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1. Reminder

The Rules of Procedure provide that:

‘The President, Vice-Presidents and Quaestors shall be elected by secret ballot 
(…) However, if the number of nominations does not exceed the number of seats 
to be filled, the candidates may be elected by acclamation.’ (Rule 13(1))

On 3 September 2010 the President asked whether this rule should apply in the same way 
when there was only one candidate and one seat to be filled.

On 15 June 2011 this committee replied to confirm that it should, as follows:

‘If a Vice-President is to be replaced and there is only one candidate, he or she 
may be elected by acclamation. The President is empowered to decide, at his 
discretion, whether the election is to take place by acclamation or by a secret 
ballot. The candidate elected takes the place of his or her predecessor in the order 
of precedence.’

The full letter to President Buzek is in the annex to this working document.

The letter also mentions other aspects of the election of Vice-Presidents, to which the 
committee ‘will return at a later date (…) with a view to a possible amendment of the Rules 
of Procedure’.

2. Issues to be addressed

a) Should there be any limits on the President’s discretion as to the order of 
precedence of the Vice-Presidents, or should this power be removed entirely?

According to the interpretation given by AFCO to Rule 13(1), the President may, 
where there is an equal number of candidates and vacant seats, proceed with an 
election by acclamation or alternatively by secret ballot, as stated in Rule 169. In the 
event of election by acclamation, the President decides at the same time the order of 
precedence of the Vice-Presidents (Rule 15(2), second subparagraph). Concern has 
been expressed that this decision by the President could in some cases not be 
unanimously supported. To remedy this, it could be made possible for a certain 
number of MEPs or a political group to challenge the order of precedence proposed by 
the President or to simply remove this discretionary power to set the order of 
precedence with the consequence that a vote has to be held.

Asked about the practical aspects of the election of Vice-Presidents, the service 
responsible for elections (DG Presidency, Directorate for the Plenary) provided the 
following information: if there is agreement between the political groups on the 
persons to be nominated, these persons (normally 14) are elected by acclamation. The 
order of precedence is then decided by a vote. The reason for this is that, although the 
political groups sometimes reach agreement on the candidates, they never do on the 
order of precedence. In this situation, the President refrains from using his or her 
(legal) privilege to set the order of precedence. If the political groups cannot agree on 
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the persons to be elected or if there are ‘independent’ candidates, a vote is held and the 
order of precedence is determined by the order in which the candidates are elected 
(Rule 15(2) of the Rules of Procedure).

Based on this reasoning, the following amendment of the Rules of Procedure could be 
envisaged in order to harmonise the Rules of Procedure with Parliament’s practice and 
address the concerns raised: 

Present text Amendment

Article 15
Election of Vice-Presidents

Article 15
Election of Vice-Presidents

2. Subject to the provisions of Rule 18(1), 
the Vice-Presidents shall take precedence in 
the order in which they were elected and, in 
the event of a tie, by age.

2. Subject to the provisions of Rule 18(1), 
the Vice-Presidents shall take precedence in 
the order in which they were elected and, in 
the event of a tie, by age.

Where they are not elected by secret ballot, 
the order in which their names are read 
out to the House by the President shall
determine the order of precedence.

Where they are elected by acclamation, a
secret ballot shall be held to determine the 
order of precedence.

b) Should the method of electing the Vice-Presidents be changed?

The first and second sentences of Rule 15(1) of the Rules of Procedure provide that 
only candidates securing an absolute majority of the votes cast shall be declared 
elected in the first two ballots. One might think that the Rules of Procedure thus 
express the notion that the members of the Bureau should be supported by as large a 
majority as possible. However, the Rules of Procedure do not specify the minimum 
number of votes to be cast. As a result even the ballot papers of voters who voted for 
only one candidate are valid.

Concern has been expressed that this possibility contradicts Rule 15(1) of the Rules of 
Procedure. This possibility could be ruled out by stipulating that a ballot paper is valid 
only if at least half of the votes on the ballot paper have been used.

Asked about this point, the relevant department gave the following information: voting 
for a single candidate is not a widespread practice. An analysis of the results of the 
most recent elections, held in 2009, shows that on average the following number of 
votes were cast in the election of the Vice-Presidents: in the first round 6.23 votes (out 
of 14); in the second round  4.61 votes (out of 11); and in the third round  4.84 votes 
(out of 11). The absolute majority of votes cast depends on the number of MEPs who 
have voted validly (= voting MEPs minus invalid votes and abstentions). Therefore it 
cannot be influenced by the number of votes a voter uses on his or her ballot paper.
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ANNEX

Committee on Constitutional Affairs
The Chair

Ref.: D(2011)31044
Ref.: 309879
15.06.2011

Mr Jerzy Buzek
President of the European Parliament
Rue Wiertz
1047 Brussels

Dear Mr President,

Subject: Interpretation of Rules 13 and 18 of the Rules of Procedure on the election of Vice-
Presidents

In response to your letter dated 3 September 2010, the Committee on Constitutional Affairs, 
of which I am Chair, examined the question you raised and reached the conclusion that, when 
there is only one candidate for a vacant post of Vice-President, he or she may be elected by 
acclamation.

We reached this conclusion on the basis of the following reasoning:

When a Vice-President has to be replaced, according to Rule 18(1), ‘the successor shall be 
elected in accordance with the above rules’.

The ‘above rules’ applicable and relevant to Vice-Presidents refer to Rule 13, Nominations 
and general provisions, Rule 15, Election of Vice-Presidents, and Rule 17, Term of office of 
Officers.

Rule 15(1) concerns the election of Vice-Presidents but deals only with the election of 
multiple Vice-Presidents and not with the election of a single Vice-President to fill a vacant 
seat.

Rule 15(2) concerns the order of precedence of the candidates elected if more than one 
candidate has been elected. Meanwhile, Rule 18(1) clarifies that Vice-Presidents elected to fill 
a vacant seat shall take the place of their predecessor in the order in which he or she was 
elected. However, the Rule does not state what method of election should be used when there 
is a single candidate for a single seat.
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Consequently, the ‘general provisions’ in Rule 13 come into play. According to the first 
paragraph of this Rule, Vice-Presidents are normally elected by secret ballot. In exceptional 
cases, they may be elected by acclamation ‘if the number of nominations does not exceed the 
number of seats to be filled’. This condition is met when there is one vacant seat and a single 
candidate. The objection could be made that the phrase ‘number of nominations’ indicates 
that more than one nomination is necessary. However, the term ‘number’ always refers 
grammatically to a plural noun but can also mean one. The French and German versions 
confirm this (‘Zahl der Kandidaten’, ‘le nombre des candidatures’). There is no reason to rule 
out election by acclamation from the point of view of protecting minorities, since minority 
groups can, as always, nominate their own candidates in accordance with the third sentence of 
Rule 13(1), therefore preventing an election by acclamation.

In its meeting on 15 June 2011, the Committee on Constitutional Affairs therefore 
unanimously1 adopted the following interpretation of Rule 13(1) of the Rules of Procedure, 
and we kindly request that you would inform Parliament of this during the next part-session, 
in accordance with Rule 211(3) of the Rules of Procedure:

‘If a Vice-President is to be replaced and there is only one candidate, he or she may be elected 
by acclamation. The President is empowered to decide, at his discretion, whether the election 
is to take place by acclamation or by a secret ballot. The candidate elected takes the place of 
his or her predecessor in the order of precedence.’

The Committee on Constitutional Affairs will return at a later date to other aspects of the 
procedure for the election of Vice-Presidents, with a view to a possible amendment of the 
Rules of Procedure.

(closing formula and signature)

                                               
1 The following MEPs took part in the vote:
Members: Andrew Henry William Brons, Carlo Casini, Andrew Duff, Ashley Fox, Roberto Gualtieri, Zita 
Gurmai, Gerald Häfner, Daniel Hannan, Stanimir Ilchev, Constance Le Grip, David Martin, Morten 
Messerschmidt, Algirdas Saudargas, Søren Bo Søndergaard, Rafał Trzaskowski, Luis Yáñez-Barnuevo García;
Substitutes: Elmar Brok, Marietta Giannakou, Anneli Jäätteenmäki


