Lucas 
Papademos and not a politician 

As far as the political salience of the debates in the European Affairs Committee, it could be 
argued that the participation of the leadership of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the 
Committee of European Affairs has been negatively affected by domestic political events. In 
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fact, during the coalition government of Lucas Papademos (11 November 2011 till 17 May 
2012) Ms Mariliza Xenogiannkopoulou continued to act as an alternate Foreign Affairs 
Minister (holding the portfolio of European Affairs) until 14 February 2012, when she 
resigned. As it was argued by the employee in charge of the Directorate of European 
Relations of the Hellenic Parliament (interview 28/52012), the presence of Ms 
Xenogianakopoulou in the post of alternate Minister of Foreign Affairs had a positive effect 
on the participation of MFA leadership in the working sessions of the Committee of 
European Affairs. In should also be mentioned that, despite the fact that in the sessions of 
the subcommittee of European Economic Governance the members of the European 
Parliament are invited and have speaking rights, during the three meetings examined 
(11/4/2011, 25/5/2011 and 27/7/2011), no member of the European Parliament has 
participated despite the fact that they were invited and despite the importance of the 
debate. 

Regarding the relevance of the major topics and the decisions by the European Council for 
electoral campaigns, it was high. The bail out packages decided in the European Council 
and in the Eurozone Summits and the reaction of the Greek people as well as of the 
opposition parties was the main reason for the resignation of the George Papandreou on 
the 9th of November 2011 and of the formation of the coalition government of Lucas 
Papademos. In addition, the negotiation of the new bail out package was also the task of 
the coalition government and the end point of its trajectory. The decisions of EC and EZ 
meetinsg as well as the negotiation position of George Papandreou was the central reason 
for the change of leadership in the socialist party (the governmental party until November 
2011) and even for the loss of the two electoral battles (on 6 May and on 17 June). Finally, 
the future stance of the parties in the EC and EZ meetings dominated the electoral 
campaigns and affected the results of the elections. 

The debated issues 

The main interest of the Greek Parliament’s debates, concerning the issues discussed at the 
European Council meetings, are focused to the financial agendas, due to the unstable 
condition of the Greek economy. The debates are usually taking place in the plenary 
sessions of the Parliament, where bills are voted or in the framework of the Special 
Committees meetings, which examine the pre-legislative regulatory framework of EU 
issues. In that specific case, the European Affairs Committee, as the competent instrument, 
discusses the results of the European Council meetings or organize meetings for the 
discussion of related aspects. The discussions usually take place with the submission of 
petitions, questions or current questions by the MPs. In the plenary session of 16-12-2011 , 
the President of SYRIZA Alexios Tsipras, via the submission of current question, debated 
with the vice President of the Government Eyaggelos Venizelos, about the results of the 
European Council (8-9/12/2011), concerning the ongoing efforts to lift Europe out of the 
crisis . In the same context, the President of LAOS George Karatzaferis, submitted a 
current question for the situation of the Greek Economy, in the plenary session of the 26-
08-2011, giving emphasis to the permanent deflation of the country, in the frame of the 
Eurozone summit decisions one month earlier on 21-07-2011 . Furthermore, the 28-03-
2012 debate of the EAC, with topic ‘’The role of the national parliaments in the E.U. 
economic governance‘’, was at the top of the agenda of the 1-2/3/2012 Eurozone summit, 
where the need for parliamentary support in order to be reformed the legislative framework 
for the successful implementation of the Greek Programme for the reduce of the public debt 
was identified .  

Concerning the plenary sessions of the Parliament, it is worth examining the most 
important one that took place on the 28th of March 2012, related to the recorded vote for 
the ‘’Ratification of the European Council Decision amending Article 136 of the Treaty on 
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the Functioning of the European Union, the Treaty on the ESM and the Treaty for the 
stability, coordination and governance in the Economic and Monetary Union. At the specific 
debate the MPs voted for the amendment of the European Council Decisions of the 1-3 
March 2012, integrated in a draft legislative proposal (bill) of the Ministry of Finance. The 
specific draft (in principle adoption and article 4) was voted by majority voting, bringing, 
out of 253 MPs, 194 voted ‘’Yes’’ and 59 voted "No".  

As far as the Greek Parliamentary Eurosceptism is concerned, we define as sceptical the 
MPs that did not ratify the Lisbon Treaty (11/6/2008) and that in general oppose to the 
transposition of EU legislative decisions or proposals to the domestic level. For the period 
we examine we can characterise as Eurosceptic the MPs of KKE, SYRIZA and LAOS. The 
adaptation process of the bill for the ratification of the European Council decision of the 1-2 
March 2012, faced similarly negative approach by the MPs of the three Eurosceptic parties, 
while some (few) MEPs from the other two parties also voted negatively (New Democracy 
and PASOK). It should be underlined that during this session, the parliamentary 
representative of SYRIZA, Panagiotis Lafazanis questioned the constitutionality of the 
voting process following, arguing that that the specific bill could not be adopted with the 
plain majority (151 MEPs), since it raises an issue of national sovereignty concession. 
Finally, this objection was rejected .  

In the debates in the European Affairs Committee and in the Plenum, in case of important 
reform of the national legislation in the light of a European Directive adaptation or issuing 
of Regulation, special attention has been given to the European Parliament discussions and 
working closures. Specifically, the agenda of the EAC meeting of 10-10-2011 was the 
information for the results of the EAC of the rest EU Parliaments meeting (COSAC, Warsaw 
2-4.10.2011).  

In the framework of the discussions of the plenary session of the Parliament, the MEPs 
usually make references to the legal instruments of the European Parliament, regarding the 
assessment of the legitimacy of the Greek Government’s decisions mainly for the issues 
dealing with the Fiscal compact commitments. A typical case, which was at the limelight of 
that time, concerns the debate of the Parliament plenary session of 20-09-2011 for the 
financial measures that the Government took for the consolidation of the Greek Economy. 
Specifically, the MEP of the party LAOS Konstantinos Aebaliotis , at the plenary session, 
declared that with other six MEPs of his party, he appealed to the Petition Committee of the 
European Parliament questioning the violation of the European legislation. The appeal 
concerned the infringement of the proportionality principle (EU fundamental principle), by 
the imposition of multiple taxes in already taxed goods. 
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Ireland: Gavin Barrett, University College Dublin  
 
The information gap 

In Ireland as in other member states, the existence of an information gap between the 
executive and the legislative branches is clear. The executive branch is represented in the 
European Council, the legislative branch is not, and the extent to which it is possible for the 
Taoiseach to avoid divulging strategic information is considerable. 

The tradition of the government providing information at all before European Councils and 
Euro zone summits is only a very recent parliamentary innovation. Until the election of the 
present (31st) Dáil in 2011, it was not the practice of the Taoiseach to address the Dáil in 
relation to a forthcoming European Council. This changed with the election of the present 
coalition administration, which gave an undertaking in its 2011 programme for government 
that “the Taoiseach would be obliged to brief the Oireachtas prior to attending European 
Council meetings”.  

This commitment has been met by the Taoiseach addressing a statement to the Dáil in 
relation to each forthcoming European Council usually two or three days in advance. (The 
new practice is unsupported by any legal obligation to make such statements, 
notwithstanding the wording of the programme for government.) The actual content of 
such statements is entirely a matter for the Taoiseach. Ex ante statements by the 
Taoiseach, are scripted and generally heard out largely without interruption in the Dáil 
(interruptions being more likely when the Opposition leader speaks afterwards).The norm is 
that the agenda for the forthcoming European Council will be explained by the Taoiseach, a 
broad statement of the government’s position given - without however going into a great 
deal of detail. Although leaders of Opposition parties have the opportunity to follow the 
Taoiseach’s statement with their own - time which they may choose to share with a party 
spokesperson on European affairs - they do not have the opportunity to put questions to 
the Taoiseach concerning the content of his statement.  

After the Opposition party leaders have spoken, concluding words are spoken by the 
Taoiseach, although it is not unknown for the Minister for Foreign Affairs (currently the 
leader of the Labour party, Eamon Gilmore) to perform this task if the Taoiseach cannot do 
so. 

As regards ex post control in relation to European Councils, this tends to be a slightly 
lengthier affair. A statement is made by the Taoiseach. Again, this is scripted. Opposition 
leaders are provided with this script in advance (and have been known to complain when 
the Taoiseach’s actual statement to the Dáil differs significantly from the provided script). 
The Taoiseach’s statement is generally heard out for the most part without interruption in 
the Dáil. (Again, interruptions are more likely when the Opposition leader is speaking.) The 
Taoiseach’s statement tends to consist of a summary of the outcome of the European 
Council, framed, as one would expect to show the government in the best possible light. 
Such statements by the Taoiseach tend to be longer than his ex ante statements made 
prior to European Councils. The Taoiseach’s statement is followed by statements by 
Opposition leaders. If any of these are not present, the relevant party spokesperson for 
European affairs may speak. It is also possible that a party leader and spokesperson on 
European affairs may share time. Independent members of the Dáil, organised in a so-
called technical group, also normally speak and tend to share their speaking time. 
Opposition party statements tend, as one would expect, to be framed so as to deny or 
denigrate any claimed achievements of the government in the European Council under 
discussion.  
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Statements are followed by twenty minutes of questions, which are taken by the Minister of 
State for European Affairs, rather than by the Taoiseach, and which provide a forum for 
lively exchanges. The twenty minutes of questions which follow the statements from the 
various party leaders or spokespersons are open to all 166 members of the Dáil. However, 
questions tend to be posed by only four or five members, who tend to be the relevant 
spokespersons for European affairs. It would be rare for as many as ten members of the 
Dáil to be involved in the entire debate from start to finish, including questions. 

As for parliamentary committees, these do not normally play any role in relation to 
European Councils, this being left to plenary sessions of the Dáil. Since the Joint Oireachtas 
Committee on European Affairs (composed of fourteen members, of whom nine are 
members of the Dáil, and five Seanad members) sets its own agenda, however, it is not 
impossible for this general rule to be departed from. A rare example of this occurring took 
place on 15 December 2011, when a high-ranking official, the Second Secretary General of 
the Department of the Taoiseach was invited to brief the Joint Oireachtas Committee on the 
principal outcome of the Euro Zone summit held at the same time as the European Council 
meeting (which was the agreement on the need for a new fiscal compact and stronger co-
ordination of economic policies) and answered questions posed by members on this topic. A 
written statement was provided to Committee members on this occasion. 

It should be added that the Joint Oireachtas Committee on European Union Affairs is also 
briefed by the Minister of State for European Affairs prior to each General Affairs Council 
meeting. Obviously, the subjects of discussion at such General Affairs Councils may overlap 
to some degree with those of European Councils. Again, a written statement is provided to 
Committee members on such occasions. 

The Joint Oireachtas Committee on European Affairs is allowed to create sub-committees, 
the work of which may deal with matters which have also been dealt with in European 
Councils. The most recent example of the Joint Oireachtas Committee having done so was 
the specially-formed Sub-Committee on the Referendum on the Intergovernmental Treaty 
on Stability, Coordination and Governance in the Economic and Monetary Union which 
invited a number of speakers from civil society to address it on the topic of the Fiscal 
Treaty. Another earlier example was the Joint Oireachtas Sub-Committee on Ireland’s 
Future in the European Union, created after the initial June 2008 referendum defeat of a 
proposed constitutional amendment designed to facilitate ratification of the Treaty of Lisbon 
(subsequently reversed in a further referendum in 2009). 

The political salience  

The ex-ante and ex post Dáil procedures regarding European Councils have become a 
regular feature of Irish political life in the - to-date relatively short - lifetime of the present 
Dáil. The commitment of the Taoiseach to these briefings is notable - he is invariably 
present both for the ex-ante briefings and the ex post briefings. The extent to which they 
assist domestic enforcement of decisions taken at the European Councils is difficult to 
judge, however. There may be some increased understanding of the decisions taken during 
summits as a result of the statements made and questions answered during the 
parliamentary debates. However, tellingly, both ex ante and ex post debates tend to be 
poorly attended by Dáil members and representatives of the press alike. Ex ante 
statements provide some indication of what will be discussed at the European Council and 
what the government’s position will be – but such matters tend to be of relatively little 
political salience or news value until the European Council actually takes place and the 
necessary vagueness with which such matters can be discussed in advance of any meeting 
does not assist matters. Ex post parliamentary control allows the government to explain its 
position in the European Council and the outcome of the European Council generally in 
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detail. However, such ex post control tends to take place a minimum of four or five days 
after the European Council, and occasionally as much as fourteen days afterwards. By this 
time, the outcome of the submit will be widely known already and media attention will 
normally have moved on.  

National parliaments generally suffer from a motivational problem as far as Europe is 
concerned and Ireland is no exception in this regard – indeed, it is probably a particularly 
strong example of this phenomenon, thanks to a combination of Irish political culture (in 
which politicians are prized above all else for the constituency work they do, rather than for 
their engagement in parliamentary activities) and the ruthlessly fair electoral system of 
proportional representation by single transferable vote in multi-seat constituencies, which 
means that elections can turn on very few votes. The result is that any Irish 
parliamentarian prioritises engagement with parliamentary affairs over constituency work 
at considerable peril to his place in parliament. Engagement in European affairs - 
notwithstanding the fact that these are of great consequence - is paradoxically (but from a 
trans-European perspective, not unusually) of very little political value in terms of getting 
any politician re-elected. The results of this are seen in sparsely-attended plenary debates 
on European Councils and Euro zone summits and poorly-attended meetings of the Joint 
Oireachtas Committee on European Union Affairs (in which business is invariably conducted 
by a small but dedicated minority of the membership - although frequently dedicated only 
in a fashion which tends to involve little time commitment beyond that spent in the 
meetings themselves, which however do take place very frequently). 

As regards the questions of whether the Irish parliament has (a) enough prerogatives at its 
disposal and (b) enough parliamentarians willing to make use of them, the answer to both 
of these questions is probably ‘no’. Ireland does not operate any general mandate system 
or a scrutiny reserve either in relation to meetings of the European Council or in relation to 
Euro zone summits (or, for that matter, in relation to meetings of the Council of the 
European Union). Thus parliament lacks means, even if it wished to use them, of 
compelling the Taoiseach to provide any information which he is unwilling to divulge, much 
less adopting any approach in negotiations. A strong tradition of party political discipline, 
added to by a generally consensus-based approach in relation to European Union matters 
would make it unlikely that such a system would be used much even if put in place. 
However, the limited electoral salience of European issues means that little pressure is 
being imposed on the executive by the Oireachtas itself to obtain greater powers or to 
impose a mandate system or scrutiny reserve (even if two Oireachtas sub-committee 
reports have called for a scrutiny reserve system). Any such system would simply mean 
more inconvenience for the executive, in exchange for entirely electorally unrewarded work 
for already extremely busy parliamentarians. As such it is not really actively sought after by 
either executive or legislature. 

For the sake of completeness, it should be noted that there is a limited constitutionally-
imposed form of mandate system under Article 29.4.7 and 29.4.8 ° of the Irish 
Constitution. It applies in relation to the exercise by the state of certain options or 
discretions under the Treaties (all of which relate to enhanced cooperation and justice and 
home affairs, and some of which require a European Council decision). Such exercises of 
options or discretions are made subject to approval by both Houses of the Oireachtas. 
Further, under Article 29.4.9°, the State is not permitted to adopt a decision taken by the 
European Council to establish a common defence pursuant to Article 42 of the Treaty on 
European Union where that common defence would include the State. This means that in 
practice agreement to any such decision would require the approval of both Houses of the 
Oireachtas in addition to a favourable result in a popular referendum. In practice such 
motions are discussed (and always approved) within parliamentary committees and 
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resolutions subsequently put before the plenary sessions of each two houses where they 
are normally passed without a further word of debate occurring. 

Although parliamentary questions could be sought to be used by the Opposition to elicit 
information, including directly from the Taoiseach – and occasionally questions have been 
put in the past regarding European Councils – the limits of such an approach should be 
appreciated: there is as yet no system to compel a satisfactory answer from a member of 
government who is unwilling to provided this (e.g., via the intervention of the Ceann 
Comhairle (the speaker of the Dáil)). 

As regards the question of whether discussions over European Council meetings and Euro 
zone summits have ever provoked the fall of the government, it should be noted the 
dissolution of the (last) (30th) Dáil on 1 February 2011 was closely linked with the 
precipitous fall in popularity of the Brian Cowen-led Fianna Fáil-Green Party administration, 
in the wake of a banking crisis and the bursting of a property bubble, compelling Ireland to 
request formally financial support in November 2010 from the EFSF, the EFSM and the IMF 
in addition to a series of bilateral loans. While no individual decision by a European Council 
can be pointed to as a causal factor here, the bailout tended to be associated in the public 
mind broadly with the EU generally, and with various European Council meetings. The 
timing of the bailout was largely dictated by the refusal of the European Central Bank to 
continue extending loans to financially troubled Irish banks without a bailout. 

The present government in contrast has successfully portrayed itself as having achieved 
success at European Councils: (a) securing a reduction in the interest rate on loans made 
to it by the EFSF and the EFSM , at a time when a similar reduction was provided for 
Greece (European Council of 11 March 2011 and associated Euro zone summit) and (b) in 
having secured an economically vital undertaking by the Eurogroup to examine the 
situation of the Irish financial sector with the view of further improving the sustainability of 
the adjustment programme, and to treat similar cases equally at a time when 
recapitalisation of Spanish banks was being assisted. (European Council of 28-29 June 
2012 and the associated Euro zone summit). Although such matters are difficult to predict, 
success in this regard at a Eurozone summit seems likely to yield some benefits in future 
electoral campaigns 

Overall the present coalition seems to be cooperating reasonably well in European matters 
(as in others). The high salience of European affairs has reportedly given rise to some 
competition between the two governing coalition parties for roles in Dáil plenary sessions 
regarding European affairs. Nonetheless, insofar as briefings on European Council meetings 
are concerned, the major assigned roles rest with the dominant Fine Gael party. The ex 
ante and ex post briefings are always given by the Taoiseach himself (Fine Gael leader 
Enda Kenny). Questions are answered at the ex post briefing by the (Fine Gael) Minister of 
State for European Affairs, although it is not unknown for the Minister for Foreign Affairs 
(Eamon Gilmore, the leader of the Labour Party) to provide the finishing statement for the 
Taoiseach in the ex-ante European Council briefing session if the Taoiseach cannot be in 
the chamber at that point. European affairs have considerable potential to inflict harm. 
Political damage of uncertain duration was sustained by both parties at an early stage of 
the present parliament, when pre-election promises by Fine Gael to deny further funding to 
insolvent banks, and pre-election promises by Labour to diverge from 'Frankfurt's way' in 
rescuing banks had to be reneged upon in order to maintain access to bailout funding. The 
previous government sustained considerable damage in losing the (first) June 2008 Lisbon 
Treaty referendum, and the present government put considerable effort into ensuring they 
did not find themselves in a similar losing position in relation to the Fiscal Treaty 
referendum in May 2012. 
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The debated issues 

Economic issues, and the implications for the Irish economy of European Council meetings 
and of Euro zone summits have regularly formed the focus of interest in debates prior to 
and after European Council meetings, something which is scarcely surprising given the 
financial difficulties the country finds itself in. The Fiscal Treaty (again, unsurprisingly, 
particularly given its constitutional impact) also attracted much attention in these debates. 
Although the Taoiseach's statement to the Dáil will cover the various aspects of a European 
Council, the focus of Opposition statements (and questions, subsequent to ex post 
briefings) tends to be on economic issues and on finding a solution to Ireland's economic 
difficulties. In other words, rather unsurprisingly, European Council prospects and 
outcomes are viewed through the prism of national economic interests in Dáil debates.  

The members of parliament ("Teachtaí Dála" or TDs) who speak in these rather-sparsely 
attended debates tend to be the same on each occasion: the Taoiseach, the Minister of 
State for European Affairs (in the ex post briefing), the Minister for Foreign Affairs 
(occasionally, in the ex ante briefing), Opposition party leaders, Opposition spokespersons 
on European affairs and up to five independent (and generally Eurosceptical) TDs who are 
members of the so-called Technical Group. In other words, these debates, although held in 
a plenary session of the House, consistently mobilise only TDs who are more or less 
specialists in European affairs. It is nonetheless true to say that the speeches that are 
made tend to look at general issues related to European Union or Euro zone membership 
and in this way are more 'global' than would be the case, for example, in sectoral Joint 
Oireachtas Committee meetings. However, their brevity precludes their being used for the 
articulation of lengthy nuanced positions by parties on European matters.60  

Briefings do provide some scope for the mobilisation of Eurosceptic members of the Dáil. Of 
the relatively few Dáil members who participate in either the ex ante or ex post debates, 
the number always includes Sinn Féin's leader (and sometimes its European affairs 
spokesperson), whose party tends to be hostile towards European integration, and some 
independent members of the Dáil, members of the Technical Group, who tend to share 
their time, and ask several questions at the ex post briefing. Such independent members, 
which include several on the extreme left of the political spectrum, tend on the whole to be 
strongly Eurosceptical.  

The European Parliament does not tend to get much mention in debates concerning the 
European Council. (As regards participation in the Oireachtas by members of the European 
Parliament, MEPs from the island of Ireland are entitled to sit in the Joint Oireachtas 
Committee on European Affairs and to ask questions (although not to vote), but in practice, 
do so only on the rarest occasions. The hearings held by the Joint Oireachtas Sub-
Committee on the Referendum on the Intergovernmental Treaty on Stability, Coordination 
and Governance in the Economic and Monetary Union heard from many Irish MEPs in 
relation to the Fiscal Treaty, although they were heard as witnesses rather than as 
members of the Sub-Committee itself. In the plenary session of the Dáil, European 
parliament members have been invited to participate in a plenary debate held in the Dáil on 
European matters during Europe Week, and to answer questions by Dáil members.) 
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Italy: Michele Comelli, Istituto Affari Internazionali61 
 
The information gap 

Generally speaking, there is some information gap taking place, especially on the occasion 
of the parliamentary debates that take place before the European Council. The reports by 
the Prime Minister and their staff are usually broad and general, therefore more political 
than technical. For example, the speech given by the Prime Minister Mario Monti on June 
26th in front of the lower house (Camera dei Deputati)62  before the 28-29 June European 
Council contained the overall position of the Italian government, that is to balance fiscal 
discipline with growth and employment-oriented policies. Also, Mario Monti put forward the 
proposal that he would present at the European Council two days later, that is to use the 
European Financial Stability Facility (EFSF) and the European Stability Mechanism (ESM) to 
help reduce the spread between the bonds of countries like Germany and those of country 
like Italy, that have a huge debts but are seriously committing to put public accounts in 
order. The Prime Minister’s speech remained very broad and the possible strategy for 
getting this proposal pass were not hinted.  

However, generally speaking the information gap is slowly being filled63: indeed, the 
government has become relatively more willing that in the past to provide information to 
the Parliament both before and after European Council. In parallel, the Parliament has 
become more aware of its control powers and eager to use it. As an example, the 
Parliament is making an increasing use of motions and resolutions before the summit 
meetings. The more important the summit is considered to be, the more active the 
Parliament is in using these instruments. In the plenary debate that took place in the lower 
house of the Parliament on June 27th, at the eve of an important European Council, four 
motions and one resolutions were approved, whereas two more were not finally carried64. 
Another factor that is contributing to partially fill this gap is the increasing political saliency 
of EU and Euro-related issues for domestic politics (see answer to question n. 2 here 
below).  

As for the post-hoc reports from the European Council, they are also generally broad and 
more political rather than technical. Obviously, since they take place after the European 
Council and Euro Zone meetings, more details may be given by the representative of the 
government.  

Discrepancies between what leaders say in Brussels and what they report back home still 
exist, but they are less and less frequent. There are various for this change. First, 
parliaments are generally more informed than in the past and the international press has 
become very interested in how leaders report the summit’s outcome back home. Press has 
therefore become a further element of constraint for the executives.  

As for the expertise of the members of the European Affairs Committees in the Parliament, 
a distinction needs to be made between the lower house (Camera dei Deputati) and the 
upper house (Senato della Repubblica). In the former, the XIV Committee on EU Policies 
counts, on average, forty members, who cannot be full members of any another standing 
committee at the same time. On the contrary, the Senate’s XIV Committee on EU Policies 
has, on average, thirty members that can at the same time be members of other standing 
committees. This has led to different outcomes. The Senate’s EU Policies committee 
combine an “horizontal” knowledge of EU affairs with a “vertical” sector-specific 
expertise65 . The negative aspect is that double membership may result in a practical 
impossibility to attend both meetings and has therefore a negative impact on attendance66. 
On the contrary, members of the EU Policies’ Committee in the lower house may 
concentrate their expertise on EU political affairs. 
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The political salience 

Since two years, and particularly over the past year, the political saliency of the control of 
European Council and Euro Zone summits has greatly increased because the economic and 
political situation of Italy and that of the Eurozone has become more and more intertwined. 
For this reason, with the current government a practice has been established, by which 
parliamentary meetings before or after European Council are attended by the Minister for 
European Affairs, a figure whose role has been upgraded in comparison with the past. In 
cases where the European Council and Euro Zone Summits are deemed to be particularly 
important, the Prime Minister himself intervenes. This has happened frequently as of late. 
For example, Prime Minister Monti has spoken in the Parliament both before and after the 
European Council meeting of June 28-29.  

In the past, a debate on the issues discussed/to be discussed at the European Council 
would not possible cause any problems to the government. However, the situation is 
changed because EU and euro-related issues have acquired much more importance and 
have also become more divisive, particularly because they are more and more in linked 
with domestic issues like taxation, growth, etc. In addition, it must be taken into account 
the fact that the Berlusconi III government (2008-2011) fell on EU issues, because it could 
not respond adequately to the requests coming from the EU and particularly from France 
and Germany and from the financial markets. The increasingly visible isolation that 
Berlusconi faced at the European Council meetings was an important factor for domestic 
politics. In addition, it is important to mention that the current Monti government, 
supported by the three main political parties of Italy, covering most of the political 
spectrum from centre-right to centre-left, faces a strong parliamentary opposition on EU 
and Euro-related issues, in particular from the Northern League members of parliament. 
Until November 2011 this party was part of the government coalition and therefore had to 
adopt a pragmatic position towards the EU. Often, the party combined a position that on 
the one hand vocally criticised the EU and its decisions, on the other his members in the 
cabinet and in the Parliament often ended up supporting these decisions. A case in point is 
represented by the debate on the Treaty of Lisbon. While the declarations of some Northern 
League members were strongly against it, all their MEPs finally cast a positive vote. 
However, with this party now in the opposition, parliamentary debate on European Council 
and more in general on EU-related issues will become more vocal. Linked to this, the next 
electoral campaign for the general elections, due to take place in Spring 2013, will see a 
dramatic increase in the saliency and relevance of EU and Euro issues. In particular, the 
next parliament is likely to be more Euro-sceptical than all the previous ones. The 
permanence of Italy inside the Euro will be one of the main issues that will be discussed 
during the next electoral campaign. The Euro-sceptical front may therefore become bigger 
and more important at political level. 
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The debated issues 

The topics that are chosen in the debate are not only those of European integration and of 
Italy’s participation in it, but more and more the future of the euro and its economic and 
social impact on citizens.  

The analysis of the parliamentary debates on the European Council, the Euro zone summit 
as well as the parliamentary ratification of the Fiscal Compact and of the European Stability 
Mechanism (ESM) both show that the attitude of Italian MEPs towards European integration 
is more and more critical. A comparison between the ratification of the Lisbon Treaty in July 
2008 and that of the Fiscal Compact and ESM four years later (July 19th, 2012) is revealing: 
ratified while the Lisbon Treaty was the Fiscal Compact was ratified by an unanimity vote, 
the Fiscal Compact was ratified with 368 votes in favour and 65 against in the lower 
house67. In addition, as many as 65 MEPs abstained from the vote, thereby expressing 
their dissatisfaction with the new Treaty. Most of them belong to the Freedom of People’s 
party that was the senior member of the government coalition under Berlusconi, even 
though the official position of the party was in favour of the ratification. When it comes to 
the ratification of the ESM, the votes in favour at the lower house were 325, those against 
53, while 36 decided to abstain68 . Some of the MEPs that abstained may be included 
among the “Euro-sceptic”, but they are unlikely to be very vocal, because the official line of 
the PdL party is pro-Europe. On the contrary, the MEPs of the Northern League have 
become more and more vocal against the EU and its measures to face the euro zone’s crisis 
since they are no longer in power. It is interesting to note that the ratification of these new 
treaties and the relative debates was basically ignored by the media that on the contrary 
are covering more the parliamentary debates on the European Council. 

Concerning the references to the European Parliament (EP) in parliamentary debates, it is 
interested to note that in his report to the Parliament on the latest European Council on 
Jule5th, the Prime Minister himself mentioned the EP69. He said he was glad that the day 
before it approved a resolution in which it was satisfied with one of the key decisions taken 
by the 28-29th June European Council According to this decision, both the EFSF and ESM 
could be used to help the euro zone member states that had seriously taken commitments 
to put their public accounts in order but that were suffering from the spread between their 
bonds and those of other countries like Germany.  

In addition, on January 24th, 2012, during a joint session of the lower and upper house’s 
committees for EU policies and for foreign affairs, a videoconference hearing took place 
with the three Members of the European Parliament (MEPS) represented in the working 
group on the Fiscal Compact, Elmar Brok, Roberto Gualtieri and Guy Verhofstadt. During 
the joint session, the MEPs stated again the principles contained in the resolution approved 
by the European Parliament on the new treaty. A debate followed their interventions, in 
which both European and Italians MEPs converged on two issues: the need to work towards 
bringing the Fiscal Compact within the EU legal order and to launch measures able to 
trigger economic growth. The hearing of the Brok, Gualtieri and Verhofstadt constitutes an 
unicum within the national parliaments of the EU member states. 
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Netherlands: Iona Ebben / Adriaan Schout / Jan Marinus 
Wiersma, Institute for International Relations Clingendael  
 
Until a few years ago European Affairs had been a relatively underexposed issue in the 
Dutch political debate but its political salience has augmented recently. Since the banking 
crisis in 2008 and the creation of EU emergency funds for Greece, Ireland and Portugal, 
financial issues have received more attention in the media, and they have been debated 
more thoroughly in the political arena. The democratic control of the European Council and 
Euro zone summits has been of even greater significance because the political stakes in the 
Netherlands rose. Both politicians and the public realised that huge sums of money were 
involved, and a more fundamental debate about the EU was therefore tied into the issue. 
Topics such as the transfer of competences and, therefore, sovereignty were linked to the 
debate about the euro-crisis, which further politicised the debate. The issue of political 
scrutiny also proved important because since October 2010 the Netherlands has had a 
minority government. Usually the government is formed by a coalition of parties that 
represent a majority in the Second Chamber of the national parliament. This government 
had to rely more heavily on the Chamber and be more open with regard to its position on 
negotiations in the European summits. 

The increase of political salience resulted in more elaborate and stronger-worded 
parliamentary debates before European Council and Euro zone summits took place, and a 
more anticipatory position of the Cabinet towards the Chamber. The preparation of 
European Council and Euro zone summits became a major political event and parliamentary 
debates became more intense and more technical (sophisticated?). Despite some 
resolutions containing strong language, the Chamber generally approved the government’s 
position in the negotiations. There have been no real risks of political escalation after 
European Council and Euro zone summits, because the Chamber had agreed on the 
mandate in advance. The mandates presented by the Cabinet were anticipatory towards 
the positions of the different parties in the Chamber, and also took into account certain 
Euro-sceptic feelings in the Chamber. For example, it was known that the emergency funds 
for Greece, Ireland and Portugal were not generally popular, so the Cabinet proposed to tie 
them with strong conditionality and involvement of the IMF and the private sector. The 
government recently fell over a European issue, but not one that was linked to decisions 
taken in the European Council. However, European issues will figure prominently in the 
elections coming September. 

Stronger debates in the preparatory phase 
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out the summer of 2011. 

As a means of policy the Chamber has worked hard to improve its involvement in European 
Affairs, and over the last 10 years substantial improvements have been made70. 
Particularly in relation to European Council and Euro zone summits, the standing committee 
on European Affairs decided to change the system of General Discussions (Algemeen 
Overleg) and plenary debates scheduled around European Council summits. Plenary 
sessions used to be held after a European Council summit, but Members of the Chamber 
realised (having been pushed on this topic by their permanent EU-staff) that they can 
assert more influence before the summits take place. Since end 2010 plenary debates were 
therefore scheduled before European Council summits, and this practice underlined the 
importance of such summits71 . Certain issues of high political importance were also 
debated in the plenary, for example the plans concerning the emergency-fund for the euro-
crisis were on the agenda of the plenary through

This tendency to place more importance on the preparatory phase was strengthened by the 
fact that the Netherlands had a minority-government as of October 2010. By nature, 
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minority-governments have a weaker position vis-à-vis the national parliament and they 
have to do more to secure majorities in the house. In the Netherlands the minority 
construction had a peculiar makeup, because the government, existing of the liberal VVD 
and the Christian-Democrat CDA, relied on the ‘freedom-party’ PVV in order to pass 
legislation. On certain issues however, which included the European Union, this party had 
clearly outlined it would not support the Cabinet. In such cases the Cabinet had to find 
other majorities in the Chamber, and with regard to European Affairs it often relied on the 
Labour-party (PvdA). It was essential for the Cabinet to ascertain that there was a majority 
in the Chamber supporting the mandate with which it entered the negotiations on the 
European level, because otherwise it would have been unable to take any decisions or 
agree on negotiated points. Because this majority had to be found before entering 
negotiations, the emphasis of parliamentary debates naturally shifted towards the 
preparatory phase. 

Political parties in the Chamber deepened their involvement by developing experts on the 
topics (especially finance), and during the plenary debates on the European Council and 
Euro zone summits political parties divide their speaking time between two spokespersons; 
the ‘regular’ European Affairs spokesperson and the Financial Affairs spokesperson. It is 
clear that the political groups want their experts to address the Cabinet, and the trend 
became visible that the European Affairs spokespersons address the more strategic issues 
such as the transfer of sovereignty, whereas the Financial Affairs spokespersons address 
specific issues such as the amount of capital that should be directly deposited into the 
emergency-fund. The personal involvement of the Prime-Minister and other Cabinet-
members was also very high. In the period from March 2011 until March 2012 Prime-
Minister Mark Rutte was present in all debates preparing the European Council and Euro 
zone summits, and so was the Minister of Finance, Jan Kees de Jager.  

Rutte and de Jager were furthermore present in a series of debates concerning the euro-
crisis, and they also commented widely on the developments in the press, which sometimes 
led to strong reactions in the Chamber. A clear example of this was the press-statement of 
the Prime-Minister after the July 21st Euro Area summit in 2011, which had concluded the 
private sector involvement-deal (PSI). Prime-Minister Rutte gave an overview of the sums 
involved, but these appeared to be different from the sums other EU-leaders referred to. 
Because the Chamber was officially in recess they initially started a procedure of Written 
Discussions (Schriftelijk Overleg) but this eventually led to a plenary debate for which the 
Members returned to the Chamber to have the Prime-Minister explain how he could have 
gone wrong with the calculations. 

The number of resolutions adopted before a European Council or Euro zone summit rose in 
the last two years. With its resolutions the Chamber tried to influence the position of the 
Cabinet and to remain involved in matters that could not be fully overseen. When 
discussing the emergency fund in February 2011 the Chamber placed a clear reservation 
upon the approval, demanding further information before further approval can be given. In 
a resolution proposed by Member Slob the Chamber requested “the government to agree 
with a reservation with regard to the package that is before us now, until it [the Cabinet] 
has made explicitly clear what agreements have been made concerning the temporary 
emergency fund and the parliament has approved that”72. The Chamber thus demanded 
that the Cabinet would come back to it, thereby ensuring its own involvement. In October 
2011, when preparing the informal Euro Area meeting the Members clearly voiced their 
concern that the Cabinet was negotiating without a mandate, and warned the Prime-
Minister that the Cabinet needs the Chamber’s support: “If this minority-Cabinet comes 
back to the Chamber with a total package of which the majority states it does not want the 
package in this way, the Cabinet will stand with its back against the wall.”73 This stronger 
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role of the Chamber in the preparatory phase posed some constraints on the Cabinet, 
which had to adapt to this new way of working.  

Coalition management: a more anticipatory Cabinet 

Amongst the political parties that were not in the coalition there were signs that they were 
aware of their position vis-à-vis the Cabinet. Members of the Chamber openly challenged 
each other to state their position and the consequences they will attach if the Cabinet fails 
to fulfil the demands. Especially the PVV (which more or less maintained the Cabinet in 
power but is strongly Euro-sceptic) was challenged by the other Members and so was the 
PvdA because it usually supported the Cabinet on European Affairs. These two parties also 
accused each other of being a hypocritical ‘support-party’, but both parties had an interest 
in such behaviour. The PVV did not want to let the Cabinet fall over European issues 
because it wanted to keep influence for its own national agenda. As soon as the minority-
Cabinet was formed the PvdA had pointed out that it disapproved the construction, but that 
it would not implement fierce opposition on European issues. It deemed it was a topic too 
important to its own political agenda, and the PvdA also did not want to start a game of 
‘EU-bashing’ and threatening to block emergency measures, since it was not prepared to 
use Europe for tactical, internal political gain.  

The Cabinet itself realised it was dependant on the Chamber. Responding to a Member of 
the PvdA, the Prime-Minister admitted that the Cabinet needs to find a majority in the 
Chamber when it concerns European Affairs: 
“In that case this is simply a minority-cabinet, which means that in our job we have to pre-
emptively give extra consideration – the open hand – to the attitudes that are pre-eminent 
in the Chamber, not just those from the CDA and the VVD, but especially those from the 
other parties. Subsequently we have to try to come to a majority together.” 74   

Coalition management thus had to take place at an entirely different level - namely a 
‘coalition of the willing’ that supported the Cabinet’s position had to be found before every 
summit. In its positions the Cabinet already took into account certain demands it could 
expect from the Chamber. Discussing the increase of emergency funds to Greece in August 
2011, Minister de Jager responded to worries expressed in the Chamber that the IMF will 
not be involved that it was a “precondition for the Netherlands that the IFM participates”75. 
In another debate that same month Minister de Jager responded to demands from the 
Chamber concerning the involvement of the private sector in the bail-out. He stated that 
the Netherlands “has consistently made clear that a substantial involvement of the private 
sector is a pre-condition for the Netherlands with regard to an additional program for 
Greece.”76 By adding these positions as pre-conditions to the mandates it presented to the 
Chamber, the Cabinet anticipated on possible resistance from the Chamber.  

The Cabinet was careful to receive a mandate before going to Brussels, but it also had to 
deal with resolutions from the Chamber that influenced its position and room for 
negotiation. For example, on March 17 2011 the Chamber adopted a resolution initiated by 
Member Slob that requested the Cabinet to “firmly distance itself from any movement 
towards a more political union”77 . In subsequent debates the Cabinet had to come back to 
this resolution, and it had to reassure the Chamber that the resolution was not 
transgressed by the measures decided upon in Brussels. The Cabinet did so in a way that 
preserved the spirit of the resolution, but not the literal meaning, because otherwise it 
could not have progressed on issues such as the fiscal pact. In explaining how the 
resolution had been respected, the Cabinet stated that Member States would assess each 
other, but not prescribe measures to one another. In this way the Cabinet was able to 
create room for manoeuvre without having to admit that it would breach the resolution. 
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Another way of creating more room of manoeuvre for itself was by asking the Chamber to 
approve the total package of measures instead of each measure on its own. In the 
annotated agenda dated 21 March 2011 the Cabinet requested approval for its position 
concerning the total package of measures, including the ‘six-pack legislation’, the fiscal 
pact and the Treaty change concerning the European Stability Mechanism: “The Cabinet 
asks the Chamber for agreement on the total package” 78. In this way it asked for a broad 
mandate, so that it had enough space to negotiate on the specific conditions of each 
measure by itself when meeting with the other 26 Member States. The cooperation 
between the Cabinet and the Chamber worked in such a way that the Chamber also 
specifically approved the broad mandate of the annotated agenda with resolutions, for 
example: “the government receives the mandate to make agreements during the European 
summit on the total package of measures in accordance with the annotated agenda of the 
European Council of 24 and 25 March” 79. This combination of acting in an anticipatory way 
and increasing its room of manoeuvre whilst remaining careful to ask for mandates, 
facilitated the relations between the Chamber and the Cabinet as well as the enforcement 
of decisions taken in the European Council and Euro zone summits. 

Relation between the parliamentary debates and the enforcement of the decisions 
taken in the European Council and Euro zone summits 

On several occasions during the parliamentary debates the Cabinet made clear that 
ultimately they were discussing the position with which the Netherlands would enter 
negotiations, and that the Chamber should understand it did not control all the forces at 
play. The Chamber accepted this and gave the Cabinet some space for negotiations, for 
example when dealing with the Greek debt-crisis. Members of the Chamber asked for a 
clear position of the Cabinet, but they also acknowledged that “we cannot fill in all the 
details here. That would not be possible, because otherwise he [the Prime-Minister] cannot 
try to achieve conclusions with his colleagues in Brussels in a proper manner”80 . This 
willingness also was apparent when it came to the enforcement of the decisions taken in 
Brussels. Members of the Chamber seemed willing to accept that the Cabinet had to 
negotiate, and that they had to accept outcomes that were not completely what they had 
hoped for. An example of such an outcome was the ‘deal of Deauville’ where France and 
Germany had made agreements that the Netherlands did not favour. Although the 
Chamber questioned the power of the big Member States, it accepted the outcome, but it 
continued to urge the Cabinet to find a way to assert its position on sanctions against 
member states that do not respect the financial rules in other ways, for example by 
supporting the European Parliament that was also battling on this issue. 

The Chamber was relatively flexible with regard to the mandate because there was a 
shared feeling amongst both government and opposition parties that the EU’s support to 
Member States like Greece was an inevitable necessity. Overall the debates did not focus 
on whether there should be an emergency fund, but on what terms such emergency aid 
should be given to Member States in distress. Members of the Chamber were also aware of 
the pressure of the financial markets, as rating agencies lowered the ratings of European 
countries and stock markets went down after almost every summit. This may be an 
explanation why the Chamber never confronted the Cabinet with demands for a veto, 
because Members were aware that they had to defend the euro. The Chamber agreed to 
broad mandates, but in exchange made the broad request not to transfer competences to 
the EU. 

On two occasions plenary debates also took place after a summit, namely after the summit 
on 21 July 2011 and after the summits of 23 and 26 of October 2011. In these case the 
debates functioned as a tool to further question the decisions taken in the summit and the 
subsequent statements the Prime-Minister had made (see above for example with regard to 
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the debate after the 21 July summit). Even such criticism did not create unwillingness to 
enforce the decisions, but the Chamber did clearly want an apology and an explanation how 
the Prime-Minister had come to his calculations. All in all it can be concluded that the 
parliamentary debates provided a forum where the Chamber gave its opinion on the 
positions of the Cabinet, and where the Cabinet had room to explain the outcome of 
negotiations, thus facilitating the enforcement of decisions taken in the European Council 
and Euro zone summits 

Conclusion 

The political salience of the control of the European Council and Euro zone summits in the 
Netherlands has increased. It increased because politicians, the media and the public 
realised huge sums of money were involved, and a more fundamental debate about the EU 
was tied into this. The debates between the Chamber and the Cabinet concerning European 
Council or Euro zone summits have become more important in the preparatory phase. The 
Cabinet had to assure itself that a majority in the Chamber was in favour of the position it 
intended to defend in European Council negotiations, and was anticipatory with regard to 
possible parliamentary demands when asking the Chamber’s mandate. It can be concluded 
that both the Cabinet and the Chamber showed understanding for each other’s position. 
When the Cabinet gave a divergent view than the other EU-leaders the Chamber demanded 
explanations, but it remained willing to enforce the outcome of the summit in question. 
Parliamentary debates thus provided a space for the Cabinet and the Chamber to come to 
terms, and they fulfilled the function of ‘control’ in the sense that all views are heard in 
public.  

The relative flexibility of the majority of the Chamber and the fact that it never confronted 
the government with demands for veto’s, can be explained by the circumstances (the 
pressure of the financial markets), the shared wish to defend the Euro zone and the 
awareness that in Brussels political compromises are unavoidable, which limits the scope of 
action of any government – and therefore any parliament. Though much more attention 
was devoted to summits than in the past, all the above mentioned limited the role of the 
parliament in terms of direct democratic scrutiny and supervision. The government was not 
under a real threat since the opposition party on which it partly relied, did not want to use 
Europe as a pretext to bring the government down. As regards the sovereignty issue that 
was part of many debates, the debate is still raging with the caretaker Prime-Minister 
repeating that no sovereignty was transferred because of the intergovernmental character 
of most measures, and others – in an approving manner or not - maintaining that national 
competences were indeed given up. The majority of the parliament agreed on the 
incremental steps taken by the European Council, but showed no unity (or avoided them) 
on the more basic questions of European integration which came to the surface as a 
consequence of the euro-crisis.  

The strong involvement of the Chamber in the preparatory phase will probably outlast the 
minority-Cabinet that has recently fallen, because the Members now realise how much they 
can influence the outcomes if they are involved beforehand. The Cabinet has fallen over a 
European issue because the PVV was not willing to agree to more austerity measures in 
order to stay under the 3% budget deficit. Geert Wilders stated he did not want ‘Brussels’ 
to dictate the Netherlands, and he has announced the EU will be an important topic for his 
party during the elections. It will be interesting to follow how the different parties will 
present their views concerning the EU and the position of the Netherlands within it. So far 
the majority of the parties have indicated they consider themselves pro-European, but they 
have not given a vision of where they want the EU to go or what consequences they are 
willing to accept. The elections will prove important for the future Dutch position and policy 
towards the EU so hopefully the parties will take a clearer position. 
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Poland: Maria Karasinska-Fendler / Anna Jedrzejewska, 
European Institute in Lodz  
The information gap 

The research done by the team of the European Institute in Lodz, Poland, in this respect 
confirms the existence of an “information gap” regarding the European Council and Euro 
zone summits, to the detriment of the national Parliament. In fact, the Prime Minister – 
acting upon the existing legal basis - can and often hides some key elements of Poland’s 
position regarding meetings of the European Council and the Euro zone summits. The track 
record of plenary parliamentary debates and sittings of the EU Affairs Committee shows, 
that the parliament was reluctant to tie hands of the government in EU negotiations. 
Despite the Polish parliament’s legal potential for influence, there are limitations to what 
the parliament can achieve in terms of control, given the will to grant the executive power 
sufficient discretion.  

Methodology of our research embraced: 
- 9 interviews with individual Members of the Polish Sejm (3 written answers to the 

questionnaire and 6 oral interviews, representing all major political groups of the Sejm 
– Lower House of the Polish Parliament), representing 5 major political parties and 
groups (proportionally to the number of seats held in this chamber: PO (Civic Platform – 
209 seats equal to 41.5%) – 4 interviews, PiS (Law and Justice – 166 seats - 32,1%) – 
2 interviews (1 deputy refused answering to the NPEC), Ruch Palikota (Palikot’s 
Movement - 40 seats - 10.0%) – 1 interview, PSL (Polish People’s Party - 28 seats - 
8,4%) - 1 interview and SLD (Left Democratic Alliance – 27 seats - 8,2%) - interview; 

- 3 individual interviews with experts in constitutional law and European law; 
- bibliographic search, embracing: the existing and relevant published books and papers; 

transcripts of the Assembly sittings and SUE sittings; public interviews of the 
Government representatives; press conferences documents published at official 
websites; and the live on-line materials, referring to the researched issues, and the 
Lodz Team’s debates on particular issues, covered with this study.  

We found out that: 

At the theoretical political science ground, despite the fact that the Parliamentary European 
Affairs Committee (EUAC, SUE – in Polish) is considered the one of the strongest and the 
“most attractive” committee for Members of the Polish Parliament, its legal and political 
powers are quite limited. At the same time the discretion of the executive power (Polish 
Government) is relatively extensive. The EUAC cannot impose binding mandates on the 
executive – the single legal framework of formal acceptance is the “acknowledgment of 
receipt” of information provided by the Government. The Government is not obliged to 
present its ex-ante position for European Council’s meetings. The reasons are to be 
explained ex-post (again - under form of information) – what means that the Member of 
the Council of Ministers or a representative of the Council of Ministers is required to explain 
reasons for such a situation after the European Council meeting. The plenary Sejm hearings 
with the Polish government can be – at the best – regarded as consultations, and the 
Government position can be endangered with the vote of no-confidence only in case of the 
majority of opposition’s vote. The current situation of the Polish government coalition of 
composed of the Civic Platform (PO) with the Polish People’s Party (PSL), brought together 
with some not affiliated MPs, comes to 50% and beyond) and – in the period covered with 
this research – did not allow for any serious danger for the Government’s survival. 
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In the period covered with this study (March 2011 to March 2012), there were two 
dominant events, which have been influencing the communication between the Polish 
executive and the legislative centres of power: the six-months-long Polish presidency (July 
to December of 2011) and the national elections to the parliament (October, 8th, which 
resulted in a month- long break in parliamentary works). The 6th and 7th terms of the Polish 
parliament comprised in total 83 sittings of SUE (45 in the 6th term – since March, 1 till the 
14th of October 2011 and 38 in the 7th term – within a time frame between the 19th of 
November 2011 and the end of March 2012). Only two out of the total of those 83 sittings 
were explicitly linked to the European Council’s meetings (see: the NPEC questionnaire). 11 
sittings were devoted to Polish Presidency matters, and they cannot be qualified as the 
ones directly linked to a particular European Council meetings. Within the same time frame, 
3 plenary sessions of the 6th term and 4 of the 7th term embraced Government’s 
information on EU matters (including debate on the Polish presidency priorities and the 
debate on the conclusions of the presidency, but without a direct reference to a particular 
European Council meeting81. 

No evident cases of visible discrepancies between the speeches made in Brussels (or Berlin 
– in Min. Radoslaw Sikorski case) and in front of the Polish parliament were found.82 As the 
majority of press information and official Government Information given to the Parliament 
belongs to the category of ex-post documents, they are usually based on the official 
European Councils’ statements.  

The Parliamentary European Affairs Committee adopted a special organisational solution, 
seen the great number of legislative acts, according to which it appoints two rapporteurs 
(one from the coalition and one representing opposition parties) for separate legislative 
acts projects. In the case of their agreement the issue is qualified as “a List A”, which is 
passed by the committee’s decision without vote.83 

The political salience  

Our research results confirmed the evidence reported by Raunio and Wiberg whose survey 
formulated conclusion that ”the parliament’s influence on EU policies is rather limited and 
almost entirely post-factum in character”.84 However, the issue is perceived in different 
ways by representatives of Polish parliament coming from various political groups. Civic 
Platform deputies, in our interviews, underlined the positive aspects of this situation. One 
of our interviewees stated precisely that: “the current state of the parliamentary control 
over the executive bodies in EU affairs area is appropriate enough to guarantee the 
government discretion, necessary for successful negotiations, and strong enough to allow 
Members of Polish Parliament to have influence on the whole legislative process”85. 
Members of the strongest opposition party (Law and Justice) see the parliamentary scrutiny 
as “dominated by unjustified discretion of the government, who can easily avoid debate 
before real political decision is taken”86 .  
In order to bring the evidence of deputies’ involvement in EU matters we went through the 
archives of the Sejm and looked for the EU affairs related deputies’ questions. Within the 
researched period (6th and 7th term of the Polish parliament) the total number of deputies’ 
questions amounted to 10 632, out of which 537 were related to the European matters. But 
only 3 of them concerned the European Council as such. The rest of questions were linked 
to the use of European funds. This shows the low level of deputies’ interest in European 
Councils decisions. 
The attendance to the Plenary sessions of the Polish parliament dealing with EU matters 
was difficult to be precisely analysed as there were no formal votes afterwards, which 
constitute the formal number of attendees. The single exception was the December 2011 
vote of non-confidence against Minister of Foreign Affairs, where 92% of deputies took part 
in.  
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As it concerns the European issues presence in the last electoral campaign (October 8, 
2011), modernisation of our country with the use of European funds and importance of 
Poland as the presidency holder were the most visible elements in Civic Platform campaign, 
while the danger of possible loss of independence through deepening of European 
integration became the key EU- related issue of Law and Justice campaign. None of political 
parties referred directly to concrete decisions of European Council87 . 

The debated issues 

The Polish presidency and national elections to the Parliament dominated the European 
debate in Poland till the end of 2011. The Government action towards the deep - and 
affecting several generations of Poles - reform of the Polish pensions system became the 
key issue in the first months of the year 2012. In the researched period, the important and 
visible issue of parliamentary debates and of media in the area of EU matters were 
questions of the crisis, Euro zone and fiscal pact.  

We found that parliamentary debate covered issues dealing with Euro zone summits twice.  

First case took place during the Public Finances Committee debate of 25th of June 201188, 
when the vice-governor The National Bank of Poland (NBP), Witold Kozinski, presented a 
report on NBP operation in 2011 and a report on the execution of the monetary policy 
guidelines for 2011. He said: “The governor and the board believe that (...) Poland should 
continue steps aiming at joining the Euro zone. Timing is a separate question. Naturally, 
now the timing is not good” he added. Kozinski stressed that Poland had not signed a 
“union agreement”, which would specify the date of adopting the common currency; 
nonetheless it faces such obligation and could not escape it. The deputies acknowledged 
the receipt of the two reports after a short discussion.  

The second case took place during the plenary session of December 14-16, 201189 . The 
Prime Minister insisted, that “he was not 100% happy with the compromise, but Poland will 
nevertheless sign the pact”. This statement was largely commented by the opposition and 
by the media90 . Gazeta Prawna wrote: “Firstly, Europe has broken up. The fiscal pact is the 
founding act of the new EU, where non-euro countries will become second tier members. 
Secondly, it offers an excellent opportunity to do away with the myth that we {Poland} are 
hitched up to Germany and sucking up the benefits. Germany will not sacrifice its co-
operation with France on the altar of Foreign minister Sikorski’s Berlin speech calling for 
more German leadership”. 

The key opposition figure (Jaroslaw Kaczynski – Law and Justice leader) went further while 
saying to the Polish Radio for Abroad on 16th of December: “The Polish government took a 
decision, which significantly limits the sovereignty of our nation in an important area – 
finances. (...) The terms on which Poland are to enter into the negotiations were unclear 
and Prime Minister Tusk had agreed at the summit to a definitive institutionalisation of a 
client status”. He also reminded that two-thirds of MPs support in Parliament would be 
needed for Poland to sign up to a new treaty on the management of Euro zone finances. 

We did not find any reference to the European Parliament during these debates. 
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Portugal: Davor Jancic, Utrecht University* 
The information gap 

Evolution of the Assembly’s information rights in the Portuguese legislation 

After Portugal’s accession to the European Union on 1 January 1986, the first statute 
regulating the participation of the Assembly in the then Community policies was adopted in 
June 1987.91  This statute laid down wide terms of reference for parliamentary scrutiny of 
EU affairs. The Government was obliged to provide MPs with draft EU acts (such as 
regulations, directives, decisions, resolutions, Council reports and programmes, 
Commission orientation documents) and all the accompanying modifications and 
deliberations. As EU integration deepened, these information rights of the Assembly were 
widened by means of the statutes adopted in December 198892 and June 1994.93 The 
former statute inter alia entered decisions of representatives of the governments of the 
Member States on the list of EU documents that the Government is obliged to transmit to 
the Assembly. The latter statute further extended the list of documents to broad lines of 
economic, social and sectoral orientation. Yet neither of these statutes referred to European 
Council documents and decisions.  

The first statute that mentions the European Council is the Act no. 43/2006 on the 
Monitoring, Assessment and Pronouncement by the Assembly of the Republic Within the 
Scope of the Process of Constructing the European Union (hereinafter: European Scrutiny 
Act), which was adopted on 25 August 200694  and amended on 17 May 2012.95 No other 
legal act in Portugal contains provisions on the parliamentary control over European Council 
meetings.  

Before the passage of the European Scrutiny Act, the Portuguese Assembly operated an 
informal system of scrutiny of EU affairs.96 This means that there was no systematic 
policing either of EU documents or of the Government’s conduct at the EU level. Scrutiny 
activities were sporadic and deferential to the Government.97  They mainly consisted of ex 
post meetings with Government representatives, which did not permit the Assembly to be 
constructively involved in EU policy shaping.98 European Council meetings were thus not 
scrutinised with any degree of regularity. Parliament’s subjugation to the Government in EU 
matters was rooted in domestic socio-political circumstances. Namely, even though the 
aforesaid 1994 statute envisaged a scrutiny procedure that enabled the Assembly to pass a 
resolution (resolução) on the basis of a report (relatório) of the European Affairs Committee 
and of a reasoned opinion (parecer fundamentado)99 of the competent specialised 
committee, this was not widely used in practice because of the lack of information and the 
Government’s unwillingness to cooperate with the Assembly in a continuous fashion. The 
strong political consensus among the largest political parties represented in Parliament 
further withdrew the teeth from parliamentary scrutiny of EU affairs.100  The existence of 
absolute majorities in Parliament during two legislatures in the period immediately 
following Portugal’s EU accession, namely from 1987 to 1995 additionally submitted 
Parliament to the Government’s dominance.101 It has been calculated that in the two 
decades following Portugal’s EU accession, spanning the period from IV to IX Portuguese 
legislature (1985-2005), only 70 out of a total of 1866 plenary debates addressed the 
European Union, which is less than 5%.102 These are the key reasons why the Assembly 
was often described as a laggard, a “slow adapter”103  or “loyal scrutineer”104. The 
information available to MPs to exercise parliamentary control over EU decision making in 
general, and the European Council in particular, was scarce. It was the Government that 
decided which information it would transmit to Parliament and how the account for 
Portugal’s positions represented in EU institutions would be given. The Assembly therefore 
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could not exert any decisive influence even in the fields of exclusive legislative 
competence.105 

After the adoption of European Scrutiny Act in 2006, the Assembly’s potential for the 
scrutiny of EU matters significantly improved. 

First, this statute foresaw the organisation of a plenary debate with a representative of the 
Government after the last European Council meeting of each EU Presidency.106  In all other 
cases, the European Affairs Committee was to hold hearings with the Government both 
before and after European Council meetings.107 After the 2012 amendment, plenary 
debates are to be held before each European Council meeting in the presence of the Prime 
Minister.  

Second, the adoption of this statute coincided with the outset of the so-called Barroso 
Initiative, which is an informal commitment of the European Commission to send national 
parliaments all draft EU initiatives and documents of legislative planning directly in the 
same time as they are sent to the European Parliament and the Council of Ministers.108 This 
gives the Assembly more information for a political assessment of forthcoming EU policies 
and decisions.  

Third, information reaches the Assembly through European Parliament channels too. 
Already the 1987 Act envisaged a Mixed Committee gathering Portuguese MPs and MEPs 
(Comissão Mista Assembleia da República-Parlamento Europeu).109  The 1988 Act abolished 
the Mixed Committee and instated regular meetings between the European Affairs 
Committee and Portuguese MEPs.110 The 1994 Act substituted these meetings with a call for 
an intensification of the exchange with the European Parliament with the option of creating 
mutual facilities.111 The 2012 amendment of the European Scrutiny Act introduced the 
possibility of holding videoconferences with MEPs elected in Portugal, who in turn are 
regularly heard by the European Affairs Committee.112  In any event, the European Affairs 
Committee may always invite Portuguese MEPs to participate in its work.113 Furthermore, 
since 1 January 2007 the Assembly has had a representative in Brussels – the so-called 
‘parliamentary antenna’. 

The European Scrutiny Act, as amended in 2012, does not lay down a duty for the 
Government to furnish specifically European Council documents to the Assembly, except for 
European Council authorisations for the EU legislature to apply the general bridging clauses 
(passerelles), which permit the Council of Ministers to act by qualified majority instead of 
by unanimity and in accordance with the ordinary legislative procedure instead of by a 
special legislative procedure.114 Yet these authorisations are not part of the general 
decision-making practice and thus they do not represent the usual business of the 
European Council. They are rather a means of amending the Treaties according to a 
simplified procedure without summoning a Convention. 

Finally, in most general terms, the Constitution obliges the Government to supply the 
Assembly with information on the construction of the European Union in good time.115  The 
flow of information between the Assembly and the Government is also ensured by the 
regular process of consultation between them, which is required by the European Scrutiny 
Act and the Rules of Procedure of the Assembly.116 In similar fashion, the European 
Scrutiny Act obliges the Government to provide the Assembly with information about the 
“matters and positions to be debated in European institutions”, which encompasses 
information on European Council meetings.117  
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Overcoming the information ‘deficit’ 

In addition to the abovementioned information-gathering facilities, since 2007 the 
Assembly has been included on the Government’s internal e-mailing list, through which the 
Minister of Foreign Affairs distributes EU-related information to all sectoral ministers. Being 
part of this list, the Assembly has the possibility to access all information that the 
competent ministers possess. MPs, their advisers and assistants may choose the topics that 
they wish to follow and they can access them directly without the need to obtain prior 
authorisation by the Government. Certainly, the Assembly does not have access to the 
information exchanged in the correspondence that occurs among Government members 
following the dissemination of EU documents through this e-mailing list. Nevertheless, it is 
felt within the European Affairs Committee that this facility removed a veil of secrecy that 
used to mar parliamentary scrutiny of EU decision making. As a matter of fact, the ‘deficit 
of information’ that used to hamper scrutiny has now turned into a sort of ‘deficit of 
resources’ to process the avalanche of EU-related information that MPs have at their 
disposal. The only matter that still remains outside Parliament’s reach is information about 
Eurozone summits. This is the only area where an information deficit could still be argued 
to exist and where further attention needs to be paid in order to enhance parliamentary 
scrutiny. 

With regard to European Council documents, the Government provides the Assembly only 
with the agenda of forthcoming European Council meetings. After that, there are 
henceforth debates both in plenary sessions and in the European Affairs Committee. If the 
European Council is scheduled to adopt an initiative, decision or declaration, the Assembly 
must request drafts thereof from the Government, because these European Council 
documents are not transferred automatically. 

Despite the vast EU information available to MPs, there is always some room for the 
Government to hide or avoid declaring certain information from the Assembly. When this 
happens, it is typically the opposition parties that discover these shortcomings and expose 
them in parliamentary debates. Eurozone summits are a case in point, which are not 
mentioned in any legal act in Portugal. As we will show under Heading 3, this has been the 
object of criticism of many MPs. 

Government’s accountability for European Council activities 

As a rule, at the hearings held in the European Affairs Committee before and after 
European Council meetings, the Government is represented by the Secretary of State for 
European Affairs. Only by exception, when an urgent matter is scheduled for discussion at 
the EU level, does the Minister of Foreign Affairs appear instead. It is crucial to underline 
that the Government provides no prior information on the position it intends to adopt in the 
European Council. This is disadvantageous to MPs, because they cannot prepare 
themselves in advance to express their view of the Government’s position. The Government 
only discloses its negotiating lines to MPs during ex ante hearings and this is only done 
orally and not in writing. These oral statements could be understood as Government’s ‘oral 
evidence’ in the sense used in the British Parliament. No written evidence is practiced, 
however. Once the Government presents its negotiating position, the representatives of 
political parties gathered in the European Affairs Committee may then debate all the 
matters pertaining to the European Council agenda as well as question and attempt to 
influence the Government. What the MPs may not do is raise a scrutiny reserve (of the sort 
used for instance by the French and British parliaments) or impose a negotiating mandate 
on the Government (as the Danish Folketinget may). It ought to be highlighted that it is 
part of the Portuguese political culture not to put all parliamentary discussions in writing. 
This is so because the Government and political parties are less reluctant to reveal their 
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respective positions if no record of their statements is made. This ‘freedom of expression’ is 
thus one of the key reasons why the Government does not make its positions known to MPs 
before European Council meetings. 

After the European Council meeting has taken place, the Secretary of State for European 
Affairs makes another appearance before the European Affairs Committee. This Committee 
estimates that although there may be slight discrepancies between the Government’s 
negotiation plans and its ex post accounts to MPs, this does not hinder the accountability 
mechanism. However, in practice the Government does resort to the scapegoating practice, 
blaming ‘Brussels’ for possible deviations from its negotiation strategy. Beyond this, the 
European Affairs Committee assesses that the Government’s reports on European Council 
meetings are fairly precise and afford an appropriate basis for MPs to scrutinise the 
Government adequately. While sectoral committees are not involved in hearings devoted to 
the control over European Council meetings, the sovereign debt crisis in the Eurozone has 
provoked a greater interest by the Budget, Finance and Public Administration Committee in 
the broader process of scrutiny of EU affairs. 

In order to effect the control over the Government and its participation in European Council 
meetings, MPs have their own advisers who are political figures and so not necessarily 
experts in EU matters. Advisers also exist in the European Affairs Committee, but they do 
not advise MPs personally but mainly assist the Chairman and secure a smooth functioning 
of the Committee. The expertise of MPs depends on their experience and background. In 
this sense, a former MEP will possess greater knowledge and will be able to contribute more 
to the scrutiny over European Council meetings than politicians who had no prior 
experience at the EU level or who have just joined Parliament. 

To carry out its tasks properly, the European Affairs Committee operates under wide terms 
of reference.118  This Committee is competent to assess all matters relevant for Portugal’s 
EU membership, including all matters before EU institutions. It is under a duty to draft a 
formal written opinion not only whenever a decision pending before EU institutions falls 
within the ambit of its exclusive legislative competence, but also regarding other initiatives 
of EU institutions.119 It should incentivise a greater involvement of the Assembly in the 
activities of EU institutions. The European Affairs Committee is also called upon to promote 
meetings and hearings about EU issues with institutions, organs and agencies of the EU 
about the issues relevant to Portugal as well as with representatives of the civil society. 
Moreover, this Committee may establish sub-committees and working groups; conduct 
studies; organise information-gathering missions; request information and opinions; call for 
evidence (depoimento) by any citizen or entity; hire specialists; and organise hearings.120 
Sub-committees can only be formed following the authorisation of the President of the 
Assembly, after hearing the Conference of Chairmen of Parliamentary Committees.121  Sub-
committees and working groups have limited powers, they have no right to deliberate 
matters and may only perform tasks entrusted to it by the European Affairs Committee.122 
Working groups are automatically dissolved once the goals of their creation are fulfilled or 
once the reasons for their creation cease to exist.123 Though not explicitly, all of these 
scrutiny rights refer to and may be used regarding the activities of the European Council. 
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Appraisal of the current state of affairs 

The Assembly’s formal and informal potential for the scrutiny of European Council meetings 
has been enhanced and MPs have access to a wide scope of EU-related documents. The fact 
that the Government does not disclose its plans for negotiation in the European Council in 
advance of the henceforth obligatory ex ante plenary debates and hearings in the European 
Affairs Committee does not seem to irk MPs and this mode of ex ante scrutiny appears 
suitable in light of the Portuguese political tradition. The information ‘deficit’ persists with 
respect to Eurozone summits, which is a relatively new phenomenon and MPs are still 
struggling to establish a working relationship with the Government as regards the scrutiny 
of the matters related to the Euro area. This is a sub-optimal state of affairs given 
Portugal’s financial status and this is where improvements in the mechanisms of 
information provision and accountability are welcome. 

The political salience 

Motivation of Portuguese MPs for debates devoted to European Council meetings and 
Eurozone summits 

The relevance of European Council meetings and Eurozone summits for Portuguese MPs is 
beyond doubt. Two key reasons explain this. 

The first reason is that the European Scrutiny Act made a shift in 2012 by requiring ex ante 
plenary debates to be held before each European Council meeting instead of requiring only 
one ex post plenary debate after the last European Council of each EU Presidency. At least 
in terms of statutory regulation, Eurozone summits still remain outside Parliament’s roster.  

The second reason is of a more practical nature and it paints a more realistic image of the 
Assembly’s participation in the democratic control of the two aforesaid types of European 
summits. Namely, after inspecting the plenary debates in which European Council meetings 
and Eurozone summits have been discussed or at least addressed, one is bound to observe 
that these debates are more frequent than the law requires. Concretely, in the period from 
March 2011 to March 2012, there were a total of 14 debates in the European Affairs 
Committee (of which seven ex ante and seven ex post) and a total of 14 plenary debates 
(of which one ex ante and 13 ex post). While debates in the European Affairs Committee 
were obligatory, it is of note that out of the 14 plenary debates, only one was legally 
required and all the other ones were initiated by MPs because they felt the need to 
comment on or ask questions about the decisions, deliberations or activities of the 
European Council or Eurozone summits. Furthermore, these 14 plenary debates addressed 
five different European Council meetings, which means that one European Council or 
Eurozone summit was debated in the plenary more than once. What is more, these debates 
were initiated almost equally by the main governing party, Social Democrats (six times), 
and by the opposition parties, mostly the Socialists and the Left Bloc (altogether seven 
times). The instruments used my MPs to initiate plenary debates on European Council 
meetings and Eurozone summits were also diverse. Besides the one plenary debate 
required by the law, MPs utilised a whole series of instruments foreseen by the Assembly’s 
Rules of Procedure, including political declarations,124  actuality debates,125 debates with the 
Prime Minister126 and motions for resolutions. 

These considerations testify to an elevated interest of MPs across the political spectrum in 
the affairs of the European Council and Eurozone summits. It ought to be mentioned that 
the decisions and activities of the Council of Ministers are as a rule scrutinised in the form 
of joint meetings gathering members of the European Affairs Committee, the competent 
Government representative and members of the specialised parliamentary committee. 
Therefore, since plenary debates about the European Council are obligatory and those 
about the Council of Ministers are not, it is difficult to measure whether the former plenary 
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debates attract a greater attendance by MPs. Also, when they are initiated, debates about 
European Council meetings and Eurozone summits occupy only a small portion of 
parliamentary time. Additionally, if statutes are scheduled for voting on the same day of 
sitting as is a debate on a European Council meeting, it is much more likely that high 
attendance is due to the voting of the statute.  

Nonetheless, in the view of the European Affairs Committee, Portuguese MPs are indeed 
more motivated for discussions about European Council matters than for secondary EU 
legislation, thanks to higher political stakes on the agenda, more opportunities for political 
bargaining and a higher chance of attracting media attention. Yet European Councils and 
Eurozone summits are still rarely used in party campaigns. Even so, ‘Europe’ is a somewhat 
more frequent ingredient in the electoral and legislative strategies of the political parties. 
This is caused by the sovereign debt crisis and the enlarged competences of the Heads of 
State or Government in EU affairs, whose decisions have a greater domestic impact 
especially since the European Council and Eurozone summits have started stepping into 
matters that have hitherto strictly been the prerogative of national parliaments, such as for 
instance budgetary authority and economic governance.127  All of this triggers an increased 
parliamentary attention. 

Effect of European Council meetings and Eurozone summits on the Government’s stability 

Although the Socialist Government of José Socrates fell on 23 March 2011, this was not 
caused by a European Council decision. The direct cause was the Assembly’s rejection of 
the Government’s austerity programme as proposed in its Stability and Growth Programme 
(Programa de Estabilidade e Crescimento – PEC). Only indirectly could one infer a link with 
the European Council, insofar as this Government Programme was drawn up within the 
framework of the ‘European Semester’.128 

Effect of parliamentary control over European Council meetings and Eurozone summits on 
the domestic enforcement of their decisions  

It could be argued that a more effective scrutiny over European Council meetings and 
Eurozone summits facilitates the domestic enforcement and transposition of their decisions, 
although this cannot be a straightforward claim. 

Namely, prior scrutiny of European summits aids the handling of the dossier in question 
due to the MPs’ familiarity with the topic and the contentious issues that arise therefrom. 
Both the European Affairs Committee and the specialised parliamentary committees gain 
knowledge of the matters discussed or decided at European Council meetings. Having 
studied the agenda of the forthcoming European Council, MPs have a prior awareness of 
the weak points and problems that might jeopardise Portugal’s interests. Because of this, 
once a decision that was before the European Council comes to Parliament, the 
implementation might be carried out more smoothly and more efficiently. 

However, it also happens in practice that MPs resist or delay the implementation of a 
European Council decision precisely because they know about the pitfalls of the decisions, 
which they have detected during ex ante scrutiny. In this event, the opposition parties 
mostly spark the debate giving the same arguments against the decision and blaming the 
Government for agreeing to such a decision. 
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The debated issues 

Introduction 

In the period from March 2011 to March 2012, the Heads of State or Government 
mentioned Portugal in seven of their meetings and mostly during Eurozone summits. The 
statements adopted at these summits supported Portugal’s measures concerning fiscal, 
financial and structural reforms; assessed Portugal’s progress with the reform programme 
first as “good” and then as “significant”, while concomitantly encouraging the continuation f 
the efforts in the same direction; and finally welcomed Portugal’s fulfilment of the 
quantitative performance criteria and structural benchmarks.  

The issues discussed in plenary debates about European Council meetings and Eurozone 
summits almost without exception addressed the position of Portugal as a Eurozone 
member and as a Member State receiving bailout funds (78 billion euros). The terms of the 
bailout were agreed in the Memorandum of Understanding that Portugal concluded with the 
so-called ‘Troika’, which is composed of the EU, the European Central Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund. This Memorandum sets out the economic policy reforms that 
Portugal needs to implement in order to receive the funds. The plenary debates served 
several functions, which we discuss below.  

Assessment of the Government’s EU policy and achievements 

Parliamentary debates on European Council meetings and Eurozone summits are a key 
vehicle for political parties to support, criticise or otherwise challenge the Government’s 
conduct of state policy towards the European Union. Typically, the Government parties 
(PSD and CDS-PP) back the Government and praise its accomplishments, the largest 
opposition party (PS) criticises the Government but still finds elements of agreement with 
it, whereas the small opposition parties (BE, PCP, PEV) are consistently against the 
Government. 

Notably, however, certain parties act in a constructive fashion more than the other ones. 
Thus, while the Socialist Party on many occasions accused the Government of passivity, 
lack of strategic thinking and conformism, they also offered alternative solutions to the 
sovereign debt crisis, such as the enhancement of the role of the European Central Bank, 
the introduction of the so-called ‘eurobonds’, the establishment of a European rating 
agency, deeper budgetary integration, etc. Specifically, referring to the lack of initiative on 
the part of the Social Democrats, the main Government party, the Socialist MP António 
Braga highlighted the significance of the Assembly playing an active role regarding 
European Council meetings: 

Since this is a matter that evidently falls to the Government and concerns its relation with 
the European Council, it is not less important, quite the contrary, that Parliament can – not 
only within its competence of controlling but also within that of proposing – assess, discuss 
and debate proposals that may help create a framework for reaching consensus in 
Parliament.  

In the same context, the Social Democrats also encouraged a greater participation of the 
Assembly in EU affairs. Their MP Carlos Costa Neves argued, for example, that:  

We cannot merely perform the policing, sometimes administrative or bureaucratic, of the 
respect for the principle of subsidiarity. I would say that the involvement of national 
parliaments is indeed decisive. The citizens will only be more associated if and to the extent 
that national parliaments are more associated in European integration.  
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For their part, the Left Bloc limited its parliamentary interventions to criticising the 
Government’s conduct at the EU level and to requesting a referendum on the Fiscal 
Compact, which was not heeded. Ana Drago (BE), for example, stated: 

In debates in the Assembly of the Republic, Mr Secretary of State insists on playing the role 
of some kind of Press Officer of the European Commission and of the Eurogroup. Mr 
Secretary of State announces the decisions that are being debated, the proposals that are 
foreseen for the future, gives much information, but about the political strategy of the 
Government, nothing, zero, ‘Euroabsence’ again!  

In another plenary debate, which was held after the informal European Council meeting of 
30 January 2012, Luís Fazenda (BE) accused the Government of not seeking the 
participation of the opposition parties, which he called a “fracture of the democratic 
capacity of this debate in relation to the European Council […]”.  

Essentially the same as the attitude of the Left Bloc was that of the Communists, who 
carped at the Government for being a mere “spokesman of a lunch meeting between 
Madam Merkel and Mr Sarkozy that took place even before the European Council meeting” 
as well as for allowing Portugal to be transformed into “some kind of German protectorate”.  

Discussion of the outcomes of European Council meetings and Eurozone summits 

Tightly interwoven with the previous function of parliamentary debates is that of evaluating 
the importance of the summits for Portugal. The MPs passed judgments on the positive or 
negative consequences of the matters decided during European Council meetings and 
Eurozone summits. In this sense, António Rodrigues (PSD), for example, declared that: 

The summit of 21 July 2011 marked the turning of a page in the recent history of united 
Europe and of the Eurozone. When few believed in a consistent solution to the problem that 
affects the peripheral economies of some of the Member States, the leaders of the 
Eurozone understood the need to solve national problems with a firm solution that 
embraces solidarity. […] The solutions found […] are the expression of change and of the 
end of national egoisms. […] The conclusions of the Summit are positive and most relevant 
for Portugal, and the Portuguese Government did well in participating in this process, which 
can turn out to be historic for the country. […] The conclusions of the Summit thus clearly 
show the commitment of all the states to ensure the cohesion of the Eurozone, the success 
of the project of the single currency and of the necessary stability of the financial system. 
[…] This Summit is not the point of arrival but the point of departure. When everyone was 
saying that there was going to be a cataclysm, we realised that, in the end, Europe is 
capable of finding a collective solution […]”.  

In reaction, while Carlos Zorrinho (PS) agreed about the positive effects of this Summit for 
Europe and Portugal, he underlined that “these results occurred despite the absolute 
political absence of the Portuguese Government”. Examples of negative appraisals of 
European Council meetings include the assessments by Ana Drago (BE) and Luís Fazenda 
(BE) that it is “absolutely catastrophic”, “absolutely delirious” and “disastrous” to set the 
limit of Government deficit at 0.5% of gross domestic product, as opposed to 5.9% for 
2011, 4.5% for 2012 and 3% for 2013 that had been agreed in the abovementioned 
Memorandum of Understanding. For Jerónimo de Sousa (PCP), the Fiscal Compact’s 
requirement to lay down the 0.5% limit in domestic legal provisions of binding force and 
permanent character, preferably in those of a constitutional nature, is a “true constitutional 
coup”.  

Furthermore, European Council conclusions and declarations are sometimes utilized by 
political parties or by the Government to buttress or affirm their respective positions or 
actions. For instance, Carlos Zorrinho (PS) referred to the declaration adopted at the 
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informal European Council of 30 January 2012 entitled “Towards growth-friendly 
consolidation and job-friendly growth” in order to corroborate the Socialists’ insistence on 
combining policies that lead to budgetary consolidation with those inciting growth and job 
creation.  

Criticism of the democratic deficit of the EU 

Complaints among MPs about the deficiencies of the EU’s democratic functioning are most 
frequently heard from the opposition parties. For example, the Socialists lamented that 
before Eurozone summits there is first a meeting between Germany and France, then 
between Germany and France on the one hand and the Eurogroup on the other, and only 
then between the Eurogroup and the other Euro Member States. Similarly, the Greens do 
not hesitate to claim that Franco-German alliance “decides the destiny of all the peoples of 
Europe, relegating the other Member States to a completely passive role, limiting them to 
accepting the decisions of this directorate”. Their position, as stated by their MP José Luís 
Ferreira, was that: 

This Assembly […] should express, in a clear form, its rejection of more transfers of 
sovereignty to the European Union and […] of its budgetary sovereignty, which is a key 
matter of any nation in terms of sovereignty.  

Referring to the then forthcoming ordinary European Council meeting of 8/9 December 
2011, the Left Bloc expressed almost the same view, namely that: 

[T]he democratic question is fundamental, because what will be debated by the European 
Summit in the following days is a matter of democracy. The proposals that are presented 
[…] threaten the sovereign competences of this very Assembly of the Republic! This is a 
withdrawal of the powers of Portuguese citizens and of the role that the MPs, in this very 
Assembly, should play! The function of representing Portuguese interests is the competence 
of this Assembly, not of the European Commission! It cannot be the European Court of 
Justice that will sanction the budgetary choices democratically made for the future of the 
country!  

In an effective reply, the Minister of State and Foreign Affairs, Paulo Portas (CDS-PP), 
attempted to placate the ‘uprising’ of the smaller opposition parties against the perceived 
attack on Portuguese sovereignty, emphasising that:  

The degree of sovereignty in the 21st century equals the degree of debt that states assume 
and, above all, the ability of states to pay these debts back. Because of this, the best way 
to defend the sovereignty of Portugal, today and tomorrow, is not to incur too much debt 
[…].  

Relevance of the European Parliament 

The MPs’ references to the European Parliament during plenary debates on European 
Council meetings and Eurozone summits are sporadic and negligible. This occurred on a 
mere handful of occasions. For instance, opposing the introduction of an extraordinary tax 
advocated by Portugal’s centre-right Government, Carlos Zorrinho (PS) tried to fortify his 
argument against additional taxation by invoking the fact that the European People’s Party 
at the EU level, which is of the same political colour as the Portuguese Government, voted 
against the taxation of financial operations. In a similar vein, his party colleague António 
Braga mentioned that the Socialist Party has advocated their policy preferences concerning 
the Eurozone crisis also in the European Parliament.  

Yet another example comes from Carlos Costa Neves (PSD), who, wishing to express 
support for the argument that budgetary discipline would not of itself bring about economic 
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recovery, stressed that the European Parliament reached the same conclusion in two of its 
resolutions.  

Framing ‘Europe’ and the mobilisation of MPs 

Plenary debates about European Council meetings and Eurozone summits are certainly one 
of the most important means for MPs to frame ‘Europe’ in Portugal and to shape the public 
opinion about the European Union. To be sure, plenary discussions about ‘Europe’ are 
organised in many other instances, such as where a draft EU initiative falls within the ambit 
of the Assembly’s exclusive legislative competence; where formal written opinions 
(pareceres) are adopted regarding the Union’s compliance with the principle of subsidiarity; 
then at the beginning of each EU Presidency; about the State of the Union after the 
European Parliament has held its own debate about this matter; about the EU’s instruments 
of economic governance; and about draft resolutions formulated by political parties or by 
the European Affairs Committee.  

Still, debates devoted to European Council meetings and Eurozone summits, especially the 
latter given Portugal’s sovereign debt problem, provoke MPs and their parliamentary groups 
to articulate their opinions, preferences and approaches as regards the EU in a more 
general fashion. These debates are a key opportunity for political parties to clarify and 
differentiate their standpoints from those of the other parties. MPs well recognise the 
importance of discussing ‘Europe’ in Parliament. As João Serpa Oliva (CDS-PP) 
underscored, strengthening the consensus among the political parties about EU integration 
is important because “to defend European integration is to defend Portugal”. Ana Drago 
(BE) spoke along the same lines when she urged that: 

More than ever, the political discussion that we have in this Assembly, each proposal, each 
draft of social policy, economic policy, is conditioned by what is goes on nowadays within 
the framework of European integration. It is, hence, a central debate.  

As the foregoing empirical analysis demonstrates, the mobilisation of all political parties is 
evident. The mobilisation of Eurosceptic MPs is particularly noticeable. Among them, the 
most vocal are MPs of the Left Bloc, who moved a resolution rejecting the Fiscal Compact, 
albeit not with a successful outcome. Pro-Europe parties are no less active, however. Apart 
from the governing parties (PSD and CDS-PP), the Socialists, as the biggest opposition 
party, were successful in having adopted a resolution on the promotion of economic growth 
and job creation.  

Overall, there is a high degree of awareness among MPs of the necessity to follow EU-
related matters, in particular those discussed at European Council meetings and Eurozone 
summits.
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Slovakia: Angela Figulova, Institute of European Studies 
and International Relations at Comenius University 
The information gap 

In case of the Slovak Parliament, the National Council of the Slovak Republic (NC SR) the 
“information gap” is visible and touchable. However, it is not a fundamental democratic 
problem for the parliamentary control of European affairs as such.  

It is mainly due to a framework system of the relationship among legislative and executive 
branches in the field of EU affairs. This framework is constituted by the Constitutional Law 
adopted in 2004 under which any Slovak government is obliged to submit materials and 
information to the Slovak Parliament and the European Affairs Committee (EAC) has the 
competence to approve/disapprove/change the mandate of the Slovak Republic when 
representing in the Brussels’. Every approval of its mandate is taken in the form of 
resolution of the EAC. There are also two possible moments in the mandating system.  

The so called silent procedure: “If the Committee fails to express its opinion on the draft 
position of the Slovak Republic within two weeks of its submission, an authorized member 
of the government shall act on the draft position of the Slovak Republic”. This option is 
used for marginal issues, when required negotiation and approval would be unnecessary 
procedural burdens of the NC SR at the expense of more important issues with broader 
political implications. 

And constructive disapproval is used when the EAC rejects proposed governmental position 
and does not approve its own position; however any government proposed opinion is an 
official position of the Slovak Republic then.129 

The EAC is the only Committee of the NC SR where the members are nominated 
proportionally from all parliamentary political parties and every member has his/her own 
substitute in order to provide functioning in such an important decision making process.  

The original idea of the Chairperson representing the opposition had already been 
abandoned by the previous coalition and the coalition did not want to leave the control over 
its management to an opposition politician. The role of Chairperson is crucial as he/she 
defines programme of the Committee and issues.130 

Prime Minister gives his oral presentation before the EAC prior every European Council 
meeting. The MP´s may ask and discuss each item of the meeting schedule. 

Therefore, the Committee is considered as a “mini parliament” in the EU affairs. In the 
practice, there are always ex ante controls of the European Council meetings as well as the 
EU affairs in general. In case no information was approved before the meeting (due to lack 
of time, mostly), then it is done in ex post manner. However, approval of the opinions of 
the Slovak Republic ex post is irrelevant in teleological perspective because original 
purpose of the Constitutional Law is to involve legislative branch, NC SR, in the legislative 
process at EU level.  

The EAC members always receive information from the government, not only concerning 
the European council meetings but also the EU affairs in general. It is done via EAC and its 
Division of the EU agenda of the Department of the Foreign Affairs and EU agenda of the 
NC SR by advisors who provide analysis, confrontation and questioning on the proposed 
preliminary positions of the government and PM in written giving a stress on the recent 
developments in the proposal in terms of the Slovak interests, the state of negotiations, 
position of the other Member States or situation in international politics. This opinion also 
suggests additional questions and provides recommendation to the EAC members for the 
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meeting. The opinions are delivered mostly on time; however the advisors of the EAC may 
not have the latest information. 

There has not been an evidence of discrepancies between speeches or press conferences at 
the EAC meetings versus press conferences and speeches in Brussels.131 

It should be said that there is real information gap between the government and the Slovak 
parliament, when considering political situation and political coalitions. Even though the 
information from the EU is received also directly by the parliament, the governmental 
opinion is the one to wait for before sending it to the EAC MP´s. As there is no ex post 
control, and negotiations in the EU are done directly by government, it is a part of “political 
life” of the government to have such an advantage of information. In practice, it is always a 
question of trust between the Prime Minister and the Chairman of the EAC. As being said, it 
is also important to notice that most of the EU agenda is consensual and because of 
political reasons, EU agenda remains quite formal due to lack of interest of the MP´s and 
political parties as such (except some highly politicized issues as ACTA, ESM, and EFSF).132 

And also mandating system is not designed to control the government ex post, but ex ante 
before European Council meetings, where most of the bargains and negotiations took place 
before in the COREPERS meetings and other Councils. That is why parliamentary control of 
the government in the EU affairs is difficult then. 

There is only obligation of Government to propose once a comprehensive report a year 
analysing the European affairs issues. According to that, the EAC then adopts 
recommendations and positions of the Slovak government in the EU affairs. And there is 
government obligation to inform the Parliament twice a year about the adopted 
approximation regulations. There is an area concerning the EU affairs where Parliament 
does not have a word in, but the government´s responsibility, which is an appointment and 
nomination of the Slovak EU officials as e.g. Commissioner, judge or auditor in the EU 
institutions. There is non-compulsory practice that the candidates are required to present 
themselves and their plan proposals to the EAC. 

The EAC is legitimate to establish commissions for consulting specifics topics of the EU 
agenda, and thus help prepare better positions of the Slovak Republic for the decision 
making. These commissions may comprise also external experts apart from the selected 
Committee members. However, the very first commission of such kind is the Committee for 
Strategy Europe 2020 created by resolutions of October 5, 2012. The Committee was 
created for debating the Strategy Europe 2020 and includes representatives from different 
sectors of the economy, professional chambers and broad expert community. The first 
meeting was held on October 28, 2010 and concerned actual matters of digital agenda and 
informatisation in the Slovak Republic. 

It is also important to notice, that there was a Special Permanent Representative of the 
Slovak parliament to the European Parliament and other institutions. She served for 
information flow for the Slovak parliament on agenda of the EP, its committees, analyses 
and comments on the positions of the different stakeholders in Brussels as well as an 
assistant of Slovak MPs while travelling to the Brussels’. This position, created in November 
2005, was cancelled as of October 2010. 

The political salience 

The political salience of the control of the European Council in the Slovak parliament is 
governed by the Constitutional Law and the Rule of Procedure of the NC SR with strong 
competencies for the EAC. As mentioned above, at this "mini parliament on EU affairs”, a 
debate ex ante is always held emphasized by the personal presence of the Prime Minister. 
That also means presence of media (unless the meeting is not closed) and activity and 
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questioning not only from opposition MP´s, as well as coalition ones. Briefing is always held 
after the EAC meeting, however questions of domestic policy concern may be also asked. 

As the European affairs issues are not debated in any other committees (unless it is not a 
Specialized Committee of the NC SR asked to prepare positions on certain question for the 
EAC) or in the plenary (unless plenary has not decided differently)133 . So, there is only a 
specific number of the MP´s informed and also interested in the EU agenda. Saying other 
words, there are enough prerogatives at the disposal of the EAC, but not enough MP´s are 
willing to use them. And then it seems like the EU agenda is in the governments´ 
responsibility. Accordingly, most of the MP´s are aware of the fact that actual decision -
making procedures usually takes place before the European Council process which is hardly 
possible to be controlled by opposition. However, there is no mandatory control over the 
European Council meetings in the Slovak system of EU affairs. 

The Slovak Republic is one of nine EU countries, where financial crisis and decision at EU 
level led to the fall of their governments (government of Iveta Radičová, SDKU-DS) and 
consequently to new general election in March 2012.  

The centre-right coalition created after June 2010 election comprised Slovak Democratic 
and Christian Union - Democratic Party (SDKU-DS), Christian Democratic Movement (KDH), 
Most-Híd (representing Hungarian minority), and Freedom and Solidarity (SaS). The 
opposition comprised SMER-SD (Social democracy) and Slovak National Party (SNS). 

The EFSF establishment (agreed on May 9, 2010) in the Slovak parliament was supported 
by all coalition members of the new government in August 2010.  

However, later, one of the coalition members, political party SaS134, changed its position 
against the EFSF enlargement agreement. Long talks, bargaining and negotiations within 
governmental coalition started on “extension bailout”. As constitutional majority was 
needed to get approval of the NC SR, talks with the opposition were also taken. The Slovak 
Republic voted for the EFSF Enlargement Agreement as the last Eurozone country. The 
Prime Minister, Iveta Radičová, announced her decision to join this vote for EFSF with the 
vote of no confidence to her Government, held on the October 11, 2011. She and her 
ministers did not succeed in persuading one of the coalition members to vote for ESFS 
enlargement agreement. Thus, this vote failed. NC SR approved the “extension bailout” in a 
repeated vote two days later, with the votes of opposition party SMER- SD and as an 
“exchange” for early elections.  

At the end of October 2011, the parliament approved amendment of the Constitution by 
the majority votes and allowed by that to govern Prime Minister who did not obtain the 
confidence to early elections. As well as this amendments of the Constitution provided that 
the Prime Minister will represent the Slovak Republic at the European Council meetings, 
prior that a meeting of Prime Minister and President of the Slovak Republic will be always 
held. 

There are two electoral campaigns to be mentioned on the topic of relevance of major 
topics and decisions to by European Council for electoral campaigns: 

2010 Parliamentary election partly concerned the EU topic.  

Since 2006, the Slovak Republic has been governed by a coalition of three parties: Smer-
Social Democracy (SMER-SD), the Slovak National Party (SNS), and the People’s Party-
Movement for Democratic Slovakia (LS-HZDS). SMER –SD, leftist party dominated, 
however SNS was an anti – European element in this coalition. Introduction of a new liberal 
party Freedom and Solidarity (SaS) to political scene just before the election in 2009, 
caused a big change in political atmosphere and division of forces. The main topics of this 
party were a market-based economic politics and clear criticism of the current government, 
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and the public opinion polls showed that the SaS party may win around 5-8% in the 
elections. In fact, the party gained more then 12%. And that helped to create centre-right 
coalition. 

Although, parliamentary election in 2012 was held because of the EU issue, in the election 
campaign it was not visible as such. The election campaign itself was overshadowed by a 
large-scale demonstrations provoked by “Gorilla scandal” (leak of the eponymously-named 
police file purportedly highlighting intimate links and lucrative mutually-beneficial deals 
between financial groups and politicians, bribes and buying of MPs votes in 2002-2006). 
SaS and SNS* were the only political parties using anti-European slogans, billboards in the 
campaign. SaS received 5.88% and SNS only 4.55% and did not gain any seat in the 
Parliament. 

*there was only one Euro sceptic party present in the government and NC SR in 2006 – 2010 - SNS 
(Slovak National Party). However, they, being a part of the government, supported pro- EU decision 
in the all governments. Currently, SNS is not parliamentary political party. 

The debated issues 

In general, European issues are mostly debated in the European Affairs Committee and not 
taken to the plenary, unless decided otherwise. However, this cannot be seen as a critical 
moments for “framing Europe”, with exception e.g. the debate on constitutional law on 
fiscal responsibility or on the EFSF enlargement as it led towards the fall of the government 
for the first time in Slovak Republic history.  

Debates on the treaty changes in the plenary are almost non existence. It is taken as a 
must for the political parties. Also, not media even MP´s are generally interested in 
European affairs topics, as they do not make too many points in domestic politics visibility. 

The debate in the plenary on ratification of the EFSF Enlargement Treaty in October 2011, 
as connected with the vote of confidence, was quite hard and heavy. Mainly from the part 
of political party that disagreed in the end with EFSF. The whole debate was online on TV 
and one may say it was a critical moment for framing the EU not only in the parliament but 
in the Slovak society. It divided Slovak Republic into pro EU and anti EU parts. So one may 
say that mobilization of the Euro-scepticism in the Slovak parliament arose with the 
solution of the economic crisis. 

Specific situation in the Slovak Parliament comes with approval of the Constitutional Law on 
fiscal responsibility. This law was proposed by one member of each political party in the NC 
SR who were part of the expert governmental group on fiscal responsibility. This was a 
reaction on the statements about Slovakia's credibility at financial markets and to ensure a 
long-term sustainability of public finances in Slovakia. However, it is also a reaction on the 
upcoming debates at the European Council and the fulfilment of the obligation, which in 
even softer form will be discussed on Friday December 9, 2011 at the European Council. 
Our law is even stricter.”135 The Law came to effect in March 2012 and Slovak Republic 
was, in that sense, one step ahead the Fiscal Compact Treaty. 

Based on to the recent statements of the new government, ratification of the Fiscal 
Compact Treaty should be done in autumn 2012136 

In general, the European parliament is not a “word” to be used often in the debates 
concerning European Council. (MEP´s according to the Rules of Procedure of the NC SR 
have right to seat at the EAC and express the opinion or answer the given asked questions, 
but in the practice it is very rare, as mentioned in the Questionnaire) 

In connection with parliamentary activities related to the EU it is worthy to mention: 
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The expert discussion with the Vice-president and Commissioner for inter-institutional 
relations and administration Maroš Šefčovič, at the joint session of the EAC and the Foreign 
Affairs Committee at the beginning March 2010. Commissioner spoke also in the 
Parliament´s plenary session. He focused on the introduction of the European 
Commission´s new priorities and a stronger role of national parliaments as a result Lisbon 
Treaty´s entry into force (this should became an annual practice). The parliament even not 
the EAC did not manage to discuss the European Commission legislative program for 2010, 
as it has been published in the end of March 2010. And one of the reasons of delay was the 
timing of the adoption as the IV. term was finishing and the parliament did not sit in the 
time of elections. 

In November 2010, the EAC and Committee for Agriculture and Environment of the NC SR 
at the joint meeting took discussion with Connie Hedegaard, EU Commissioner for Climate 
Action. In September 2010, the EAC with the Parliamentary Committee on Economy, 
construction and transport and Finance Committee held discussion with Michel Barnier, EU 
Commissioner for Internal Market and Services, subject of the internal market and EU 
financial services.  
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United Kingdom: Ariella Huff / Julie Smith, Cambridge 
University 
The information gap  

In the UK, as in many other states there has been a tradition of Prime Ministers appearing 
to say one thing on leaving a summit and another when inside the room. Or, more 
precisely, parliamentarians and others were at a loss to know whether they were being 
honestly informed or not. John Major declared the Maastricht negotiations were won ‘game, 
set and match’ to the UK. Whether they did represent the best outcome that the UK 
negotiators could have secured was less clear. The same is true of all European Council 
meetings – they take place behind closed doors and citizens and parliamentarians rely on 
press conferences after the fact to gain (limited) insights into what their leaders have said 
and agreed. In the case of the UK, this lack of information is a problem because of the very 
limited nature of ex-ante scrutiny – parliament does not mandate the Prime Minister ahead 
of summit meetings – and the relative lack of transparency (cf the Scandinavians who are 
more prone to leak documents from summit meetings). 

The House of Commons system for scrutinising European Council meetings is heavily 
skewed toward ex post oversight, with very little (if any) opportunity for ex ante 
discussion. Although the government is required to write to the House of Commons 
European Scrutiny Committee (ESC) a few days before European Council meetings to 
explain the agenda of the forthcoming meeting and the government’s positions on the 
items to be discussed, the ESC has no ability to influence the government ahead of the 
meeting and all discussions within the Committee take place in private (the stenographic 
record is not publicly available). An individual MP may initiate a debate in Westminster Hall 
(WH) or table an Early Day Motion (EDM). However, WH debates do not lead to binding 
outcomes – they allow MPs to raise issues and gain a response from a Government Minister 
but do not culminate in a vote - while EDMs are rarely debated. Even if they are they 
usually achieve little: an EDM that opposes a government position is highly unlikely to be 
voted through while an EDM supporting the government may pass, but is then largely 
symbolic. 

The ESC’s approach to scrutiny relies on scrutinising EU documents rather than EU policies 
more broadly, which arguably reduces the committee’s ability to play a meaningful role in 
terms of anticipating the major issues that are likely to be debated at the European 
Council. This in turn feeds back into the House as a whole, which tends to have relatively 
little information about European Council meetings before they happen other than the 
general statement of government positions outlined in the pre-Council written statement 
sent to the ESC (which is available in Hansard for other MPs to read). These statements are 
usually only a few paragraphs long and are quite vague, re-stating general positions 
without going into much detail. It is clear, for example, that Prime Minister David 
Cameron’s so-called ‘veto’ of the fiscal compact, meaning it would not cover all 27 Member 
States, took most MPs by surprise, based on the statements made in Parliament and to the 
media in the subsequent days.  

Of course, one would not expect leaders to announce the details of their intended 
negotiating strategies in advance of European Council meetings, since this would weaken 
their position. Thus, in most cases premiers will attend summits without briefing MPs in any 
detail about their planned strategy or receiving any mandate from parliament. 

Unlike after other Council meetings (e.g. GAERC, ECOFIN), the Prime Minister appears 
before the plenary after European Council meetings to give a statement. The Leader of the 
Opposition is usually the first to respond, and a debate ensues. This gives MPs an 
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opportunity to express their opinions on the PM’s actions and the outcome of the Council, 
though there is no formal vote or binding mechanism that can be employed (for more on 
the content, see answer to Question 3).  

The ESC’s official guide to scrutiny suggests that it most often exercises its right to take 
additional ex post evidence both written and oral from ministers after European Council 
meetings. Yet the practice differs somewhat: a review of the formal minutes and lists of 
written submissions for 2011-2012 does not yield any examples of ex-post activity by the 
ESC. However, there is one example during this period of the outcome of European Council 
meeting (8-9 December 2011) spurring a deeper investigation into an issue, namely, the 
future governance of the Eurozone.  

Departmental Select Committees play very little role in scrutinising European Council 
meetings. Although they may incorporate aspects of EU policy into their broader inquiries 
(e.g. looking at the CSDP missions in the Horn of Africa as part of an inquiry into piracy off 
the coast of Somalia), they are under no obligation to do so at any particular time, such as 
immediately before or after Council meetings. The Treasury [Finance] committee, 
meanwhile, play an even smaller role given that the UK is not part of the Eurozone. 
Meanwhile, the European Union Committee of the upper chamber, the House of Lords, does 
engage in significant and highly regarded scrutiny of EU matters. However, it takes less 
interest in the British Government’s engagement with the EU. 

The political salience  

European Council meetings have traditionally not been particularly salient, unless they 
mark the culmination of activity at the European level that is politically interesting in and of 
itself, such as an intergovernmental conference (IGC) that has led to treaty reform or 
negotiations to reform the Common Agricultural Policy or the EU Budget (now in the form 
of the Multi-annual Financial Framework [MFF]). 

As the UK is not a part of the Eurozone (nor is it taking part in the Fiscal Compact), certain 
ramifications of the Euro crisis and associated EU responses are felt less strongly in 
Parliament than elsewhere, even though the UK is not immune to problems in the 
Eurozone. The Prime Minister has faced criticism for his handling of the crisis, mainly from 
the opposition Labour party and in the media, and Conservative MPs have raised concerns 
about the possibility of UK money indirectly assisting bailouts of Eurozone countries via IMF 
loans. Yet, the majority of the House of Commons supported him after the Euro crisis 
summit of December 2011, as evidenced by the success of a motion put forward on 13 
December 2011 by an MP from the Democratic Unionist Party (a Northern Irish party with 
right-wing/Eurosceptic leanings) commending the PM’s so-called ‘veto’.  

The results of European Council meetings since the start of the financial crisis have not 
come close to bringing down the UK government. This reflects three key points: i) the fact 
that the UK has remained outside the Eurozone and, hence, outside some of the new rules 
imposed on Eurozone countries, which would undoubtedly have proved controversial in the 
UK as they have in several other states; ii) the fact that the Conservative-Liberal Democrat 
Coalition that has been in office since May 2010 has a significant parliamentary majority 
(over 80); and iii) and most basically, debates on the outcomes of European Councils do 
not end in a parliamentary vote. Nonetheless, the EU has proved a source of deep division 
within the Coalition, as a significant minority of the Conservatives MPs are increasingly 
willing to articulate Eurosceptic positions including a desire for the UK to withdraw from the 
Union.  
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Conservatives voted in favour of a referendum against a 3-line whip from their party 
leaders to vote against. While far from providing a formal mandate on how the Prime 
Minister should behave in the European Council that took place just weeks later, the vote 
almost certainly affected the Prime Minister’s calculations when he opted to ‘veto’ the 
proposed fiscal compact treaty. While it would have made little practical difference to the 
UK, the PM would have been aware that any alternation to the balance of competences in 
the EU would have led many of his backbenchers to seek a referendum on the proposed 
treaty. And he was far from sure that such a referendum could be won. Quite what he 
called for in the middle of the night in Brussels remains unclear – his parliamentary 
statement and subsequent debate did not reveal the detail, reflecting an "information gap". 
What seems clear is that a European Council that focused on institutional reform or any 
change to the balance of competences in the Union would provoke further heated debate in 
the House of Commons, though whether this would arise from a debate after a Prime 
Ministerial statement or through other parliamentary devices is unclear. 

One extraordinary debate in March 2012 does, however, give an indication of how MPs may 
seek to set the agenda for European Council meetings and highlights how politically salient 
they might be. Ahead of the European Council meeting of 1-2 March 2012, the Chair of the 
European Scrutiny Committee, a veteran Eurosceptic MP, William Cash, moved an 
Emergency debate on the Treaty on Stability, Co-ordination and Governance. Coming just 
three months after the backbench debate, this move highlighted how politically salient 
Europe had become. And on this occasion, it was a European Council meeting that proved 
the catalyst for debate. 

European Council decisions arguably play very little role if, indeed, any in British election 
campaigns. While the EU remains a salient topic in elections, the debate largely hinges on 
Britain’s own relationship with the Union, not the decisions that British leaders make as 
part of the European Council. Specific EU policies, as decided in the European Council, 
rarely play a concrete role except as examples of why the EU is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ for Britain; 
similarly the Council format itself is rarely discussed except by Eurosceptics as an example 
of the alleged anti-democratic nature of the Union’s governance structures. This situation is 
likely to be compounded in the next general election, due in May 2015, as parliamentarians 
and party members from across the political spectrum seek a referendum on the UK’s 
continuing membership of the Union, whether because they wish to pull out or because 
they hope to consolidate ongoing membership. 

The debated issues  

Looking at a number of House of Commons debates after European Council meetings a few 
trends are evident in terms of the types of topics that are regularly debated: 

1. In recent years, perhaps unsurprisingly, the financial crisis has been the main topic 
of discussion in the Commons, with debate focusing largely on how and to what 
extent Britain can act to prevent itself from becoming drawn in to the Eurozone’s 
troubles. 

2. Post-Council debates appear to serve as important venues in Parliament for MPs to 
explore broader questions about the EU and Britain’s relationship to it.137 In the 
House of Commons this trend is perhaps particularly acute because the ESC’s 
scrutiny system is so heavily document-based, and the departmental select 
committees play such small roles in European scrutiny. This leaves relatively few 
opportunities for interested MPs to hold wide-ranging, policy-based discussions 
about the EU. Debates after European Council meetings offer a rare opportunity for 
all MPs to have a say on the Union’s general economic, social and foreign policies, 
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and MPs tend to take advantage of this to bring up both current issues and their 
own ‘pet’ subjects. 

3. Given the strongly Eurosceptic nature of the 2010 intake of Conservative MPs, a 
great deal of the discussion after Council meetings has subsequently revolved 
around Britain’s relationship with the EU and how the Prime Minister might be able 
to ‘repatriate’ powers from Brussels back to Britain. This is often framed in the 
context of the financial crisis, which many Eurosceptic MPs characterise as a) proof 
that Union membership is a ‘bad’ idea for Britain and b) an ideal opportunity for 
Britain to ‘renegotiate’ its membership of the Union. 

4. Related to this is the debate over whether the UK should have a referendum on EU 
membership, which is also a topic regularly brought up in post-European Council 
debates. 

Beyond these areas, the House of Commons does not pick up themes in a systematic way, 
with the EP rarely a topic for discussion – indeed, MPs are reluctant to discuss a body that 
could been seen to have usurped some of their powers. 
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	France: Valentin Kreilinger / Kateryna Perepechay / Olivier Rozenberg, Sciences Po Paris / Notre Europe 
	Germany: Claudia Hefftler/Oliver Höing, University of Cologne 
	Introduction

	Greece: Konstantin Iliopoulos / Anna Vallianatou, Greek Centre of European Studies & Research 
	As far as the creation of relevant committees in order to fill in the information gap, in February 2011 the Subcommittee of European Economic Governance was established. This Subcommittee met three times, on 11 April 2011, on 25 May 2011 and on 27 July 2011. The President of the Committee of European Affairs is also the President of this subcommittee (Ms Rodoula Zissi). During its first meeting (11/4/2011) , the subcommittee dealt with “Planning and prioritizing its work”. The second meeting (25/05/2011) of the Subcommittee on Economic Governance was also of informative character: Professor Gikas Hardouvelis was invited to inform the MPs on “The New Architecture of the Eurozone and the Greek perspective” . Finally, during its third meeting (21/7/2011) , Ms Rodoula Zissi made a small intervention on the decision taken in the EC and EZ meetings (21/7/2011 and 23-24/7/2011) and then  Mr Panagiotis Gennimata, Honorary President of the European Investment Bank informed the MPs on “Eurobond: the real solution to European debt”. 
	The Standing Committee of Economic Affairs, using its legislative capacity, elaborated and processed the draft Bill of the Ministry of Finance on the Ratification of the Act “Plan Approval of the main contract between EFSF, the Hellenic Republic, the Greek Financial Stability Fund and the Bank of Greece and authorization to sign the main contract” during its meeting on the 19th of March 2012 . The meeting was attended by the Deputy Minister for Finance,  Mr Philippos Sachinides and responsible officials. The Standing Committee of Economic Affairs submitted a report at the Plenary session of the on 22nd March 2012 in order to inform the MPs respectively. The ratification of the European Council decision amending Article 136 TFEU, Treaty on the ESM and the Treaty on the stability, coordination and governance in the Economic and Monetary Union” was discussed and put into vote during the Plenary Session of the 28th of March 2012.
	The political salience
	During the period under examination (March 2011 - March 2012), the Greek Prime Minister has made two formal declarations regarding the decisions of the European Council and the Eurozone meetings. In fact, after the informal meeting of the European Council and the meeting of the Heads of State or Government of the Euro Area on 26 October 2011,  Mr George Papandreou made a formal declaration. As it was cited before (Question1), the decisions of the 26th of October was of major significance for Greece. In addition,  Mr Lucas Papademos addressed a formal declaration on the 11th of February 2012 , in view of the debate in the Parliament (12 February 2012 ) for the approval of the new economic program of Greece, a precondition for the financial support to the country in the following years. 
	Three sessions of the Plenum were dominated by the decisions of EC and EZ summits, the Plenary Session of the 1st April 2011, the Plenary Session of the 16th of December 2011 and the Plenary Session of the 28th of March 2012. In order to evaluate the political salience of these sessions it is worth examining the attendance of parliamentary meetings and the personal involvement of the Prime Minister. During the Plenary Session of the 1st of April 2011 , there was personal involvement of the Prime Minister George Papandreou (as well as of the leaders of the opposition) who took the floor in order to answer to the queries and to the interpellations. Thus, the political salience of the debate was high. During the Plenary Session of the 16th of December 2011 , there was no personal involvement of the Prime Minister but the Vice Prime Minister participated actively. During the Plenary Session of the 28th of March the first rank political leadership did not participate actively. Maybe this was also affected by the fact that since November 2011, there was a coalition government and that the Prime Minister was a technocrat, Lucas Papademos and not a politician
	As far as the political salience of the debates in the European Affairs Committee, it could be argued that the participation of the leadership of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the Committee of European Affairs has been negatively affected by domestic political events. In fact, during the coalition government of Lucas Papademos (11 November 2011 till 17 May 2012) Ms Mariliza Xenogiannkopoulou continued to act as an alternate Foreign Affairs Minister (holding the portfolio of European Affairs) until 14 February 2012, when she resigned. As it was argued by the employee in charge of the Directorate of European Relations of the Hellenic Parliament (interview 28/52012), the presence of Ms Xenogianakopoulou in the post of alternate Minister of Foreign Affairs had a positive effect on the participation of MFA leadership in the working sessions of the Committee of European Affairs. In should also be mentioned that, despite the fact that in the sessions of the subcommittee of European Economic Governance the members of the European Parliament are invited and have speaking rights, during the three meetings examined (11/4/2011, 25/5/2011 and 27/7/2011), no member of the European Parliament has participated despite the fact that they were invited and despite the importance of the debate.
	Regarding the relevance of the major topics and the decisions by the European Council for electoral campaigns, it was high. The bail out packages decided in the European Council and in the Eurozone Summits and the reaction of the Greek people as well as of the opposition parties was the main reason for the resignation of the George Papandreou on the 9th of November 2011 and of the formation of the coalition government of Lucas Papademos. In addition, the negotiation of the new bail out package was also the task of the coalition government and the end point of its trajectory. The decisions of EC and EZ meetinsg as well as the negotiation position of George Papandreou was the central reason for the change of leadership in the socialist party (the governmental party until November 2011) and even for the loss of the two electoral battles (on 6 May and on 17 June). Finally, the future stance of the parties in the EC and EZ meetings dominated the electoral campaigns and affected the results of the elections.
	The debated issues
	The main interest of the Greek Parliament’s debates, concerning the issues discussed at the European Council meetings, are focused to the financial agendas, due to the unstable condition of the Greek economy. The debates are usually taking place in the plenary sessions of the Parliament, where bills are voted or in the framework of the Special Committees meetings, which examine the pre-legislative regulatory framework of EU issues. In that specific case, the European Affairs Committee, as the competent instrument, discusses the results of the European Council meetings or organize meetings for the discussion of related aspects. The discussions usually take place with the submission of petitions, questions or current questions by the MPs. In the plenary session of 16-12-2011 , the President of SYRIZA Alexios Tsipras, via the submission of current question, debated with the vice President of the Government Eyaggelos Venizelos, about the results of the European Council (8-9/12/2011), concerning the ongoing efforts to lift Europe out of the crisis . In the same context, the President of LAOS George Karatzaferis, submitted a current question for the situation of the Greek Economy, in the plenary session of the 26-08-2011, giving emphasis to the permanent deflation of the country, in the frame of the Eurozone summit decisions one month earlier on 21-07-2011 . Furthermore, the 28-03-2012 debate of the EAC, with topic ‘’The role of the national parliaments in the E.U. economic governance‘’, was at the top of the agenda of the 1-2/3/2012 Eurozone summit, where the need for parliamentary support in order to be reformed the legislative framework for the successful implementation of the Greek Programme for the reduce of the public debt was identified . 
	Concerning the plenary sessions of the Parliament, it is worth examining the most important one that took place on the 28th of March 2012, related to the recorded vote for the ‘’Ratification of the European Council Decision amending Article 136 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, the Treaty on the ESM and the Treaty for the stability, coordination and governance in the Economic and Monetary Union. At the specific debate the MPs voted for the amendment of the European Council Decisions of the 1-3 March 2012, integrated in a draft legislative proposal (bill) of the Ministry of Finance. The specific draft (in principle adoption and article 4) was voted by majority voting, bringing, out of 253 MPs, 194 voted ‘’Yes’’ and 59 voted "No". 
	As far as the Greek Parliamentary Eurosceptism is concerned, we define as sceptical the MPs that did not ratify the Lisbon Treaty (11/6/2008) and that in general oppose to the transposition of EU legislative decisions or proposals to the domestic level. For the period we examine we can characterise as Eurosceptic the MPs of KKE, SYRIZA and LAOS. The adaptation process of the bill for the ratification of the European Council decision of the 1-2 March 2012, faced similarly negative approach by the MPs of the three Eurosceptic parties, while some (few) MEPs from the other two parties also voted negatively (New Democracy and PASOK). It should be underlined that during this session, the parliamentary representative of SYRIZA, Panagiotis Lafazanis questioned the constitutionality of the voting process following, arguing that that the specific bill could not be adopted with the plain majority (151 MEPs), since it raises an issue of national sovereignty concession. Finally, this objection was rejected . 
	In the debates in the European Affairs Committee and in the Plenum, in case of important reform of the national legislation in the light of a European Directive adaptation or issuing of Regulation, special attention has been given to the European Parliament discussions and working closures. Specifically, the agenda of the EAC meeting of 10-10-2011 was the information for the results of the EAC of the rest EU Parliaments meeting (COSAC, Warsaw 2-4.10.2011). 
	In the framework of the discussions of the plenary session of the Parliament, the MEPs usually make references to the legal instruments of the European Parliament, regarding the assessment of the legitimacy of the Greek Government’s decisions mainly for the issues dealing with the Fiscal compact commitments. A typical case, which was at the limelight of that time, concerns the debate of the Parliament plenary session of 20-09-2011 for the financial measures that the Government took for the consolidation of the Greek Economy. Specifically, the MEP of the party LAOS Konstantinos Aebaliotis , at the plenary session, declared that with other six MEPs of his party, he appealed to the Petition Committee of the European Parliament questioning the violation of the European legislation. The appeal concerned the infringement of the proportionality principle (EU fundamental principle), by the imposition of multiple taxes in already taxed goods.
	Ireland: Gavin Barrett, University College Dublin 
	Italy: Michele Comelli, Istituto Affari Internazionali
	Netherlands: Iona Ebben / Adriaan Schout / Jan Marinus Wiersma, Institute for International Relations Clingendael 
	Poland: Maria Karasinska-Fendler / Anna Jedrzejewska, European Institute in Lodz 
	Portugal: Davor Jancic, Utrecht University*
	The summit of 21 July 2011 marked the turning of a page in the recent history of united Europe and of the Eurozone. When few believed in a consistent solution to the problem that affects the peripheral economies of some of the Member States, the leaders of the Eurozone understood the need to solve national problems with a firm solution that embraces solidarity. […] The solutions found […] are the expression of change and of the end of national egoisms. […] The conclusions of the Summit are positive and most relevant for Portugal, and the Portuguese Government did well in participating in this process, which can turn out to be historic for the country. […] The conclusions of the Summit thus clearly show the commitment of all the states to ensure the cohesion of the Eurozone, the success of the project of the single currency and of the necessary stability of the financial system. […] This Summit is not the point of arrival but the point of departure. When everyone was saying that there was going to be a cataclysm, we realised that, in the end, Europe is capable of finding a collective solution […]”. 
	In reaction, while Carlos Zorrinho (PS) agreed about the positive effects of this Summit for Europe and Portugal, he underlined that “these results occurred despite the absolute political absence of the Portuguese Government”. Examples of negative appraisals of European Council meetings include the assessments by Ana Drago (BE) and Luís Fazenda (BE) that it is “absolutely catastrophic”, “absolutely delirious” and “disastrous” to set the limit of Government deficit at 0.5% of gross domestic product, as opposed to 5.9% for 2011, 4.5% for 2012 and 3% for 2013 that had been agreed in the abovementioned Memorandum of Understanding. For Jerónimo de Sousa (PCP), the Fiscal Compact’s requirement to lay down the 0.5% limit in domestic legal provisions of binding force and permanent character, preferably in those of a constitutional nature, is a “true constitutional coup”. 
	Furthermore, European Council conclusions and declarations are sometimes utilized by political parties or by the Government to buttress or affirm their respective positions or actions. For instance, Carlos Zorrinho (PS) referred to the declaration adopted at the informal European Council of 30 January 2012 entitled “Towards growth-friendly consolidation and job-friendly growth” in order to corroborate the Socialists’ insistence on combining policies that lead to budgetary consolidation with those inciting growth and job creation. 
	Criticism of the democratic deficit of the EU
	Complaints among MPs about the deficiencies of the EU’s democratic functioning are most frequently heard from the opposition parties. For example, the Socialists lamented that before Eurozone summits there is first a meeting between Germany and France, then between Germany and France on the one hand and the Eurogroup on the other, and only then between the Eurogroup and the other Euro Member States. Similarly, the Greens do not hesitate to claim that Franco-German alliance “decides the destiny of all the peoples of Europe, relegating the other Member States to a completely passive role, limiting them to accepting the decisions of this directorate”. Their position, as stated by their MP José Luís Ferreira, was that:
	This Assembly […] should express, in a clear form, its rejection of more transfers of sovereignty to the European Union and […] of its budgetary sovereignty, which is a key matter of any nation in terms of sovereignty. 
	Referring to the then forthcoming ordinary European Council meeting of 8/9 December 2011, the Left Bloc expressed almost the same view, namely that:
	[T]he democratic question is fundamental, because what will be debated by the European Summit in the following days is a matter of democracy. The proposals that are presented […] threaten the sovereign competences of this very Assembly of the Republic! This is a withdrawal of the powers of Portuguese citizens and of the role that the MPs, in this very Assembly, should play! The function of representing Portuguese interests is the competence of this Assembly, not of the European Commission! It cannot be the European Court of Justice that will sanction the budgetary choices democratically made for the future of the country! 
	In an effective reply, the Minister of State and Foreign Affairs, Paulo Portas (CDS-PP), attempted to placate the ‘uprising’ of the smaller opposition parties against the perceived attack on Portuguese sovereignty, emphasising that: 
	The degree of sovereignty in the 21st century equals the degree of debt that states assume and, above all, the ability of states to pay these debts back. Because of this, the best way to defend the sovereignty of Portugal, today and tomorrow, is not to incur too much debt […]. 
	Relevance of the European Parliament
	The MPs’ references to the European Parliament during plenary debates on European Council meetings and Eurozone summits are sporadic and negligible. This occurred on a mere handful of occasions. For instance, opposing the introduction of an extraordinary tax advocated by Portugal’s centre-right Government, Carlos Zorrinho (PS) tried to fortify his argument against additional taxation by invoking the fact that the European People’s Party at the EU level, which is of the same political colour as the Portuguese Government, voted against the taxation of financial operations. In a similar vein, his party colleague António Braga mentioned that the Socialist Party has advocated their policy preferences concerning the Eurozone crisis also in the European Parliament. 
	Yet another example comes from Carlos Costa Neves (PSD), who, wishing to express support for the argument that budgetary discipline would not of itself bring about economic recovery, stressed that the European Parliament reached the same conclusion in two of its resolutions. 
	Framing ‘Europe’ and the mobilisation of MPs
	Plenary debates about European Council meetings and Eurozone summits are certainly one of the most important means for MPs to frame ‘Europe’ in Portugal and to shape the public opinion about the European Union. To be sure, plenary discussions about ‘Europe’ are organised in many other instances, such as where a draft EU initiative falls within the ambit of the Assembly’s exclusive legislative competence; where formal written opinions (pareceres) are adopted regarding the Union’s compliance with the principle of subsidiarity; then at the beginning of each EU Presidency; about the State of the Union after the European Parliament has held its own debate about this matter; about the EU’s instruments of economic governance; and about draft resolutions formulated by political parties or by the European Affairs Committee. 
	Still, debates devoted to European Council meetings and Eurozone summits, especially the latter given Portugal’s sovereign debt problem, provoke MPs and their parliamentary groups to articulate their opinions, preferences and approaches as regards the EU in a more general fashion. These debates are a key opportunity for political parties to clarify and differentiate their standpoints from those of the other parties. MPs well recognise the importance of discussing ‘Europe’ in Parliament. As João Serpa Oliva (CDS-PP) underscored, strengthening the consensus among the political parties about EU integration is important because “to defend European integration is to defend Portugal”. Ana Drago (BE) spoke along the same lines when she urged that:
	More than ever, the political discussion that we have in this Assembly, each proposal, each draft of social policy, economic policy, is conditioned by what is goes on nowadays within the framework of European integration. It is, hence, a central debate. 
	As the foregoing empirical analysis demonstrates, the mobilisation of all political parties is evident. The mobilisation of Eurosceptic MPs is particularly noticeable. Among them, the most vocal are MPs of the Left Bloc, who moved a resolution rejecting the Fiscal Compact, albeit not with a successful outcome. Pro-Europe parties are no less active, however. Apart from the governing parties (PSD and CDS-PP), the Socialists, as the biggest opposition party, were successful in having adopted a resolution on the promotion of economic growth and job creation. 
	Overall, there is a high degree of awareness among MPs of the necessity to follow EU-related matters, in particular those discussed at European Council meetings and Eurozone summits.Slovakia: Angela Figulova, Institute of European Studies and International Relations at Comenius University
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