
   

GUIDELINES FOR THE PETITIONS COMMITTEE

INTERNAL PROCEDURES & RECOMMENDATIONS.1

The process.

1 Registration of petitions:

When petitions are addressed to the Parliament they are recorded in GEDA by the 
official mail service and then forwarded to DG Presidency - Members' Activities 
Division. The M.A.D. acknowledges receipt, provides a petition number, and records 
the name of the petitioner and the number of the petition for publication in the 
minutes of the first plenary session after registration. The petition, in its original 
version, is simultaneously introduced into ePetition.

2 Processing of petitions:

Petitions are sent in groups of 20 - 25 at a time from M.A.D. (Luxembourg) to the 
Committee secretariat. When the petition and any accompanying documentation
reaches the secretariat of the Committee it is distributed to the administrators within 
the secretariat to be summarised and recommendations are formulated. A deadline is 
given and the summaries are again grouped together, by this date, and sent for 
translation. On receipt of the translated version the summaries and recommendations 
are checked for their coherence, eventually corrected, returned for translation if 
necessary, before being sent to the Distribution Service for communication to all 
members of the Committee. (Note; the procedure is the same for all petitions, whether 
submitted electronically or by post.)

3 Summary documents:

Members of the Committee receive a document containing summaries and 
recommendations in their own language every few weeks. (This may of course be 
checked against the original in ePetition) There is a deadline established by which 
time comments are to be sent to the Chairman of the Committee. Where no comments 
are registered the recommendations are considered to be approved and at this point 
letters are signed by the Chairman which inform petitioners of the Committee's 
intentions regarding the form of follow-up action to be given to the petition. The 
summaries and recommendations are introduced into ePetition, and any additional 
data added where necessary by the administrator.

                                               
1 Concerning the petitions process itself and not the handling of reports and parliamentary opinions.



4 Admissibility:

To be considered admissible a petition must conform with the provisions of the Treaty 
(Articles 21 & 194) and with the Rules of Procedure of the European Parliament, 
notably Rule 191§1. Petitions which do not correspond to these criteria are declared 
inadmissible. An alternative means of redress or appeal may be suggested in such 
cases.

5 Investigation and follow-up:

If and when admissibility is established the substance of the petition may be further 
investigated. This is done in many cases by forwarding it to the European 
Commission for preliminary research, particularly to establish the legal status of the 
petition in relation to relevant EU Directives or Regulations. (Petitions received in 
languages other than EN, FR or DE must first be translated under the terms of an 
Interinstitutional Agreement.) The Secretariat General of the Commission forwards 
the request and the petition to the responsible service which provides a reply. It then 
coordinates the transmission of replies to the secretariat of the Committee.

The Committee secretariat may, in certain cases, conduct its own investigation where 
it has the knowledge and expertise to do so.

Petitions may be forwarded by the Chairman to other Committees of the European 
Parliament for an opinion or for information. Where an opinion is sought this may be 
provided in the form of a letter to the Petitions Committee, or in the form of a written 
document, depending on the substance of the response which is left to the discretion 
of the Committee concerned. Petitions forwarded for information do not as a general 
rule require a reply as they are intended merely to alert a Committee to a particular 
situation or event considered by the petitioner and the Petitions Committee to be 
worthy of note and to help, for example, with preparation of new legislation.

Petitions which concern issues on which the European Parliament has recently 
debated or voted upon are replied to by sending the corresponding resolution or 
legislative text to the petitioner.

6 Preparation of the meeting agenda:

Following the receipt of Commission replies a CM is prepared and translated for each 
one and the secretariat formulates a judgement as to whether the issue is to be 
itemised on the Committee agenda as an "A" point or a "B" point. It may conclude 
that the response is inconclusive or that the reply is only provisional in which case the 
issue will not be placed on the agenda. If another substantive reason is apparent, the 
topicality or inherent importance of the subject may require that the members be made 
aware of the issue even though no clear options are available.



The draft agenda is then prepared by the secretariat which takes into account the 
importance of the various topics leading to prioritisation, the availability of members 
and Commission officials, and the eventual presence of petitioners or other interested 
parties. Petitions covering similar areas of activity or themes may be grouped together 
to allow members to usefully compare similar situations which may pertain in 
different member states, or within a given state or region.

The draft agenda is submitted to the Chairman for his consideration and approval 
before being translated and made available to members. It is discussed during a 
preparatory meeting of the secretariat with responsible officials from the political 
groups in the Strasbourg session prior to each Committee meeting. Dossiers for all 
items are inserted in ePetition.

At this time the agenda for the Coordinators' meeting is also discussed. An annotated 
Coordinators' agenda is then prepared by the secretariat and distributed directly to the 
Bureau and Coordinators.

7 Meetings of the Committee:

The Committee finally approves the draft agenda, submitted by the Chairman, and 
debates or discusses all the "A" items, based upon the Communications to Members 
and other documents made available at the meeting. The European Commission 
official responsible makes an oral statement on behalf of the Commission. In 
exceptional circumstances the Commissioner responsible may be invited to make a 
statement. If a petitioner has requested to be present, or has been invited by the 
Chairman, he or she is given the opportunity to speak, provide additional information
and respond to questions. Other interested parties, for example the representatives of 
Member States, may also be invited to attend the Committee and make a statement.

Having considered each petition, the Committee may formulate a recommendation for 
further action by keeping the petition open. Petitions which remain open may be 
further investigated by the Committee by means of a fact-finding visit in exceptional 
and duly justified cases (with the approval of Parliament's authorities and according to 
its rules), or they may be investigated further by the European Commission and/or the 
secretariat. Information may be requested from national or local authorities' concerned 
or other interested bodies, such as Ombudsmen where appropriate. The Committee 
might wish to prepare a report for plenary on admissible petitions which it considers 
to be of particular significance, or table an Oral Question to Council or the 
Commission, possibly with a draft resolution to wind up the debate



Or, the Committee may consider that a case has been sufficiently discussed, in which 
case it is closed. "B" items are closed under the written procedure, unless a member 
raises an objection in which case they are placed on the "A" agenda at the next 
meeting. Petitions which are closed are concluded on the basis of the reasons given in 
Committee.

In either case the petitioner is informed by letter from the Chairman of the Committee 
of the decision taken.

8 Outcome of meetings:

Following each meeting the secretariat meets to coordinate the administrative 
outcome for each item and responsibilities are attributed to each member of staff.
A note is sent to the European Commission which confirms the decisions of the 
Committee in relation to each petition. Decisions of the Committee are entered into 
ePetition by the secretariat following this meeting. Letters are then prepared for the 
Chairman's signature.

9 Re-opening petitions:

If, following a decision to close a petition, other pertinent facts are brought to light by 
the petitioner which have, in the opinion of the secretariat, not been fully taken into 
account, then a request may be introduced to re-open a petition. These issues are 
addressed at the beginning of a Committee meeting by the Chairman.

10 Closing dormant petitions:

Petitions which have remained open, pending the provision of additional information 
for more than one year, and for which no further response has been obtained from the 
petitioner, may be closed by the Committee, on the advice of the secretariat, without 
further debate. They are also raised by the Chairman at the beginning of a Committee 
meeting.  

11 "Balayage"

At the end of each legislature, the secretariat of the Committee reviews the situation 
of all open petitions which remain on file. It identifies petitions which may no longer 
be actively under consideration in Committee with a view to closing them. Under the 
new legislature, the Committee once formed considers the recommendations of the 
secretariat and takes a decision. Otherwise, all petitions remain open and their 
assessment will continue without interruption.



Draft guidelines:

A number of specific issues require clarification in the form of guidelines which 
should be approved by the Committee on the basis of the broadest consensus possible. 
Their approval will introduce additional transparency and clarity into the petitions 
process and hopefully reduce misunderstanding. The guidelines constitute a modus 
operandi and are complementary to the Rules of Procedure, not in any way a 
substitution for them.

Questions of admissibility:

Until very recently the question of admissibility was not an issue. In cases where there 
was doubt concerning the interpretation of Article 191§1, and where 
recommendations contained in the summary document were questioned by a member, 
the Chairman would decide giving the benefit, if necessary, to the petitioner. 

This now seems to require the introduction of a clear internal procedure in order to 
decide what should happen in case of disagreement among members of the 
Committee. The Committee, it should be added, has never voted on a question of 
admissibility because it was considered that this would introduce a partisan element 
into the decision which could potentially undermine the Treaty right of petition.

The following procedure is therefore proposed:

A. Admissibility is decided according to the criteria contained in Rule 191§1 by
consensus following the recommendations contained in the summary document, 
prepared by the secretariat, which is made available to all members.

B If a member contests the recommendation, the Chairman is consulted and 
takes a decision within one week, and informs the member of his/her decision and the 
reasons which justify it.

C If a political group contests a recommendation the matter is referred to the 
Coordinators who must make a proposal, on the basis of a broad agreement, on what 
follow-up action should be taken.2

D If no proposal is forthcoming and no decision is taken after two months by the 
Coordinators, the Chairman shall take a decision bearing in mind the views 
expressed by the Coordinators and the petitioner, and inform the Committee of the 
reasons which justify it.

                                               
2 This, for example, could be to suspend a decision on admissibility until the secretariat had 
investigated in more detail the facts of the case and reported back to the Coordinators. Other options 
could also be considered as long as there was broad agreement as to what should be done. 
Consideration would need to be given to the effect of any further delay on the petitioner.



Fact-finding visits:

The Committee has the opportunity to organise fact-finding visits to member states or 
regions in order to investigate allegations contained in admissible petitions and to 
meet with interested parties (see Rule 192§3). The general rules governing such visits, 
which apply to all parliamentary committees, are contained in the decision of the 
Bureau of October 11, 2006, modifying the decision of October 2, 2000.

When a decision is taken by the Committee to undertake such a visit, the secretariat 
establishes a scenario and a set of proposals, and the details are discussed by the 
Coordinators and the membership and timing are agreed. Normally for such visits a 
maximum of three members are appointed in order to ensure broad political 
representation and minimal logistical complications.

The Committee has until now always considered that membership of such delegations 
should not include members from the member state concerned. However, such 
members have been able to accompany delegations in an ex officio capacity. In 
practice this means that ex officio members may not be admitted to all official 
meetings of the delegation (a fact which may be dependant on a decision by the host) 
and they would not be involved in the drafting of the report of the visit.

If a member of the Bureau of the Committee participates in such a visit then they 
would be considered as the leader of the delegation for protocol and practical 
purposes. If this is not the case the delegation should agree who is to be considered as 
leader.

Press statements are agreed by all members of the delegation under the authority of 
the delegation leader, who presides at press conferences.

Following such visits a report is prepared, containing recommendations, and 
submitted by the members of the delegation to the Committee. The Committee should 
approve the report in order to make clear its own position on the matter under 
investigation. The report is forwarded to the President of the European Parliament, to 
the petitioner and to the authorities of the member state concerned.

The Committee may also reserve the right to organise delegations which are not fact-
finding visits as described above, subject to the conditions laid down in the Bureau 
decision of October 11, 2006. In any event, the maximum number of members able to 
travel is twenty-five in any calendar year.



The following procedure is therefore proposed:

On the basis of a proposal from the Chairman or one of its members, the Committee 
may agree to request authorisation from the Bureau for a fact-finding visit to 
investigate petitions which have been declared admissible and which have been the 
subject of discussion in Committee.

A maximum of three members may be appointed for fact-finding visits by the political 
groups, applying if necessary the d'Hondt system.  Members from the member state 
concerned may participate in such missions in an ex officio capacity and the 
Chairman should be informed accordingly and in advance by the political groups.

The leader of the delegation is to be appointed by the Coordinators. If a member of 
the Bureau of the Committee participates in a visit, then protocol decides precedence.

The scenario for the visit and the draft programme are discussed and approved by the 
members of the delegation and the Chairman and Coordinators informed.  When 
approved, the President of the European Parliament is officially notified.

Visits are organised by the secretariat of the Committee, in liaison with the members 
concerned, with the petitioners and other interested parties.

A report of the visit is prepared3, and presented by the members of the delegation to 
the Committee, which approves the document, before forwarding it to the President of 
the European Parliament, the petitioners and the member state authorities.

Privacy & Confidentiality.

In the light of recent experience and because of the need for the Committee to be 
vigilant regarding the rights of citizens to respect for their privacy and the security of 
the information they supply to the Committee it is most important that the legal 
obligations of Parliament towards petitioners is clarified and understood. It is also 
necessary for the secretariat to be able to use a precisely worded statement which can, 
where necessary, be cited in letters to petitioners or on the Parliament's web-site
which reflects accurately Parliament's obligations on both these points.

Until now there has been an arrangement in place where petitioners have the right to 
request that discussions of their petitions take place in camera. This is very rarely 
used, and has not been requested at all during the current legislative period.

Administratively, when summarising petitions, the secretariat uses the initials of the 
petitioners to protect their identity when requested but this is an inadequate safeguard 
in practice. 
                                               
3 The term "report" is used in the decision of the Bureau mentioned above, yet for practical purposes it 
appears to be necessary to distinguish this clearly from a plenary report. The decision also asks for the 
report to be sent to the Conference of Committee Chairmen within one month.



This is because the name of the petitioner is currently published along with the 
petition number in the minutes of plenary sessions, following registration, and as the 
experience of Madam X demonstrated this allows petitioners to be exposed even 
when they have specifically requested that their name be withheld. Moreover, when 
the Commission is asked to provide information it may happen that the name of the 
petitioner is inadvertently disclosed in the Commission's replies to the Committee.

There are therefore three issues which require clear guidelines, given that one of the 
advantages of the petitions process is precisely that it is generally a transparent 
process designed to highlight, in a public manner, matters of concern to European 
citizens.

The first is the need to ensure the proper data protection of individual petitioners and 
to provide guarantees that details concerning them are not made publicly available. It 
should be made clear to petitioners that their name will enter the public domain unless 
they specifically request that it be withheld. If this is the case then the administrative 
provisions will need to reflect this, without error or exception. 

The second need is to ensure that when a petitioner requests that a case be treated 
confidentially, all persons involved respect that request; which includes both members 
and officials. It should be clarified by the secretariat, if necessary, as to whether a 
request for confidentiality concerns the identity of the petitioner or the substance of 
the petition, or both.

Thirdly, if and when such a petition is actually debated in the Committee meeting 
itself, care must be taken with the documents involved which are to be distributed. 
Equally, in such cases, meetings could proceed behind closed doors.

In addition to these considerations, the responsibilities of Parliament towards the 
disclosure of petitions and related documents must also be quite clear. Once again the 
Madam X case placed the Committee and Parliament in a position where it was 
unprepared faced with a formal request for disclosure of the contents of a petition by a 
member state court. The embarrassment of Parliament was nothing compared to the 
discomfort experienced by the petitioner who had petitioned the Parliament in good 
faith, expecting a form of Parliamentary privilege to be exercised in relation to the 
contents of the submissions received by the Committee.

The following procedure could be proposed:



Committee meetings are held in public and are, within the framework on regulations 
regarding access to the European Parliament, open to petitioners and interested 
parties, including the media. All documents which are made available at meetings of 
the Committee are considered to be public documents, unless a request for privacy or 
confidentiality has been made.

Petitioners have a right to the protection of their privacy, including references to 
personal details, should they so request. When a request is received to withhold 
publication of a name for reasons of privacy, the secretariat shall act to ensure that 
the request is respected.

Documents including petitions which are deemed to be confidential are to be the 
subject of restricted access only and should not appear in the meeting folder, nor on 
the Committee web-site. (See Annexe VII A of Parliament's Rules of Procedure).

At the request of a petitioner, or on the basis of a decision by the Chairman, an item 
may be discussed in camera.

* The Legal Service shall be requested to provide a clear legal statement regarding the 
precise rules and obligations of Parliament towards the privacy of petitioners and the 
confidentiality of their documents which should be published on the Committee web-
site, and where necessary quoted in correspondence. Such a statement will form an 
integral part of the Committee guidelines.

Data Base

The Committee members, their assistants and group staff have access to ePetitions
which has been developed as an administrative tool by the secretariat to enhance 
transparency of the Committee's activity and ensure proper archiving of material.
ePetition is destined to become a comprehensive data base in due course, but access is 
not authorised beyond the environment of the Committee itself. It is not accessible on 
the internet. Confidential petitions are not placed in ePetition, but may be consulted 
by members following a request to the secretariat.


