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EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT
ANSWERS TO QUESTIONNAIRE FOR

COMMISSIONER ASHTON

Part A – General questions

I. Personal and professional

1. What aspects of your personal qualifications and professional experience 
do you feel were of particular relevance with regard to your nomination and 
your prospective role as Commissioner? 

I am a committed European with a track record of support for the European Union and a 
strong belief in the value and necessity of an effective EU. As Leader of the House of Lords, I 
steered the Lisbon Treaty through that House. I have practical experience of European politics 
and negotiation at the intergovernmental level, notably through my work as a UK Justice 
Minister in the Justice and Home Affairs Council. This included chairing that Council during 
the United Kingdom Presidency in 2005. As UK Parliamentary Under-Secretary in the 
Department for Constitutional Affairs, I led international negotiations in the area of trade in 
legal services with India and South Africa.

I have strong experience on business and economic issues, having been Director of the UK 
charity Business in the Community, which works with businesses to encourage them to 
engage with their communities and develop the potential of the people who work for them. I 
know from this experience the challenges that European businesses face in balancing the 
competitiveness demands of the global economy with their obligations to the communities 
that they are part of. This is particularly true for small and medium sized businesses, which 
remain the engine of the European economy and which would be a core priority of my work 
as Trade Commissioner for example, in terms of improving market access for them. 

II. Independence 

2. How would you describe your obligation to be independent in carrying out 
your duties and how do you concretely envisage putting this principle into 
practice? 

I set great store by the principle of independence of Commissioners set out in the treaty. It is a 
central part of how the Commission works and how it is able to discharge its duties. This 
independence allows us to listen to, and learn from, different views and voices and distil from 
that the common European interest. It is the strength that lets the Commission play its role as 
an "honest broker" for the European Union to the full. Maintaining this tradition of 
independence is extremely important.

As you are aware I am a life peer. I am not able to renounce my title of 'Baroness' as it is 
given to me for life. By virtue of my title, I have a place in the UK House of Lords. For the 
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term of my mandate as Commissioner I have taken leave of absence from the Lords. This 
means in practice that, although I retain my title, I would not attend the House of Lords, nor 
take part in votes, give speeches there, or draw any allowances during the period of my 
mandate.

3. Could you provide the European Parliament with details of your recent and 
present business, financial and political interests and positions, and of any 
other commitment that might clash with your prospective duties? 
to be answered by the Commissioner

I have no business and financial interests, and my political interests would complement and in 
no way clash with my new role. I am fully aware of the rules on ethics and integrity set out in 
the Code of Conduct for Commissioners and I intend to abide by them fully. As indicated in 
the previous answer, I have taken the necessary steps to ensure that there is no conflict 
between my status as Baroness and my duties as Commissioner. 

III. Future of the European Union 

4. The Lisbon Strategy is a ten-year strategy to make the European Union the 
world's most dynamic, competitive and sustainable economy by 2010. The 
Lisbon strategy comprises the three pillars of sustainable development: the 
economy, social affairs and the environment. The date of 2010 will coincide 
with the term of your mandate. What would you do, as Commissioner, to 
accelerate progress towards the Lisbon goals and what in your view should be 
the main priorities? 

The renewed Lisbon Strategy for growth and jobs is central to Europe’s economic future and 
its ability to maintain strong societies built on sustainable growth. It has been broadly 
successful in uniting European governments, parliaments and interests around a single set of 
policy goals. This in turn has helped ensure that policy making on these questions across 
Europe is more integrated. The Strategy is vital for preparing Europe for the challenges of 
globalisation and an ageing population. The Commission has an important role to play in 
keeping up the momentum of reform and helping Member States to meet their commitments. 

Important steps have also been taken at the level of the Union. I would point to the deepening 
of the internal energy market and the reorienting of the use of the structural funds towards 
projects targeted at economic renewal through the creation of new growth and jobs. Last 
year's proposals on energy and climate change mark another big step forward. 

What this means in practice is recognising that Europe’s economic strength and job creation 
at home is tied to our ability to be competitive in the global economy, and working to ensure 
open global markets, where European companies get fair treatment and where others respect 
trade rules. It means using trade agreements to open new opportunities for growth and 
development both for Europe and its partners.  

Of course, the current financial crisis will create a new and difficult context. However, 
whatever the current difficulties, we must stay focused on the longer term. The basic 
challenges have not changed. We still need to modernise our economies and make them better 
able to seize the opportunities of tomorrow and compete with emerging economic 
powerhouses of China, India and others. We need to ensure that the workforce has the right 
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skills to take advantage of future opportunities. We still need to prepare for demographic 
change. The transition to the low carbon economy is more urgent than ever. By strengthening 
the fundamentals of our economies we can hasten our recovery and make it more durable. 
Lisbon will also make our economies more flexible and resilient and better able to withstand 
future shocks.

From a trade perspective our main challenge is to shape globalisation so that we all benefit. 
To take one example, the current economic turmoil makes the need for a global trade deal 
more urgent rather than less; shoring up a strong system of global trade rules that reflect the 
needs of developing countries and giving a much needed shot of confidence to the 
international trading system.

5. How do you intend to improve the public image of the Commission? 

Coming from the UK I am no stranger to euro-scepticism. Yet I also believe that, as President 
Barroso put it in his first speech to the European Parliament, “the biggest challenge we face is 
not the Euro-scepticism of the few but the Euro-apathy of the many”. Our challenge as both 
Commissioners and Parliamentarians is to show that Europe is relevant and able to offer 
solutions for global challenges.

As Commissioner I would continue to seek ways to emphasise the relevance of the EU to the 
day to day lives of European citizens. This is the conviction that has driven my political work 
as a pro-European in the past: that Europe must make a positive difference to life for ordinary 
people. In trade policy I believe that that means ensuring that we pay particular attention to 
the needs of small and medium sized businesses, who are often well equipped to prosper in a 
global economy, but which face additional challenges in doing so because of their size and 
resources.  

People’s expectations of the EU have changed over the last 50 years as Europe itself and the 
world around us have changed. Most Europeans accept that our societies can only tackle 
many of today's most important challenges collectively and by working on a European scale. 
This particularly applies to challenges such as climate change, energy policy, migration,
alleviating global poverty and questions relating to security and justice. The current economic 
crisis reinforces in the starkest way how interlinked our economies have become and how 
action on a national scale is not enough. Being relevant for Europeans means showing that we 
understand these challenges and are able to address them. 

The Commission also has an important responsibility for communication. I don’t think this is 
simply a case of selling EU policies to the public. It is a process of dialogue and debate, in 
which the European institutions involve and consult European citizens. In addition to 
explaining EU affairs to people, we need to listen to their concerns and feed their views back 
into our policy-making. This can happen directly or through the channel of the European 
Parliament. As Commissioner I would support the Commission’s goal of creating a lively 
public debate on the EU's aims and policies – not least in the country that I know best.
  
IV. Democratic accountability to the European Parliament

6a. How do you envisage your accountability to the European Parliament? 

I would fully respect and implement the Commission’s commitments under the 2005 
Framework Agreement, including the principle according to which each Commissioner takes 
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political responsibility for actions in his/her field of competence, without prejudice to the 
principle of Commission collegiality.  

I have a track record of reaching out to the European Parliament, both during my work with 
the Lisbon Treaty and during my three years as a UK Justice Minister, including during the 
UK Presidency in 2005. I believe it is of fundamental political importance to the effectiveness 
and legitimacy of the European Union that Commissioners and the entire College are 
accountable to the European Parliament. The European Parliament is the only directly elected 
European institution, and enjoys full democratic legitimacy as the representative body of the 
peoples of Europe. The European Parliament has played, and continues to play, a central role 
in the development of the European Union, offering a strong vision of the role of the EU in 
European life and bringing Europe closer to its citizens. The advances of the Treaty of Lisbon 
– not least through the advances it brings in my own area of trade policy will help to 
consolidate this role.

In practical terms, Parliament needs to be able to exercise its democratic oversight effectively.  
This means making sure that it has the full and timely information it needs to exercise that 
control. I am committed, building on the practice of my two predecessors, to keeping the 
Parliament fully informed in the area of trade policy. I believe this should mean providing the 
Parliament with information shared with the Council as well as   participating regularly in 
Plenary sessions and making myself available in order to explain and report on what the 
Commission is doing and why. I believe I have a serious duty to listen carefully to 
Parliament’s concerns and take real account of Parliament’s views. I look forward to 
continuing this close dialogue that I have already begun.

6b.From a strictly political standpoint, do you consider that, in case a hearing 
should lead to a negative conclusion, the concerned Commissioner-designate 
should withdraw his/her candidacy?

I fully accept the principle defined in the Framework Agreement on relations between the 
European Parliament and the Commission that the President of the Commission can request a 
Member of the Commission to resign if Parliament expresses a lack of confidence. 

Let me add that I am delighted to have the opportunity to present myself to the Parliament at 
the very start of my mandate and before I have taken up major operational responsibilities..

6c. To what extent do you consider that you are responsible for the answers 
provided by your services to the Parliament as a result of requests emanating 
from its Committee on Petitions or other responsible committees? If called 
upon to justify or explain previous acts of the Commission, or previous 
omissions, to what extent do you consider yourself as being accountable to 
Parliament?

As indicated above, I fully accept the principle in the Framework Agreement on relations 
between the European Parliament and the Commission which states that “each Member of the 
Commission shall take political responsibility for action in the field of which he or she is in 
charge, without prejudice to the principle of Commission collegiality“.  I would consider 
answers provided by my services as offered on my behalf, and take political responsibility for 
them accordingly. 
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I intend to ensure that there is no break in the accountability of the Commission to Parliament 
in relation to my areas of responsibility. Coming new to this portfolio, I would, of course, be 
reviewing and putting my own mark on policies.  If I were to decide that previous policy 
choices needed to be modified or changes made, I would of course inform and explain these 
to the Parliament as necessary. I also stand ready to justify or explain previous acts of the 
Commission.

6d. What do you understand by the concept of political responsibility before 
the Parliament for the activities of your Directorate(s)-General? What steps do 
you intend to take to ensure your Directorate(s)-General are well-managed? 

I am answerable to the College for my activities and those of the Trade Directorate-General, 
whilst my Director-General is answerable to me and the College for the proper 
implementation of the guidelines that we set and for the management of the Directorate-
General. I bring to the position of Commissioner years of Ministerial experience in the 
United Kingdom managing departmental teams of varying sizes. I believe the strength of an 
effective team lies in ensuring open discussion of policy options and a clear understanding of 
roles and responsibilities,

I would add that I believe that relations between Commissioners and departments are based 
first and foremost on loyalty, trust and transparency – particularly in respect of external 
contacts. I would expect my services to maintain the highest standards of professional probity 
and ethical conduct that both the public and this Parliament expect.

I understand that following the reforms under the last Commission many of the levers needed 
to ensure that we deliver the highest levels of public service are now in place. I intend to 
make full use of them. Building in particular on the Directorate-General's Annual 
Management Plans and Annual Activity Reports, I would ensure that the policy objectives of 
the Trade Directorate-General are clearly defined, and the progress made closely monitored. 

I would also pay all due attention to the work and recommendations of the various control 
bodies: the Directorate-General's internal audit capability, the Commission's audit services, 
and the European Court of Auditors; as well as to the work of this Parliament's Ombudsman. 

I would meet with the senior management of the Directorate-General on a weekly basis to 
discuss policy developments, while maintaining regular contact with my Director General. I 
expect to be kept informed on a regular basis of important management issues, including of 
activity designed to ensure that our work conforms to the highest ethical standards.  And at 
least twice a year I would have a meeting with the Director-General specifically on internal 
controls and audit.

7. How important would you consider implementing the interinstitutional co-
operation (Commission-Parliament), in particular with the relevant 
parliamentary committees in your area of competence? In this new context, 
what does transparency mean for you, in the interinstitutional legislative 
procedure between the European Parliament, Council and Commission, as 
well as in the interinstitutional relations in general? 
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From my experience as the leader of the House of Lords, I know just how important good 
cooperation between an executive and a Parliament is to delivering effective policies. This is 
particularly true in a UK context where the labour government lacks a natural majority in the 
upper Chamber, meaning that it is vital to be able to reach out and build coalitions. So I am 
firmly convinced that good inter-institutional co-operation is central to the efficiency, 
transparency, legitimacy and good governance of the EU institutions. 

I believe that good relations between Commissioners and their relevant Committees are 
essential. I believe we should always be looking for ways to improve these relations further, 
through closer dialogue, more regular attendance and exchange of information. It is also 
important that the Commission follows up quickly and comprehensively the views expressed 
by a Committee. 

I consider it an important part of a Commissioner's duties to be answerable in the Plenary 
sessions of the Parliament, but also to attend regularly committee meetings both on the 
Committee’s invitation but also at my own suggestion. As indicated above I believe I have a 
duty to be available to committee members. Building on my first contacts over recent days, I 
would like to establish direct communication with MEPs, so that I can be aware of concerns 
and provide prompt and clear information. My presentation to the Parliament will be an 
important first occasion to establish a good working relationship with the committees most 
directly covering my area of responsibility based on mutual trust and respect.  

V. Gender mainstreaming

8. What concrete measures do you consider necessary in order to ensure that the concept of 
gender mainstreaming is implemented in your specific policy area? Do you have a policy 
strategy, and what financial and human resources do you think are necessary to implement 
gender mainstreaming in your portfolio?

I would be the first female British European Commissioner and the first female Trade 
Commissioner, which is evidence of the fact that women remain under-represented at the 
highest levels of the European Union. I have had a particular interest in equality issues 
throughout my career, predating my entry into Parliament. I was responsible for the 
establishment of the charity 'Opportunity Now' which remains one of the largest women's 
rights charities in the United Kingdom.

I believe that equality for women is an area where EU principles have directly touched the 
lives, working and living conditions and the pay-packets of millions of Europeans. However, 
there remains a huge amount of work to do in reshaping the way we structure our working 
lives so that they better reflect the needs of women, and the balance between work and private 
and family life. The EU institutions and the Member States must continue to incorporate a 
women's equality perspective in all policy fields and at all stages of policy-making.  

With regard to trade policy, the first contribution we can make is by recognising the ability of 
trade to help countries to lift themselves out of poverty and away from subsistence 
agriculture, which very often means greater economic and educational opportunities for 
women. This is one reason why it is important to target our trade liberalisation work both 
multilaterally and bilaterally in a way that encourages new economic opportunities for the 
poorest. I would also highlight the engagement with civil society on these questions. My 
Directorate-General is hosting a civil society meeting on EPAs and opportunities for women 
issues in December and has funded civil society studies into women's issues.  
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With regard to practice within my Directorate-General, I understand that considerable efforts 
have been made in a number of regards including the overall gender balance within 
management, a greater focus on work-life balance and efforts to build greater awareness of 
gender-related issues. I am happy to confirm that I would support my Directorate-General in 
pursuing and deepening such initiatives including, ensuring the necessary human and 
financial resources to pursue these objectives.  
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