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The question of how the European Parliament (EP) organizes itself is significant for the efficiency 
of the European Union’s (EU) legislative process and has implications for MEPs’ accountability to 
voters. Evidence of how national parliaments have developed over time suggests that flexibility and 
control over their internal organization allows legislatures to alter their workings to respond to 
changes such as increases in legislative power. This process of adaptation and professionalization is 
often referred to by social scientists as institutionalization. From the point of view of working 
efficiently and in order to make MEPs accountable for the way the EP works, it would make sense 
for the EP to have the power to decide on its physical location. This argument is expressed in a little 
more detail in what follows, drawing on academic research on the EP and other legislatures.

1. My own research on movements in and out of the EP and movement within its committee 
system shows that the EP is becoming increasingly professionalized and – to use a term from 
the social sciences – institutionalized. 
 Turnover of EP membership has declined from a high point after the 1994 elections of 58% 

down to about 50% after the 2009 elections. This is still comparatively high but the trend is 
one of decline. 

 Over one-third of careers in the EP since 1979 (36%) have lasted for two to three terms. 
This suggests that some MEPs are starting to develop careers in the EP, or at least are 
staying for a period beyond a single term.

 Greater proportions of MEPs are staying on EP committees from one term to another. For 
example, around one in five committee positions stayed in the same hands after the 2009 EP 
elections, even with comparatively high turnover of MEPs in the EP as a whole. If we look 
only at incumbents, the percentage of committee places held by the same people across 
elections has steadily risen from a low point after the 1994 EP elections to just under 50% 
after the 2009 EP elections.

 Research also shows that those with longer experience in the EP are more likely to obtain 
committee chairs and other leadership offices such as the Presidency or Vice-Presidencies.

2. These are the sorts of changes that we would expect to see if the EP is to continue developing 
the resources it needs to be better equipped to achieve influence in the EU’s legislative process. 
But to take this development further, the EP would benefit from being able to decide where it 
conducts its activities. This would give it a degree of flexibility, such as over its timetable, that 
it currently lacks. Such flexibility would allow the EP to better respond to events and to 
organize its workload more efficiently (as explored in point 4 below). 
 The current level of freedom granted to the EP – through its ability to decide on the Rules of 

Procedure – has allowed it to enhance its powers such as in executive oversight. In this 
regard, the EP has gained de facto powers such as its ability to alter the composition of the 
College of Commissioners before it is approved, as in the first Barroso College. Prior to this, 
it introduced a vote on the European Council’s proposed candidate for the Commission 
President, which was later made a de jure power via the treaties. 

 From its power to fix the Rules of Procedure, it would be a natural progression for the EP to 
decide on the location of its work, especially in the light of the much greater involvement of 
the EP in the EU’s legislative process in recent years.

3. The EP is normally regarded by political scientists as part of a bicameral parliament in which it 
shares power with the Council of Ministers, not forgetting that this power varies depending on 
the policy area concerned. 



 The idea of having one part of a bicameral parliament located in a different city to the other 
is unusual. In the case of some bicameral parliaments, the two houses share the same set of 
buildings, such as the UK Parliament or the US Congress. In other cases, such as in France, 
the two houses might be in slightly different locations but are still within the same city. 

 In the case of the EU, interactions between the Council and the EP are key to the EU’s 
legislative process whether it be via these institutions’ formal interactions in the ordinary 
legislative procedure or through the informal processes of trialogue at which major decisions 
about the content of legislation are often made. Building on points made above, if the 
location of the EP has any effect on the efficiency of this process, then the EP ought to be 
able to decide on where it works.

 In practical terms, we know from the European Parliament Research Group’s surveys that 
MEPs are in frequent contact with non-EP political actors who are often based in Brussels. 
For instance, 52% of respondents said they have contacts at least once a week with interest 
groups, and many of these will be located in Brussels. Over one-fifth said they have at least 
weekly contact with Commission staff and this rises to over 70% if we look at those with at 
least monthly contacts.

4. Allowing the EP to decide on where it conducts its work would allow for the degree of 
flexibility in timetables that is common in many national parliaments. 
 At present in the EP, most votes are clustered together at particular points in Strasbourg 

weeks meaning they do not follow directly from the relevant debate. In the UK Parliament, 
by contrast, it is conventional for votes to follow directly after debates. While this may lead 
to less certainty about exactly when votes will occur, the benefit is that MPs vote having just 
heard the range of views on a particular issue, assuming they were in attendance at the 
debate.

 Furthermore, in some legislatures it is quite normal to see committee meetings and hearings 
scheduled on the same days as or even at the same time as plenary sessions at which 
legislation is debated.  While there is some ability to hold committee meetings in 
Strasbourg, if the EP could decide on its location of work, this would open up the possibility 
of much more flexibility as to when plenary, committee and group meetings are held.

5. Some might counter that many of the EU’s member states have parliamentary systems in which 
government support will normally be required for changes to the operation of parliaments. The 
EU is unlike parliamentary systems in that the executive branch, in the form of the European 
Commission, is not drawn from among MEPs and it cannot threaten the EP with a motion of 
confidence. We would expect legislatures in this situation to develop a degree of independence 
from the executive branch and to organize themselves in a way that makes scrutiny of this 
branch as easy as possible. Allowing the EP to decide on its own location could be part of this.

6. Evidence indicates that a majority of MEPs support the notion that they ought to be able to 
decide to hold all plenary sessions in Brussels. Aside from votes on this issue in the EP, we 
know this from data in the European Parliament Research Group’s surveys of MEPs from 2000, 
2006 and 2010. Combining these data we see that 70% of MEPs agreed that ‘The EP should be 
allowed to hold all its plenary sessions in Brussels’. 

7. At present MEPs are in the position of experiencing a degree of negative media coverage over 
the seat of the EP while not being permitted to decide on this. Giving them power over their 
location would allow voters to hold MEPs to account for any decisions they make on this issue, 
thus increasing the accountability of MEPs for the way they conduct their business.   
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