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The workshop discussed replies to the European transparency initiative, 
recently published by Mr Kallas, Member of the Commission, following a 
Commission Green Paper. This is the basis of the current debate on the reform of the 
recognition and registration requirements for lobby groups in the European Union,
aimed at bringing more transparency to the EU institutions and making them more 
credible to the public.

The first part of the workshop was chaired by Jo Leinen, Chairman of the 
Committee on Constitutional Affairs, and the second part by Alexander Stubb MEP, 
rapporteur on lobbying. Mr Kallas also attended and presented the Commission’s 
work in this area.

The role of lobbying organisations was seen as positive by the Commission 
and Parliament representatives. Parliament is democratically elected and is supposed 
to be open to anyone who wants to contribute to its work. MEPs are the first to take in 
outside information that is subjective but necessary for their decision-making. It is 
their responsibility to select their sources critically.

A corpus of rules on accreditation and procedures was put in place in 1996. Mr Stubb 
said 4915 lobbyists were currently listed, which showed the extent to which 
influencing Parliament was important. He strongly made the point that Parliament
wanted a solution that would not create discrimination between the various forms of 
lobbying (NGOs, private companies, etc.). Moreover all rapporteurs should draft a 
note at the end of their reports mentioning all the organisations consulted in drawing 
up the text.
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Six questions had been devised to manage this approach as effectively as possible:

• Should the register be compulsory or voluntary?
• Should the register be shared by the Commission and Parliament?
• Should financial information be disclosed? If so, to what extent? 
• What is the definition of a lobbyist?
• What penalties might be envisaged in the event of abuse?
• How should transparency in the financing of intergroups be dealt with?

David Cohen (University College, London) opened the workshop by an 
overview of current lobbying practices in the European institutions. At stake was the 
establishment of relations of trust between the institutions and lobbyists.

The lobbyists formed a sort of network whose capacity to influence the legislative 
process depended on three main factors: time, money and expertise. Over 20 % of 
resources were used to put strong pressure on the Commission; this was almost the 
same as the amount devoted by lobbyists to influence officials and Members of the 
European Parliament together (about 18 %).

The European institutions could impose penalties on these groups by refusing access
if they did not provide reliable information.

Mr Cohen commented that a European public arena had been in existence for a long 
time and it was therefore important to define precise criteria for taking part in 
decision-making. On the other hand, the system put in place should not be too 
restrictive.

He thought a joint register for the European institutions was not an ideal solution in 
that each institution had its own requirements. However, as both Parliament and the 
Commission were involved in the legislative process, a shared database could be an 
advantage in clearly defining the outside players who could intervene.

The review of lobbying in Europe was followed by a review in the United 
States by Craig Holman (Public Citizen, Washington, DC).

Mr Holman said that one of the main problems in the United States was corruption; he 
quoted several examples, including the Jack Abramoff case in 2007).

Lobbying legislation in the USA had developed by becoming more transparent since 
the first act in 1938.

Legislation was strengthened in 1946 but still appeared insufficient, with a vague 
definition of lobbying (someone who wants to influence legislation – but with what 
objectives?) – and a general lack of clarity on financing.
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Congress was thus obliged to draft a new act in 1995: the Disclosure Act, which gives 
a precise definition of lobbying and makes registration on the Internet compulsory 
(more transparency), if three empirical criteria are fulfilled:

o The compensation offered must be sizeable
o The lobbyist must have more than one contact with a Member of 

Congress
o He must spend at least 20 % of his time attending to a given client.

These measures had been strengthened several weeks previously by adoption of a 
stricter code for Members of Congress, in view of recent scandals.

Mr Kallas then gave details of the Commission’s proposal. The ETI was 
based on a principle of voluntary registrations and definitions similar to those in the 
USA (though the American system was too stringent on some points). The aim was to 
strengthen the legitimacy of the EU’s decision-making in the eyes of public opinion, 
which saw the process as being influenced by all sorts of interests. The Eurostat 
scandal (there was no comparison with American scandals) had helped strengthen this 
view to some extent.

Parliament, like the Commission, depended on lobbyists and it was thus necessary to 
reform the system. The Commission had already made a start by listing in its 
publications the organisations consulted.

On the question of a joint register, Mr Kallas hoped for a single database or at least an 
interconnection between registers, to avoid the same group being consulted several 
times. He therefore invited Parliament to follow his proposal. 

Mr Kallas’s remarks were followed by a short debate in which Claude Turmes
(Verts/ALE Group) expressed scepticism about the lobbyists, pointing out the 
scandals that had already occurred, such as the Energy package, which seemed to 
have been written by lobbyists. The question was which aspects were going to be
taken over from the American experience. It should nevertheless be understood, as 
several Members, including Richard Corbett, had pointed out, that the USA and the 
European Union certainly had points in common but there were also differences: 
individual politicians depended on campaign funds in the USA whereas in Europe the 
political campaign was run by the political parties and politicians only had to pay for 
television time. There was thus not the same conflict of interests.

Finally it was agreed there was a need to rely more on Parliament’s secretariat, 
which was an independent source of information. Proposed solutions included a 
guarantee of pluralism by lobbyists, an obligation for any rapporteur to quote the 
sources consulted and compulsory registration.

Mr Leinen left at the end of the first part and Mr Stubb chaired the second part, where 
various lobby groups and civil society organisations gave their views on the 
Commission’s proposal.
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Philippe de Buck (Business Europe) was concerned about the risk of 
discrimination and violation of business confidentiality represented by the public 
disclosure of financial information. He wanted to see clarification of penalties and 
precise rules.

On the other hand, Jim Murray (BEUC) stressed the importance of 
transparency, thus encouraging lobbyists to register. He tended to favour compulsory 
registration that should be made as clear as possible and include publication of 
financial information, to prevent abuses (such as organisations presenting themselves 
as NGOs which were in fact financed by industries). A code of conduct was needed 
for the settlement of disputes, a system to sort out differences and a commitment by 
lobbyists to work towards this.

Law offices involved in lobbying should also be registered. They should not abuse 
their privileged links with clients (confidentiality) and hide dubious activities.

The information should be available on the Internet and efforts by the institutions 
should be brought to fruition (in particular by the Commission’s Enterprise and 
Industry DG, which never published its sources of information).

Mr Stubb added that there were also categories such as intergroups or 
parliamentary assistants, where more clarity was needed, particularly about funding.

Lyn Trytsman-Gray (SEAP) said there a need for precise definitions 
covering all lobbying activity (sometimes even beyond the EU).

Rules should not be discriminatory and should apply to all forms of lobbying 
including, unions and regional organisations. Registration must also be pragmatic and 
effective.

Disclosing financial information could on the other hand pose problems. A clear 
procedure was needed to define what information should be disclosed and how.

Finally it was essential to have an effective, practical system of registration. The way 
MEPs might use the database should be studied.

José Lalloum (European Public Affairs Consultancies Association)
affirmed his wish to inspire trust in the hearts of Europeans. What was needed was 
transparency by means of compulsory disclosure, as voluntary registration would lead 
to distortion of competition. Disclosure should go beyond purely financial details.

The Commission proposal should take the form of a regulation and be examined and 
adopted under the codecision procedure so all interested parties could take part.

Paul de Clerck (Friends of the Earth, ALTER-EU) pointed out that rules 
were an important necessity as the European public did not greatly trust the decision-
making process. There was a need for disclosure of financial information and the 
creation of stricter rules.
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There was a need for stricter rules for lobbyists as he thought industrial lobbyists 
received favourable treatment (they were often found in high-level working parties).

There should be precise criteria for entering data in the register and this should be 
compulsory.

His group thought the Commission’s proposal lightweight compared with US 
legislation.

The Corporate Europe Observatory, represented by Erik Wesselius, 
wanted respect for European citizens’ right to know who was lobbying. That was why 
the ETI was a good beginning. Some information had to be disclosed, without making 
the process cumbersome and ineffective. Nevertheless the project remained 
unsatisfactory, particularly with regard to registrations, which should be compulsory. 
Mr Wesselius had put forward the idea of a Commission register that would enable 
Parliament to select, among those listed, those to whom access would be authorised. 
There had been objections, because Parliament would lose some of its autonomy as a 
result.

Hanns Glatz (Daimler AG) placed more stress on the institutions: corruption 
must also be avoided by regulation of MEPs and officials’ activities. Lobby groups 
were not solely responsible; the institutions must also be controlled.

He favoured a shared register and disclosure of financial information. Whether 
registration should be compulsory or voluntary remained to be decided. 

Thomas Tindemans (CCBE, White & Case), the last speaker, said the 
Commission and Parliament were much more transparent than the national 
institutions. If the aim of the Commission proposal was to obtain more legitimacy and 
democracy access must be extended and not restricted.

On the question of disclosure, a lawyer-client relationship sometimes made 
confidentiality obligatory. This could not be violated, even in competition cases. 
There had to be transparency but within the limits of respect for confidentiality. 

A round table followed, with a fruitful exchange of views. In general, most 
speakers recognised that reform was necessary, in the interests of greater 
transparency and increased legitimacy for the EU’s decision-making bodies. It should, 
however, clearly define all the concepts and the system itself. Similarly there were 
some advantages in the regulatory system in the United States, which it would be 
useful to study for the European Union. For example, the possibility of compulsory 
registration was favoured by some as likely to be more effective than the voluntary 
system envisaged by the Commission.

There also seemed to be some need to deal with the principle of equality for all 
lobbyists, although they all had individual characteristics. Most participants thought 
NGOs and lobby groups should be considered on an equal footing so as not to alarm 
citizens, to gain their trust and avoid any distortion and incomplete application of the 
system.
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The question of a register of lobbyists shared between the Commission and 
Parliament had been discussed and, although it might provide an interesting database 
for the institutions, it did not seem to have the majority of votes at present, because
the operation and objectives of each institution could hinder its usefulness and make it 
more cumbersome to use.

Another sensitive point raised was the public disclosure of information, particularly 
financial information. There were several subsidiary problems here. It was first 
necessary to define what would be disclosed as it was inconceivable that a group’s 
entire financial information would be disclosed. What limitation of information was 
possible while maintaining transparency: income? Moreover, how could information 
be made available to the public? The American system primarily used the Internet, 
which appeared to be the main solution. But to do this, there had to be a rapid system 
that was simple to use, simple to access and regularly updated. Finally the question of 
disclosure came up against lawyers’ recognised right of confidentiality, even when 
they were lobbyists. How far could this right prevail without undermining the 
transparency of the system? The Commission recognised this conflict and would set 
out the extent of the right to confidentiality in its guidelines. 

All the speakers, however, emphasised the undoubted need to control lobbying 
practices. It remained to be seen what mechanisms could be adopted, especially as it 
was hard to work out a system of penalties against MEPs. Some suggested the 
creation of a public affairs ombudsman to cover all the institutions; he would be 
responsible for control and where appropriate penalties against groups that went too
far. Others proposed use of the model applicable to lawyers: an independent body 
(appointed by Parliament or the Commission) which would be responsible for 
monitoring, and penalties in the event of misconduct.

Finally the intergroups were a special case that had to be studied more closely. How 
could they be treated separately?

One thing was certain: transparency could not work in only one direction. It had to 
come from both lobbyists and MEPs.


