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SUMMARY 
Hearings are used by parliamentary committees as a way to obtain evidence on specific subjects to 
inform their work and as public forums to give citizens access to information on policy issues. 
Committee hearings take different forms depending on their specific purposes. Oversight and 
legislative hearings are frequently used to hold the executive to account and to inform parliaments' 
choices as regards proposed or adopted legislation. Investigative hearings, usually held in the 
context of parliamentary inquiries, often have distinctive features, with some parliaments granted 
the right to summon witnesses and take testimony under oath. Finally, some parliaments have 
relevant appointment powers as regards key positions in the executive or the judiciary and may use 
pre-appointment hearings to test the suitability of candidates or extract commitments from them. 

The European Parliament's committees frequently organise public hearings with experts for 
oversight and legislative purposes. They also hold public hearings on European citizens' initiatives, 
once a given initiative has gathered the necessary public support. Also relevant in the European 
Parliament's committee work are pre-appointment hearings, in particular those held as part of the 
procedure for appointing the members of the European Commission. European Parliament 
committees of inquiry can also invite different categories of witnesses to provide evidence. US 
Congressional committees, meanwhile, hold oversight, investigative, legislative and confirmation 
hearings, the latter being peculiar to the Senate, as the President has the power to nominate people 
to key positions in the executive and judiciary branch 'with the advice and consent of the Senate'. 

In the context of the ongoing internal discussion launched by the President of the European 
Parliament, David Sassoli, on how to make the Parliament a more resilient and effective institution 
in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic, this Briefing provides an overview of how committee 
hearings are organised and conducted in both the European Parliament and the US Congress.  
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Introduction 
Hearings have been defined broadly by the Inter-Parliamentary Union as a means for parliamentary 
committees to obtain evidence from a wide range of individuals and organisations on a specific 
subject. In a similar vein, the US Congressional Research Service (CRS) indicates that all 
parliamentary hearings have a 'similar formal purpose: to gather information for use by the 
committee in its activities'. However, the types of hearing differ depending on their more specific 
purpose and on how they are regulated in the national framework. Oversight hearings can be useful 
tools in holding the executive to account. In many national parliaments, departmental officials and 
ministers are those most likely to appear before committees in this kind of committee hearing, 
followed by representatives of interest groups, academics and experts. Hearings held in the context 
of a parliamentary inquiry, although linked to a parliament's oversight function, may have a 
distinctive nature as they seek to gather evidence on the facts being investigated and may be 
governed by specific legal provisions. For example, some national parliaments allow committees to 
take evidence in hearings only during a parliamentary inquiry, whereas all other kinds of hearings 
are merely consultative. Hearings may also be linked to a parliament's legislative function, when 
they are organised to obtain information or expert opinion on legislation proposed or passed. 
Finally, pre-appointment hearings – when nominees to key public positions are invited to appear 
before parliament before being appointed – are also common in some national parliaments.  

European Parliament 
Types of hearing 
The European Parliament's Rules of Procedure (RoP) provide committees with ample space to 
organise hearings for various purposes. Subject to the approval of the Parliament's Bureau, expert 
hearings are frequently organised by parliamentary committees when they require expertise on 
specific topics linked to their activities (Rule 216 RoP).1 These hearings cover a wide range of topics 
and are linked to the Parliament's legislative or oversight powers. In addition, the Parliament's 
Rules of Procedure also govern hearings held to present European citizens' initiatives once they 
have been submitted to the Commission (Rule 222 RoP). Designed to give the organisers of the 
initiative an opportunity to explain its rationale and objectives in front of the Commission and the 
Parliament, the purpose of this type of hearing is clearly linked to the Parliament's legislative 
function. By contrast, hearings can also be held by committees of inquiry set up by the Parliament 
to investigate 'alleged contraventions or maladministration in implementation of Union law' (Article 
226 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) and Rule 208 RoP). These 
hearings, clearly linked to the Parliament's oversight function are governed by the specific rules 
provided for in Decision 95/167/EC. 

The Parliament's Rules of Procedure also provide for pre-appointment hearings for key executive 
positions. Of particular note are hearings held as part of the procedure for appointing the European 
Commission (Rule 125 and Annex VII RoP). However, the European Parliament's committees also 
hold hearings of nominees for the office of European Ombudsman (Rule 231 RoP), nominees to be 
members of the Court of Auditors (Rule 129 RoP), nominees to be members of the Executive Board 
of the European Central Bank (Rule 130 RoP), nominees to other EU economic governance bodies 
(Rule 131 RoP), individuals appointed to be special representatives in the context of common 
foreign and security policy (Rule 116 RoP), and candidates for the posts of heads of Union external 
delegations (Rule 117 RoP). In addition to the pre-appointment hearings provided for under the 
Parliament's Rules of Procedure, some other EU acts give the Parliament a role in the appointment 
procedure for various key EU executive positions and the Parliament can hold pre-appointment 
hearings with candidates to examine their aptitude and suitability for the post. In this vein, the 
Parliament's hearings with the candidates for the post of European Data Protection Supervisor 
(Article 53 Regulation (EU) 2018/1725) and for the post of Chief European Public Prosecutor 

https://www.ipu.org/resources/publications/reports/2017-10/global-parliamentary-report-2017-parliamentary-oversight-parliaments-power-hold-government-account
https://www.ipu.org/resources/publications/reports/2017-10/global-parliamentary-report-2017-parliamentary-oversight-parliaments-power-hold-government-account
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RS/98-317
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RS/98-317
https://www.ipu.org/resources/publications/reports/2017-10/global-parliamentary-report-2017-parliamentary-oversight-parliaments-power-hold-government-account
https://www.ipu.org/resources/publications/reports/2017-10/global-parliamentary-report-2017-parliamentary-oversight-parliaments-power-hold-government-account
https://www.ipu.org/resources/publications/reference/2016-07/tools-parliamentary-oversight
https://www.ipu.org/resources/publications/reference/2016-07/tools-parliamentary-oversight
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn04387/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn04387/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/RULES-9-2021-01-18_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/RULES-9-2021-01-18_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/about-parliament/en/organisation-and-rules/organisation/political-bodies#:%7E:text=The%20Bureau%20is%20the%20body%20that%20lays%20down%20rules%20for%20Parliament.&text=The%20Bureau%20consists%20of%20the,(which%20can%20be%20renewed).
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/about-parliament/en/organisation-and-rules/organisation/political-bodies#:%7E:text=The%20Bureau%20is%20the%20body%20that%20lays%20down%20rules%20for%20Parliament.&text=The%20Bureau%20consists%20of%20the,(which%20can%20be%20renewed).
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/events/events-hearings
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/events/events-hearings
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/events/events-hearings
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.1995.078.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AL%3A1995%3A078%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.1995.078.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AL%3A1995%3A078%3ATOC
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/hearings2019/commission-hearings-2019
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/hearings2019/commission-hearings-2019
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/ombudsmanelection/en/hearings
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/ombudsmanelection/en/hearings
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20171110IPR87821/plenary-endorses-six-members-of-the-court-of-auditors-rejects-one
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20171110IPR87821/plenary-endorses-six-members-of-the-court-of-auditors-rejects-one
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/ECON-PV-2019-09-04-1_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/ECON-PV-2019-09-04-1_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/690613/EPRS_BRI(2021)690613_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/690613/EPRS_BRI(2021)690613_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/appointment-of-the-european-data-protect/product-details/20191106CHE06481
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/appointment-of-the-european-data-protect/product-details/20191106CHE06481
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32018R1725
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32018R1725
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/de/cont-libe-joint-hearing-candidates-for-t/product-details/20200429CHE07302
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/de/cont-libe-joint-hearing-candidates-for-t/product-details/20200429CHE07302
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(Article 14 Regulation (EU) 2017/1939) are particularly relevant. As regards EU agencies, the 
Framework agreement on relations between the European Parliament and the European 
Commission provides for parliamentary hearings of nominees to posts of executive directors of 
the EU's regulatory agencies (point 32). It should be noted however that such hearings are of a 
higher profile when the Parliament's involvement in the appointment procedure is key, for instance 
when it has to confirm the candidate (e.g. European Banking Authority and the European Securities 
and Markets Authority).  

Finally, although the Rules of Procedure do not define such instances as hearings, parliamentary 
committees can also invite the Commission, the Council and other EU institutions to take the floor 
during their meetings and can invite any other person to attend a meeting and take the floor 
(Rule 216 RoP). On that basis, committees invite EU institutions and bodies, especially the 
Commission, to participate in committee debates and exchanges of views on specific topics on the 
Parliament's agenda. Those parliamentary debates are designed to examine the EU's executive 
performance in specific areas or regarding the implementation of concrete EU acts, or to gather 
information as regards recent or future policy choices or legislative proposals made by the 
Commission or other EU institutions or bodies. As such they can be linked to the Parliament's 
oversight function. However, the Parliament can use several other tools to obtain information from 
the EU's executive and exercise its oversight function; these range from parliamentary questions 
and interpellations to the possible creation of special committees or committees of inquiry (Article 
226 TFEU and Rules 207-208 RoP).  

Organisation of hearings 
The rules applicable to the organisation and scheduling of hearings by parliamentary committees 
are quite flexible. Committees consider many elements when deciding if and when to schedule a 
hearing on a particular topic (the committee backlog, political relevance of the topic, availability of 
committee members, etc.). In addition, when deciding whether to organise an expert hearing, 
committees must seek prior authorisation from the Parliament's Bureau (Rule 25(9) RoP), 
irrespective of whether the hearing is to be organised by a standing committee, a committee of 
inquiry, a special committee, or a subcommittee. Hearing proposals are usually discussed by the 
committee coordinators (representatives of the political groups on a given committee) before being 
submitted to the Parliament's Bureau (Rule 214 RoP). 

According to the Bureau's rules on public hearings (18 June 2003, last amended in 2017), each 
parliamentary committee must submit a draft six-month programme of expert hearings to the 
Conference of Committee Chairs twice a year. The Conference of Committee Chairs then submits 
the draft six-month programme of all committee hearings to the Parliament's Bureau for 
approval at two points in the year: on 31 October, for hearings for the first half of the following year, 
and on 30 April, for hearings for the second half of the year. Requests for authorisation must be 
accompanied by information regarding the topic, justification, dates, number of guests, and 
background. Individual authorisations for hearings not included in the six-month programme may 
also be granted and have to be submitted to the Bureau four weeks in advance of the hearing after 
notifying the Conference of Committee Chairs. In urgent cases, the President of the Parliament may 
give authorisation directly (Article 3, Bureau's rules on public hearings). In addition to the need for 
the Bureau's prior authorisation, obliging committees to organise their hearings well in advance, 
committees must also consider that they can only cover the expenses of a maximum of 16 expert 
guests per year (12 for subcommittees) (Article 1, Bureau's rules on public hearings) and that the 
experts and the organisations they represent must comply with the registration requirements set 
out in the agreement between the European Parliament and the European Commission on a 
transparency register (now replaced by the May 2021 interinstitutional agreement on a mandatory 
transparency register).  

On the basis of the Bureau's authorisation, the committee secretariats organise the hearings under 
the political authority of the committee chairs, who convene each committee meeting and submit 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2017/1939/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2017/1939/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A02010Q1120%2801%29-20180207
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A02010Q1120%2801%29-20180207
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A02010Q1120%2801%29-20180207
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/627131/EPRS_STU(2018)627131_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/627131/EPRS_STU(2018)627131_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20200706IPR82722/parliament-approves-candidate-for-post-of-eu-banking-watchdog-boss#:%7E:text=The%20plenary%20on%20Wednesday%20approved,to%20296%2C%20with%2056%20abstentions.
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20200706IPR82722/parliament-approves-candidate-for-post-of-eu-banking-watchdog-boss#:%7E:text=The%20plenary%20on%20Wednesday%20approved,to%20296%2C%20with%2056%20abstentions.
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0217_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0217_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0217_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/631748/EPRS_STU(2019)631748_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/631748/EPRS_STU(2019)631748_EN.pdf
https://epintranet.in.ep.europa.eu/SibData/10_Recueil/1/1.3/1.3.3/422597_net3_en.pdf
https://epintranet.in.ep.europa.eu/SibData/10_Recueil/1/1.3/1.3.3/422597_net3_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32014Q0919%2801%29
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32014Q0919%2801%29
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32021Q0611(01)
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32021Q0611(01)
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32021Q0611(01)


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 

4 

draft agendas (adopted by the committee itself at the beginning of a meeting). Once organised, the 
committees notify Parliament's President and provide details of the hearing, such as the date, the 
programme and the number and names of the experts invited. Expert hearings must be organised 
on the Parliament’s premises and during the ordinary meeting time of committees (Article 1, Rules 
on public hearings). At these hearings, experts usually make an initial statement, which is 
followed by a debate during which committee members can ask questions. The Parliament's Rules 
of Procedure are not very detailed as regards the allocation of speaking time in committee during 
a hearing (Rule 216(4) RoP refers only to Rule 171(2) RoP), thus leaving a wide margin of discretion 
to the committee chair to decide how to organise the debate. However, committee coordinators 
are usually called to speak first, in order of the relative size of the political groups. If the hearing is 
linked to a legislative report or an own-initiative report, however, the rapporteur may be granted 
the right to speak first, regardless of political group. As for the time allocated to each speaker, the 
rules differ from one committee to another. For example, some committee chairs allocate time to 
each political group depending on its relative size whereas some others grant the same speaking 
time to all Members intervening or allow speakers to finalise their interventions freely, especially 
when not many Members wish to participate in the question and answer session. Hearing 
documents, including the draft programme, the speakers' curricula vitae and possible research 
materials, are made available to the public on the Parliament's website. Joint expert hearings can 
be organised by several parliamentary committees when the topic touches upon their respective 
powers and responsibilities. 

Hearings are normally public, although committees may decide to divide their agenda between 
items closed to the public and items open to the public, in which case they may decide to publish 
the documents from the meetings (Rule 121(3) RoP). As with any other parliamentary proceedings, 
parliamentary hearings are broadcast on the Parliament's website in real time. After the meeting, 
an audiovisual recording of the hearing is made available on the website for the remainder of the 
parliamentary term and the following one (Rule 20(5) RoP).  

Hearings on European citizens' initiatives 
Public hearings on European citizens' initiatives are slightly different as they are organised by the 
competent standing committee, based on a decision made by the Parliament's President on a 
proposal from the chair of the Conference of Committee Chairs (Rule 222(1) RoP); they do not 
need prior authorisation from the Parliament's Bureau. If the subject-matter of the initiative falls 
almost equally within the competence of several standing committees, the associated committee 
procedure applies (Rule 57 RoP); if it falls indissociably within the competences of several 
committees and is a question of major importance, the joint committee procedure applies 
(Rule 58 RoP). Either way the Committee on Petitions (PETI) is automatically associated in the 
procedure. In addition, the Parliament's President, on a proposal from the chair of the Conference 
of Committee Chairs and after consulting the organisers, may decide to hold a joint hearing for 
several citizens' initiatives if they concern a similar subject. 

When it comes to scheduling, the committees responsible need to consider that the hearing must 
take place on European Parliament premises within three months of the submission of the 
initiative to the Commission (Article 14, Regulation (EU) 2019/788). Public hearings are only held 
for initiatives that have received enough public support (at least one million EU citizens from at least 
a quarter of the Member States, provided they meet the requirements in Article 3, Regulation (EU) 
2019/788). Initiatives can only be submitted to the Commission once the statements of support 
signed by EU citizens are verified and certified by each Member State's authorities. When convening 
the public hearing, the chair of the committee responsible must also bear in mind that these 
hearings must take place during regular committee meeting slots or on a Thursday afternoon 
during a committee week, according to Article 2 of the Bureau's rules on public hearings. In addition, 
the normal rules concerning notification of the Parliament's President with all relevant information 
concerning the hearing also apply (Article 5 of the Bureau's rules on public hearings). 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/peti/home/highlights
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/about/conference-of-committee-chairs
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/about/conference-of-committee-chairs
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/about/conference-of-committee-chairs
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A02019R0788-20200201
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A02019R0788-20200201
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As the purpose of these hearings is to allow the organisers to present their initiatives to the 
Commission and the European Parliament, have an inclusive debate on its content and assess 
support for the initiative, the hearings must involve the Commission, which has to be represented 
at an appropriate level during the hearing, and other Union institutions and bodies that wish to 
participate (Rule 222(2 and 4) RoP). For example, at the two hearings on citizens' initiatives held 
during the present parliamentary term (Minority Safepack – one million signatures for diversity in 
Europe, and End the Cage Age), the Commission was represented by a Vice-President, a 
Commissioner and/or a director general. Similarly, several EU institutions and bodies decided to 
participate, including the European Agency for Fundamental Rights, the European Committee of 
the Regions, and the European Economic and Social Committee. Similarly, the organisers must be 
properly represented at the hearing, including by at least one of their designated contact persons. 
The European Parliament covers the expenses of a maximum of three organisers, including their 
designated contact person (Article 2 of the Bureau's rules on public hearings). As the Parliament 
must ensure balanced representation of relevant public and private interests during the hearing, it 
may also invite stakeholders to attend. To this end, the Parliament covers the expenses of a 
maximum of three additional guests for each public hearing.  

As for the conduct of the hearings, the citizens' initiative organisers are usually allocated an initial 
period of time to present the initiative and its objectives. The Commission and other EU institutions 
or bodies are then allowed to make a statement, followed by a period of questions by Members to 
the Commission and the organisers of the initiative. Finally, the Commission, the other EU 
institutions participating, and the organisers are allowed to make concluding remarks. 

Finally, the Parliament must assess political support for the initiative after the hearing 
(Article 14(3), Regulation (EU) 2019/788). It must therefore hold a debate in plenary at a part-session 
after the public hearing in committee and may decide to wind up the debate with a resolution, 
unless a report on an identical or similar topic is scheduled for the same or the next part-session 
(Rule 222(8) RoP). The motion for a resolution can be tabled by the committee responsible, by a 
political group, or by Members reaching the low threshold (1/20 of Parliament's component 
members – Rule 179 RoP), as was the case for Minority Safepack and End the Cage Age. Rules for the 
tabling and voting of motions for resolutions on statements made by the Commission, the Council 
or the European Council apply (Rule 132(3-8) RoP). 

Pre-appointment hearings 
Special procedures also apply for the organisation and conduct of pre-appointment hearings. 
Pre-appointment hearings do not have to receive prior authorisation from the Parliament's 
Bureau, and the committees responsible enjoy considerable freedom as regards their organisation 
and conduct, except in the case of hearings held as part of the Commission appointment procedure, 
for which the Parliament's Rules of Procedure set out detailed provisions.  

As regards the scheduling of such hearings, the Parliament must consider the various steps in the 
appointment procedure and may have to conduct the hearing by a specific date so as not to delay 
the candidate taking up their duties. When it comes to the conduct of hearings in relation to the 
appointment of members of the Court of Auditors (Rule 129(1) RoP), members of the Executive 
Board of the European Central Bank (Rule 130(1) RoP), and the appointment of members of other 
economic governance bodies (Rule 131(2) RoP), the Parliament's Rules of Procedure indicate that 
candidates should be invited by the committee responsible to make a statement, followed by 
questions put by the members of the committee. Similar rules apply to those appointed as special 
representatives in the area of common foreign and security policy (Rule 116 RoP), and to candidates 
for posts as head of a Union external delegation (Rule 117 RoP), although the former appear before 
the competent committee once they have been appointed, and before they take up their duties. 
Although not expressly provided for in the Parliament's Rules of Procedure, other pre-appointment 
hearings held by parliamentary committees follow the same pattern. In addition, in some 
procedures the competent committee may ask the candidates to forward their curriculum vitae 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/eci-hearing-on-minority-safepack-one-mil/product-details/20200928CHE07522
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/eci-hearing-on-minority-safepack-one-mil/product-details/20200928CHE07522
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/eci-hearing-on-minority-safepack-one-mil/product-details/20200928CHE07522
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/end-the-cage-age-european-citizens-initi/product-details/20210325ECI00041
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/end-the-cage-age-european-citizens-initi/product-details/20210325ECI00041
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/peti/events/events-citizint
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/peti/events/events-citizint
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2020/2846(RSP)&l=en
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2020/2846(RSP)&l=en
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?lang=en&reference=2021/2633(RSP)
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?lang=en&reference=2021/2633(RSP)
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and/or provide written answers to specific questions before the hearing (for instance in the case of 
the European Data Protection Supervisor, members of the Court of Auditors, members of the 
Executive Board of the European Central Bank). 

Hearings held in the European Parliament's committees during the European Commission 
appointment procedure are distinct from all other pre-appointment hearings, not only because 
they are conducted before the Parliament gives its vote of consent to the Commission as a whole, 
but also because they involve nearly all the standing committees and governing bodies and have 
become a major political event that exemplifies the relationship of trust between the newly elected 
European Parliament and the EU's executive. Hearings of Commissioners-designate including the 
High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy take place in the 
Parliament's standing committees after the election of the President of the Commission by the 
Parliament (majority of members – Article 17(7) TEU). After the election of the President of the 
Commission, the rest of the College of Commissioners are proposed by the Council, by common 
accord with the President-elect, on the basis of suggestions made by Member States. The High 
Representative is appointed by the European Council, by common accord with the President-elect.  

Once the future Commissioners and the High Representative have been nominated, and taking into 
account the allocation of portfolios within the College proposed by the President-elect, the 
Commissioners-designate are requested by the Parliament's President to appear before the 
appropriate committees or bodies. Individual hearings are held for each candidate (Rule 125 and 
Annex VII RoP). Therefore, during the latest appointment procedure, the Parliament's standing 
committees held 27 different hearings (as one of the Commissioners-designate withdrew after her 
hearing and the new candidate appeared at a new hearing). The hearings are organised by the 
Parliament's Conference of Presidents, on a recommendation from the Conference of 
Committee Chairs. The chair and coordinators of the committee(s) concerned are responsible for 
the detailed arrangements of each hearing. Hearings may involve more than one parliamentary 
committee if the portfolio of the Commissioner-designate falls equally within the remit of those 
committees (joint committees) or if it is mainly within the remit of one committee and only to a 
limited extent within that of others (associated committees), as was the case during the 2019 
appointment procedure. If the portfolio includes cross-cutting competences, the hearing may take 
place before the Conference of Presidents or the Conference of Committee Chairs.  

Two major steps take place before the hearings themselves: i) the Parliament's Legal Affairs 
Committee examines the declaration of financial interests presented by each Commissioner-
designate to confirm that there is no conflict of interests in connection with their future portfolio, 
an examination that may suspend the appointment procedure of a specific Commissioner-
designate if a conflict of interest is identified, and can lead to the withdrawal of the candidate if no 
other solution is found, as was the case with two Commissioners-designate during the 2019 
appointment procedure; ii) the Commissioners-designate are asked to give written answers to 
several questions before their hearing. During the 2019 appointment procedure, the 
Commissioners-designate received two common questions drafted by the Conference of 
Committee Chairs, and five policy-specific questions drafted by the committee(s) responsible for 
their hearings (three questions each in the case of joint committee hearings). The curricula vitae of 
the Commissioners-designate and their answers to the written questions were made available on 
the Parliament's website before the hearings.  

Each hearing lasts three hours. The Commissioners-designate make an opening statement of no 
more than 15 minutes. A session of questions and answers follows, in which Members are able to 
ask up to 25 questions, with any follow-up questions to be asked immediately by the same MEP 
within their allocated time. Speaking time is allocated to Members taking into account the size of 
each political group (including the non-attached Members), as required under Rule 171 of the 
Parliament's Rules of Procedure. In order to avoid repetition, questions are grouped by topic. 
Commissioners-designate may also make a brief closing statement. After the hearing, the chair and 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/appointment-of-the-european-data-protect/product-details/20191106CHE06481
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/appointment-of-the-european-data-protect/product-details/20191106CHE06481
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/659392/EPRS_BRI(2020)659392_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/659392/EPRS_BRI(2020)659392_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/638413/IPOL_STU(2019)638413_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/638413/IPOL_STU(2019)638413_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/640131/EPRS_BRI(2019)640131_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/640131/EPRS_BRI(2019)640131_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/640131/EPRS_BRI(2019)640131_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sipade/rules20190702/Rules20190702_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sipade/rules20190702/Rules20190702_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sipade/rules20190702/Rules20190702_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/eu-affairs/20190912STO60948/schedule-commissioner-candidate-hearings-in-parliament
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/eu-affairs/20190912STO60948/schedule-commissioner-candidate-hearings-in-parliament
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20190930IPR62887/letters-by-president-sassoli-to-commission-president-elect-von-der-leyen
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20190930IPR62887/letters-by-president-sassoli-to-commission-president-elect-von-der-leyen
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+RULES-EP+20190702+RULE-171+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN&navigationBar=YES
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+RULES-EP+20190702+RULE-171+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN&navigationBar=YES
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coordinators of the committee responsible for the hearing meet in camera to evaluate the 
Commissioner-designate's suitability for the position, but if a two-thirds majority does not approve 
the candidate, the coordinators must request further information from the Commissioner-designate 
through written questions and, if they are still dissatisfied, can request a further 1.5-hour hearing 
subject to the approval of the Conference of Presidents. Once all the committees have transmitted 
their evaluation letters to the Conference of Committee Chairs, the Conference of Presidents 
declares the hearings closed and authorises the publication of the evaluation letters, paving the way 
for the Parliament's final vote on the Commission (simple majority in plenary). Although the 
Parliament's Rules of Procedure do not clearly indicate what the consequences of negative 
evaluation letters are as regards specific candidates, the threat of a possible negative vote on the 
Commission as a whole in the Parliament has already pushed the President-elect of the Commission 
to withdraw candidates and modify the initial allocation of portfolios, demonstrating the possible 
impact of unsuccessful pre-appointment hearings.  

Hearings held by committees of inquiry 
Temporary committees of inquiry may also hold hearings as part of their investigative activities in 
relation to 'alleged contraventions or maladministration in implementation of Union law' 
(Article 226 TFEU and Rule 208 RoP), inviting witnesses to give evidence before them, as provided 
for under Decision 95/167/EC.  

Members of the EU institutions and other bodies, as well as members of Member States' 
governments, may be invited by committees of inquiry to take part in their proceedings 
(Article 3(2) of Decision 95/167/EC). Although the wording of the current provision does not seem 
to impose a legal obligation on the members of those national and European institutions to provide 
evidence, some authors maintain that such an obligation can be deduced as regards the members 
of the Commission from the general obligation to reply orally or in writing to questions put to it by 
the European Parliament or by its Members (Article 230 TFEU).2 In any case, the Parliament has at its 
disposal other powerful tools that it can use against the Commission should Commissioners decide 
not to appear before a committee of inquiry, including the motion of censure (Article 234 TFEU and 
Rule 127 RoP). When it comes to other EU institutions or bodies (e.g. Council or the European 
Council) and national governments, the Parliament can use various means to exert political 
pressure, including 'shaming and blaming' strategies.3 

Officials or civil servants from the Member States or the EU institutions or bodies can also be 
designated as witnesses to appear before a committee of inquiry (Article 3(3) of Decision 95/167/EC). 
Committees of inquiry cannot summon specific EU or national officials, but if they make a justified 
request the Member States or EU institution or body is obliged to 'designate the official or servant 
they authorise to appear' before the committee. In addition, committees of inquiry can call on 'any 
natural or legal person' empowered to implement EU law (Article 3(7) of Decision 95/167/EC) or 
'any other person' to give evidence before them (Article 3(8) of Decision 95/167/EC), a possibility 
that has been used extensively to request testimonies from experts or legal or natural persons in a 
position to provide relevant information for the committee's investigation.4 However, these 
individuals do not seem to be obliged to appear before committees or inquiry, as 
Decision 95/167/EC is an interinstitutional agreement imposing obligations only on the three 
institutions signing it.  

The organisation of these hearings can prove challenging and time consuming because of the weak 
formal powers attributed to committees of inquiry. The Parliament has no right to summon 
witnesses, require them to testify under oath, or impose sanctions on them in cases of a groundless 
refusal to appear or if they provide false statements. Key witnesses can refuse to appear or take 
a long time to answer, making the organisation and scheduling of hearings more cumbersome.  

As a rule, hearings and testimonies given before the Parliament's committees of inquiry are public 
(Article 2 (2) of Decision 95/167/EC). However, proceedings can take place behind closed doors (in 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/hearings2019/commission-hearings-2019
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/hearings2019/commission-hearings-2019
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2019/644189/EPRS_ATA(2019)644189_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2019/644189/EPRS_ATA(2019)644189_EN.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.1995.078.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AL%3A1995%3A078%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.1995.078.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AL%3A1995%3A078%3ATOC
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camera) if requested by a quarter of the Members of the committee of inquiry, or EU or national 
authorities. Similarly, hearings may also take place behind closed doors if witnesses or experts ask 
to make their statements in camera. In such cases, the question is whether committees of inquiry 
can use the information obtained in their final reports, which – according to Rule 208(11) RoP – must 
be published. In some cases, committees of inquiry have tried to circumvent the problem by asking 
witnesses testifying in camera to allow them to use the information provided partially or without 
their names being revealed.5 

US Congress 
Types of hearing 
The US Congress makes great use of hearings and testimony (House Rule XI(m)(1), 
Senate Rule XXVI(1)) for many different purposes. In addition to hearings, Congress has many 
different ways to gather information, including informal exchanges with the executive branch, 
stakeholders, non-governmental organisations and contacts with constituencies. The Congressional 
Research Service (CRS) classifies hearings in four main categories: oversight, investigative, 
legislative and confirmation hearings.6  

Oversight hearings are used by Congress to hold the executive branch accountable, and more 
specifically to monitor and supervise the implementation of a given public policy. This type of 
hearing can be used to review how programmes are executed, or how an agency is functioning, for 
instance to decide whether or not to re-authorise a given programme that is about to expire. A CRS 
report explains that investigative hearings can take place in relation to allegations of 
mismanagement or wrongdoing by public officials acting in their official capacity. The specific 
nature of these hearings would explain why they tend to be more confrontational than legislative 
hearings and why witnesses are more likely to appear under subpoena.  

Legislative hearings are the most common type and are used by committees to collect evidence 
and expertise on topics on which the committee might legislate,7 although, from a procedural point 
of view, they are not formally required in order for the bill to receive further consideration.8 Hearings 
can take place even before the bill is introduced and referred to the committee. When a bill falls 
under the competences of two committees, each may decide to hold a hearing or else they may 
have joint hearings.  

Confirmation hearings are peculiar to the Senate. According to Article 2, Section 2 of the US 
Constitution, the US President has the power to nominate 'with the advice and consent of the 
Senate', the 'ambassadors, other public ministers and consuls, judges of the Supreme Court, and all 
other officers of the United States, whose appointments are not herein otherwise provided for, and 
which shall be established by law'. In practice, however, few give rise to public attention, apart from 
those concerning very high positions, such as Supreme Court Justices. Many other nominations are 
dealt with by the Senate as routine business, as demonstrated by the statistics of Congressional 
activity. For instance, in 2020, the Senate dealt with 21 854 nominees, of which 21 617 were 
confirmed. Several factors influence the public profile and debate within the Senate, including 
whether or not the President and the majority in the Senate are from the same political party, or 
whether it is a presidential election year.9 To prepare for these hearings, each committee decides 
which kind of background documentation the nominee must provide (biography, financial 
information, security service background checks, etc.).  

Finally, hearings can be organised on Congress premises as well as elsewhere; in the latter case they 
are referred to as field hearings. It is argued that field hearings, in addition to their legislative or 
oversight purpose, also provide an opportunity for Members to be more visible at local level, raise 
awareness about Congressional activities and attract media attention, though they cannot be used 
for electoral purposes.10 Their organisation is similar to the 'in Congress hearings' but they might 
also involve the organisation of trips, security arrangements, and video and/or audio recording. 

https://www.govinfo.gov/app/collection/CHRG/
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/collection/CHRG/
https://www.senate.gov/CRSpubs/cb39da50-6535-4824-9d2f-e5f1fcf0a3e4.pdf
https://www.senate.gov/CRSpubs/cb39da50-6535-4824-9d2f-e5f1fcf0a3e4.pdf
https://www.law.cornell.edu/constitution/articleii
https://www.law.cornell.edu/constitution/articleii
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/582047/EPRS_BRI(2016)582047_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/582047/EPRS_BRI(2016)582047_EN.pdf
https://www.senate.gov/legislative/ResumesofCongressionalActivity1947present.htm
https://www.senate.gov/legislative/ResumesofCongressionalActivity1947present.htm
https://www.senate.gov/legislative/ResumesofCongressionalActivity1947present.htm
https://www.senate.gov/reference/resources/pdf/Resumes/116_2.pdf
https://www.senate.gov/reference/resources/pdf/Resumes/116_2.pdf
https://www.everycrsreport.com/files/20170918_RS20928_083b948bc050d8a78b6d3299a2d3b78558225f22.pdf
https://www.everycrsreport.com/files/20170918_RS20928_083b948bc050d8a78b6d3299a2d3b78558225f22.pdf
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Organisation of hearings 
Committees take into consideration several elements when deciding whether or not to schedule a 
hearing, including the legislative workload, the urgency of the matter, visibility in terms of media 
coverage, and also the availability of witnesses. The committee chair controls the agenda as well as 
the schedule. For instance, although hearings can be organised at any time (with a few exceptions 
such as when the House and Senate are in a joint session or during a recess) the timing is often 
dependent on Members' availability to attend, in particular committee leaders. Joint hearings are 
also possible and clearly make the organisation more complex.11 Both House Rule XI 2.(a)(1) and 
Senate Rule XXVI(2) require each standing committee to adopt 'written rules governing its 
procedures' and to publish them in the Congressional Record. The result is that the organisation 
of meetings and hearings can vary from one committee to another and the practical conduct of 
them largely remains within the remit of the committee chair. 

Notwithstanding these differences, hearings share some points in common. They are public and 
possibilities to have in camera sessions are limited by Senate and House rules. For example, House 
rules establish12 that, with the exception of hearings held by the Committee on Ethics or its 
subcommittees, hearings are open to the public, radio, television and photographers. However, 
during a public meeting and with a majority of its Members present, the committee may decide that 
the entire hearing or part of it will be conducted in camera if the disclosure of testimony, a 
document, or any other information or sensitive law enforcement information could endanger the 
national security. Also House Rules establish that when testimony or any evidence could 'defame, 
degrade, or incriminate any person', the committee may decide (with a majority of Members 
present) that the evidence will be taken behind closed doors. That evidence is released only when 
the committee decides so (Rule XI, Section 2(k)(5) and (7)). In the Senate too, hearings are in principle 
public, unless otherwise specified. The chair maintains order and retains the power to clear the room 
in the event of disturbances (Rule XXVI, (5)(d)). In this latter case, the hearing may continue behind 
closed doors for as long as necessary. 

From the organisational point of view, the tasks carried out by committee staff ahead of a hearing 
usually include: selecting the witnesses in conjunction with the majority (issuing subpoenas, if so 
required), drafting a memorandum and an opening statement for the chair, the ranking member 
and other Congressmen/women if so required; sending the invitation, and – the day before the 
hearing – checking Members' attendance to ensure that the required quorum to take testimony is 
reached. In the House, to take sworn testimony, committees are free to set their own quorums13 
which should be two Members at least (Rule X, clause 2(h)(2).14 Similarly, in the Senate, each 
committee is free to set its own quorum (Rule XXVI, paragraph 7(a)(2)) and the presence of just one 
Senator is enough in most committees.15 The Armed Services Committee has fixed its quorum at 
two Members however (Rule 10 (a)).  

For the House, Rule XII, Section 2 (k)(1) introduces some common requirements such as the need for 
the committee chair to make an opening statement and announce the subject matter, the scope of 
the hearing, and the fact that committee rules should be made available to experts and witnesses 
on request. Witnesses may also be accompanied by their own counsel to be informed about their 
constitutional rights. Hearing documents, including research material, written testimony and 
documents are made available to the public on the committee website. The committee remains the 
sole judge of the relevance and pertinence of the documents and testimony presented in relation 
to the hearing (House Rule XI, Section 2(k)(8)). Many other aspects are dealt with by each committee 
in different ways. For instance, some committees require witnesses to take an oath, while in others 
the chair decides.16 In the Senate, all committees, with the exception of the Committee on 
Appropriations, must ask witnesses to provide a statement about their testimony at least 24 hours 
in advance, unless the chair and the ranking member agree that this is not necessary because of a 
'good cause for noncompliance'. In this case too, committees may apply different rules, for instance 
Rule 10(e) of the Senate Armed Services Committee requires all written statements to reach the 

https://rules.house.gov/sites/democrats.rules.house.gov/files/117-House-Rules-Clerk.pdf
https://rules.house.gov/sites/democrats.rules.house.gov/files/117-House-Rules-Clerk.pdf
https://www.rules.senate.gov/rules-of-the-senate
https://www.rules.senate.gov/rules-of-the-senate
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-record
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-record
https://ethics.house.gov/
https://ethics.house.gov/
https://armedservices.house.gov/committee-rules#2F21D9E6-E683-402F-915B-BB4CDF1E655E
https://armedservices.house.gov/committee-rules#2F21D9E6-E683-402F-915B-BB4CDF1E655E
https://www.appropriations.senate.gov/
https://www.appropriations.senate.gov/
https://www.appropriations.senate.gov/
https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/about/rules
https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/about/rules
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committee at least two working days before the hearing. In the case of testimony given by a person 
who is not a federal/government employee, the written documentation must include a description 
of professional activities, disclosure of any federal government grants, contracts during the last 36 
months. It is for the individual committee to decide how many copies are needed of the written 
statements, how far in advance to present them, and whether or not the witnesses should take an 
oath,17 the latter being more common in investigative hearings.  

Committees’ staff are also in charge of recording or taking a full transcript of the hearing, unless 
the majority of committee members decide otherwise (Rule XXVI, (5)(e)(1)). The transcription and 
video of the hearing must be available on the internet no later than 21 business days after the 
hearing (Rule XXVI, paragraph (5)(2)(A)). Committee staff may be required to summarise the oral 
testimony after the hearing. That summary may be published if the chair and ranking member so 
decide (Rule XXVI, paragraph 4(c)).18  

Concerning the appearance of witnesses, both House and Senate have some common rules but 
again much is left to the committees to decide. For instance, House Rule XI, clause 2 (g)(5) requires 
witnesses to submit their written statements in advance whenever possible and to limit their initial 
presentation in order to leave enough time for Members to question the witnesses. 
Senate Rule XXVI, paragraph 4(6) requires witnesses to submit a written statement of their proposed 
testimony at least one day before the hearing. When it comes to the time allocated to Members 
to question the witnesses, in the House each Member has five minutes (Rule XI, clause 2 (j)(2)). 
After this first round, the chair may allocate additional time. Also, the committee may adopt a 
motion/rule to grant certain Members the possibility to question the witness for more than five 
minutes (Rule XI, clause 2(j)(2)(B)) and for up to one hour, to be distributed equally between majority 
and minority. The committee may adopt a motion/rule to allow its professional staff to question the 
witness for no more than one hour, also to be distributed equally between majority and minority. In 
the Senate, there is no general rule limiting the time for senators, however committees may adopt 
some rules to limit the first round of questions to five minutes, like in the House. In the Senate too, 
committee staff may be authorised to question the witnesses. Committees may also decide to 
request a verbatim transcript once the hearing is concluded. Members' order of intervention is 
decided by the committee in both Senate and House. Usually majority and minority Members 
alternate, some committees give priority to seniority criteria while others apply the 'early bird' rule, 
i.e. Members address the witness according to their order of arrival at the hearing (though the chair 
and ranking member keep their priority), a combination of different rules is also possible.19 Both 
House and Senate rules include a 'minority witness rule' which provides the possibility for minority 
members to request the chair to hear witnesses chosen by the minority for at least one day of the 
hearing. However, the chair remains the master of the hearing, i.e. they may decide on the day of 
the hearing 'under a reasonable schedule' and the logistics, for instance if the witnesses will testify 
in a panel or alone, and whether or not to invite additional witnesses.   

Oversight and investigative hearings: Deposition, subpoena and contempt  
The Congressional Oversight Manual refers to a number of legal instruments at the committees' 
disposal in the exercise of oversight and investigative hearings, including deposition authority, 
subpoena power and contempt. A deposition is a testimony recorded or transcribed that the 
witness provides under oath and that might be taken by a committee member or by committee 
counsel. In the House, Rule X(4)(c)(3)20 authorises only the Committee on Oversight and Reform to 
take depositions, though House resolutions may authorise other committees in ad hoc cases.21 The 
subpoena is described as a 'legally enforceable demand for documents, data or witness testimony'. 
The Congressional Oversight Manual states that most committee requests for documents and oral 
testimony are complied with on a voluntary basis and, although very broad, the subpoena power is 
not unlimited. For instance, the Supreme Court has clearly stated that although the power to 
investigate 'is an essential and appropriate auxiliary to the legislative function', it cannot be used 'to 
inquire into private affairs unrelated to a valid legislative purpose', and it is not applicable to areas 

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL30240.pdf
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL30240.pdf
https://oversight.house.gov/
https://oversight.house.gov/
https://history.house.gov/Institution/Origins-Development/Investigations-Oversight/
https://history.house.gov/Institution/Origins-Development/Investigations-Oversight/
https://www.scotusblog.com/2019/07/cases-and-controversies-congress-the-subpoena-power-and-a-legislative-purpose/
https://www.scotusblog.com/2019/07/cases-and-controversies-congress-the-subpoena-power-and-a-legislative-purpose/
https://www.law.cornell.edu/constitution-conan/article-1/section-1/congressional-investigations
https://www.law.cornell.edu/constitution-conan/article-1/section-1/congressional-investigations
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'in which Congress is forbidden to legislate'. Also, the Court firmly recalled that subpoena in no way 
replaces law enforcement powers. Both House (Rule XI(2)(m)(1)) and Senate (Rule XXVI(1)) have rules 
to empower standing committees to issue subpoenas and require witnesses to present their 
'testimony or to produce documents, intended as books, records, correspondence, memoranda, 
papers, and documents as it considers necessary'. The subpoena can be addressed to any person 
working for government but also to public and private entities within the United States.22 House 
Rule XI(2)(m)(1)) further specifies that compliance with a subpoena issued by a committee may be 
enforced by the House only. If and when witnesses do not comply with the subpoena, Congress has 
a number of tools at its disposal, not limited to its legislative powers. It may exert pressure on the 
executive branch by virtue of the control that it has over funding for instance. The Senate, in particular, 
may pressure the government through the confirmation process for certain agency positions.  

Moreover, Congress has the power to hold a person in contempt23 if that person is obstructing the 
work of Congress, for instance by not releasing the documents requested. The CRS reports the 
existence and use of three different instruments: an inherent contempt power, criminal contempt 
and the civil enforcement of subpoenas. The first allows Congress to detain a person until they 
comply with the subpoena without requiring either of the other two branches of government (the 
executive or judicial branches) to cooperate and help. From a procedural point of view, there is no 
standard or unique procedure, but the same CRS report suggests that a number of steps are usually 
observed: 'attachment by the Sergeant-at-Arms; appearance before the bar; provision for 
specification of charges; identification of the accuser; compulsory process; provision of counsel; a 
hearing; determination of guilt; and imposition of a penalty'. It is a cumbersome and time-
consuming procedure that would delay the legislative workload of Congress. This is why the report 
notes that the inherent contempt process was last used in 1935. The second instrument allows 
Congress (formally speaking, the President of the Senate or the Speaker of the House) to certify the 
non-compliance and to inform the executive branch so that the person can be subject to criminal 
prosecution. Finally, Congress (either a chamber or a committee) may refer to the judiciary to 
enforce a subpoena. The objective would be to seek a civil judgment from a federal court declaring 
that the individual in question is legally due to execute the Congressional subpoena.  
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Annex:  
Comparison of characteristics of hearings in the European 
Parliament and US Congress 

European Parliament US Congress 

Rules applicable 
Rule 216(2) 

Same rule for the whole Parliament. 

Limited rules are applicable to all 
committees, House Rule XI(2) and 
Senate Rule XXVI(2). 

Each committee adopts its own 
rules of procedure for holding 
hearings. 

Types of hearing 
Oversight, legislative, investigative, pre-
appointment, and hearings on 
European citizens' initiatives 

Legislative, investigative, 
oversight and confirmation 
hearings – the latter in Senate 
only 

Public access Open to the public except in specific 
circumstances 

Open to the public except in 
specific circumstances 

Compulsory hearings 

Committees are free to decide whether 
or not to hold a hearing (prior 
authorisation is needed in some cases, 
e.g. for experts' hearings). In limited
cases, committees are required to hold
hearings (e.g. Rules 125 or 222.4 RoP). 

Committees are free to decide 
whether or not to hold a hearing. 
In limited cases only committees 
are required to hold hearings. 

Question time 

The committee chair generally decides 
on the allocation of time to each 
speaker (Rule 171 (2) RoP), although 
special rules may apply in some cases, 
e.g. in hearings of commissioners-
designate (Rule 125 and Annex VII RoP).

In the House, five minutes per 
member but exceptions apply. 

Order of intervention 

The committee chair generally decides 
on the order of intervention 
(Rule 171(2) RoP), although the 
speaking order is usually determined 
by the relative size of each political 
group. If the hearing is linked to a 
legislative or own-initiative report, 
priority may be granted to the 
rapporteur.  

1) Majority and Minority alternate,
2) seniority applies,
3) early bird rule,
4) combination of different rules

Where In committees 
In committees and elsewhere (the 
latter are known as 'field 
hearings') 

Source: Compiled by the authors. 


	Summary
	Hearings are used by parliamentary committees as a way to obtain evidence on specific subjects to inform their work and as public forums to give citizens access to information on policy issues. Committee hearings take different forms depending on thei...
	The European Parliament's committees frequently organise public hearings with experts for oversight and legislative purposes. They also hold public hearings on European citizens' initiatives, once a given initiative has gathered the necessary public s...
	In the context of the ongoing internal discussion launched by the President of the European Parliament, David Sassoli, on how to make the Parliament a more resilient and effective institution in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic, this Briefing prov...
	Introduction
	European Parliament
	Types of hearing
	Organisation of hearings
	Hearings on European citizens' initiatives
	Pre-appointment hearings
	Hearings held by committees of inquiry


	US Congress
	Types of hearing
	Organisation of hearings
	Oversight and investigative hearings: Deposition, subpoena and contempt


	Annex:  Comparison of characteristics of hearings in the European Parliament and US Congress

