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In the context of internal discussions on how to make the European Parliament a more resilient and 
effective institution, and considering in particular proposals to revive question time, this paper looks 
at how this procedure, first introduced to the EP in 1973, evolved through successive reforms until 
January 2013, when its use was abandoned. The paper furthermore examines reasons for the low 
attractiveness of the procedure for Members of the European Parliament, the media and the public, 
and the poor attendance at question time sessions by Members. These aspects, together with the 
pressure exerted by other items on the plenary agenda and the lack of political interest, seem to 
explain why question time was discontinued after 40 years. Finally, the study describes how 
question time works in a number of Member States and in the United Kingdom, and highlights the 
different factors that may have an impact on the dynamics of the procedure. 
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I 

Executive summary 

In the context of the internal discussion launched by the European Parliament's then President, 
David Sassoli, on how to make the Parliament a more resilient and effective institution in the wake 
of the coronavirus pandemic, in July 2021 the focus groups considering the plenary and 
parliamentary prerogatives made a proposal to reintroduce and strengthen question time with 
the European Commission and the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy. 

Although it has not been included in part-session agendas for more than nine years, the procedure 
is not new to the European Parliament. The first question time in the Parliament took place in 1973, 
when its Members (MEPs) were still delegates appointed by the national parliaments of the Member 
States. The idea of establishing a question hour was encouraged by the increasing number of 
parliamentary questions and the desire to strengthen Parliament's tools of scrutiny over the 
Community executive and attract citizen and media attention to Parliament's institutional role 
and activities. Created to suit a relatively small Parliament with very limited competences, the 
original question time was a collective questioning procedure in which the members of the 
Commission answered, in plenary, questions tabled by individual MEPs one week in advance. Ill-
suited to allow Parliament to question the Commission on topical and urgent issues and to unfold 
into a dynamic dialectic confrontation between the two institutions, the procedure never attracted 
the interest of the media and the public, and gradually became less attractive for MEPs themselves. 

Having undergone only minor changes over time, the procedure was substantially revamped after 
the adoption of the Lisbon Treaty. Consequently, in September 2011 question time became a 
collective oversight tool focusing on specific topics decided upon one month in advance by the 
Parliament's Conference of Presidents (CoP); these topics would guide spontaneous questions 
from individual MEPs. Furthermore, question time sessions were now to be attended by two or three 
Commissioners, and complemented by a monthly question hour with the president of the 
Commission. Question hour – which was tested several times with the then-Commission President, 
José Manuel Barroso – enabled the leaders of the political groups to ask questions on urgent and 
topical matters in the first part of the session and other MEPs to ask questions related to a topic 
decided in advance during the second part of the session. 

Even if the two procedures were a substantial departure from the original model for question time 
used by the Parliament since the 1970s, they were soon discontinued. The need to select the topic 
for the session one month in advance – with little possibility to react swiftly to changes in political 
priorities – and the attendance by just two or three Commissioners did not make question time with 
the Commission a very attractive procedure either for MEPs or for the media and the public. All 
this, together with the pressure exerted by other items on the plenary agenda and the lack of 
political interest, seems to explain why question time was abandoned in January 2013. 

Parliament's Rules of Procedure (RoP) still frame question time with the Commission as it was 
modelled after the Lisbon Treaty, also allowing for the holding of specific question hours with the 
president of the Commission, the Council, the High Representative and the president of the 
Eurogroup (Rule 137 RoP). However, Parliament's model is not the only one available in comparative 
public law. Scholars distinguish between more restrictive questioning procedures, which tend to 
ensure that the executive is never surprised by the questions raised by parliamentarians, and more 
permissive procedures, in which the legislature, mainly through members of the opposition, can 
scrutinise the government on topical and controversial issues. 
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II 

As shown by the comparative analysis laid out in this study, different variables may have an impact 
on the dynamics of question time and on whether a particular model can be considered more 
restrictive or more permissive from the point of view of the legislature. These variables include: the 
setting in which the questioning takes place – plenary or committee; the collective/individual 
character of the procedure; the regularity and frequency of question time; the spontaneous 
character of the questions; how speaking time is allocated; whether supplementary questions are 
allowed and by whom; and whether strict speaking time limits are imposed. The European 
Parliament may want to take into account these elements when considering a revived question time 
with the Commission. 
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1. Introduction 

Rooted in the history of parliamentarism, parliamentary questioning is considered a classical 
oversight tool for holding the government to account. The practice was born in the Westminster 
Parliament as a tool for oversight by individual members of parliament1 and was later reinterpreted 
by some continental parliaments as a collective oversight tool, especially in its oral format or when 
the questions could trigger a parliamentary debate or the adoption of a resolution by parliament.2  

Parliamentary questions can serve many purposes: they can be used as an ex-ante oversight tool 
to seek information and press the government for further action in specific policy areas; as an ex-
post oversight tool to hold the executive to account for past decisions; as a conflict management 
tool giving the legislature a forum to express criticism against governmental policies; or as a 
mechanism facilitating territorial representation, by bringing attention to constituency-related 
problems.3 Questions are often depicted as a participatory-type oversight tool as opposed to a 
unilateral oversight tool, in which a dialogue is started between parliament and government and 
parliament's actions require that members of the executive submit an answer or turn up in the 
parliament in person.4 Parliamentary questions do not have any concrete formal consequence in 
terms of censuring the government or imposing a specific course of action on it, but they may have 
considerable political repercussions. 

Parliamentary questioning can take place in many different formats depending on the 
procedural choices made. Questions may be addressed to the government in writing or orally; they 
may seek to obtain a single answer or to trigger a debate with the government, either through 
supplementary questions or a parliamentary debate; they may be tabled by individual members or 
political groups; their content may be known in advance or they may be spontaneous; and they may 
be posed in plenary or in parliamentary committees. All those variables have an impact on the 
functioning of the questioning tools: written questions tend to focus more on local and very specific 
policy areas; oral questions in committees usually focus on very concrete policy issues and are well-
suited for engaging in in-depth debates with the government and for fostering cooperation 
between the legislature and the executive; finally, oral questions raised in plenary ensure 
maximum publicity and transparency, permitting parliament to engage with the wider public. 

In addition to procedural choices, the institutional and political framework may also have an 
impact on the functioning of questioning tools: for example, oral questioning in plenary may be 
more confrontational in parliamentary democracies where there is a clear distinction between the 
majority supporting the government and the minority, than in consensual democracies with large 
coalition governments or minority governments. However, parliamentary questions can also serve 
as a tool for the parliamentary majority to voice dissent. 5 

                                                             
1  The first parliamentary question was recorded in the UK House of Lords in 1721. See E. Griglio, Parliamentary Oversight 

of the Executives: Tools and Procedures in Europe. Oxford: Hart Publishing, 2020, p. 116. 
2  E. Griglio, op. cit., p. 118. 
3  O. Rozenberg, 'Questioning parliamentary questions'. The Journal of Legislative Studies, 2011, 17(3), pp. 394–404; 

M. Wiberg and A. Koura, 'The logic of parliamentary questioning', in M. Wiberg (ed.), Parliamentary control in Nordic 
countries. Finnish Political Science Association, 1994, pp. 30-31. 

4  E. Griglio, op. cit., p. 85. 
5  O. Rozenberg and S. Martin, 'Questioning parliamentary questions', in Shane Martin and Olivier Rozenberg (eds.), The  

roles and function of parliamentary questions. Routledge, 2012, pp. 140-142. 
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Parliamentary rules of procedure usually provide for different questioning tools that parliaments or 
their individual members can use for different purposes. The European Parliament Rules of 
Procedure (RoP) are not an exception to this trend, as they allow Parliament to use a wide range of 
questioning tools – such as written questions, oral questions with debate, major interpellations 
and question time in plenary and committees – to hold the EU executive to account. 

In the context of the internal discussion launched by Parliament's then President, David Sassoli, on 
how to make the Parliament a more resilient and effective institution in the wake of the coronavirus 
pandemic, the focus group on the plenary (FG 1) and the focus group on parliamentary prerogatives 
(FG 2) proposed reintroducing and strengthening the question time procedure with the 
Commission and the High Representative.6 Although provided for in the current Rule 137 of 
Parliament's RoP, this tool was last used in January 2013 amidst criticism of its design and actual 
functioning, and an apparent lack of political will to use it extensively.7 Nine years later, question 
time with the Commission and the High Representative appear in the final draft agenda for the April 
2022 part-session.8 In this context, the present publication aims to feed into the debate on the 
strengthening of question time in the Parliament by providing an analysis of how Parliament 
regulated and used this tool previously, and how this is done in a number of European national 
parliaments in their dealings with the government today. 

Since question time is labelled differently and is subject to diverse rules depending on the country, 
for the purpose of this publication it will be defined as the practice whereby legislatures set aside 
specific time slots in their agendas to put oral questions to the government and receive the 
corresponding answers. 9 The best-known formulas are as follows: where questions are taken in 
plenary – although the possibility to hold question time in committees may also be available – with 
the participation of the head of government; where there is a focus on salient and topical issues; 
where strict speaking time restrictions are imposed – to both questioning members of parliament 
and the government – to ensure the dynamism of the procedure; and, where questions are 
broadcast in order to attract public attention. 

2. Question time in the European Parliament 

As in many other parliaments, questions have always been an important oversight tool in the 
hands of the European Parliament. From the dawn of the European integration process, the Treaties 
imposed on the Commission, then called the High Authority (Article 23 of the Treaty establishing 
the European Coal and Steel Community, current Article 230 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the 
European Union – TFEU), an obligation to answer written and oral questions tabled by Parliament 
or individual MEPs. Although the Treaties did not impose the same obligation on the Council,10 the 

                                                             
6  European Parliament, Rethinking Parliamentary Democracy – A stronger European Parliament after Covid-19 , 

Recommendations from Focus Groups, July 2021, PE 695.632/BUR/FG, p. 4 and pp. 11-12. 
7  M. Remac, Parliamentary scrutiny of the European Commission: Implementation of Treaty provisions, European 

Parliamentary Research Service, July 2019, pp. 35-36; R. Corbett, Francis Jacobs and Darren Neville, The European  
Parliament, John Harper Publishing, 2016, pp. 369-370. 

8  See draft agenda for the April 2022 part-session, 5 April 2022, at 15:00 hrs. 
9  Hironori Yamamoto, Tools for parliamentary oversight. A comparative study of 88 national parliaments. Inter-

Parliamentary Union, 2007, p. 49. 
10  Article 23 of the Treaty establishing the European Coal and Steel Community stated that the members of the Council  

should be heard by the Parliament 'at their request', leaving the decision on whether to answer parliamentary 
questions in the hands of the Council. The current Article 230 TFEU does not impose any obligation on the Council or 
on the European Council. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_STU(2019)631748
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/OJQ-9-2022-04-05_EN.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:11951K/TXT
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institution agreed to answer written parliamentary questions in the late 1950s 11 and extended its 
decision to oral questions in 1973.12 In addition, later modifications of the Treaties recognised the 
right of the Parliament to address questions to the Council and the High Representative (also a 
vice-president of the Commission) in the specific area of the common foreign and security policy 
(Article 36 of the Treaty on European Union, (TEU)). 

However, the addressees of Parliament's questions go beyond the Commission, the Council and the 
High Representative. In 2010, the president of the European Council also voluntarily agreed to 
answer parliamentary questions for written answer if they dealt with the president's own political 
activities and not with those of the European Council as an institution.13 As regards other institutions 
and bodies, Parliament has also addressed parliamentary questions to the European Central Bank 
(ECB) after the latter gave its consent in 2002.14 These questions can, among other things, focus on 
the ECB's supervisory tasks in respect of the Single Supervisory Mechanism – the first pillar of 
banking union,15 and also be addressed to the Single Resolution Board established by the Single 
Resolution Mechanism Regulation.16 

As a result of all these developments, the Parliament's RoP currently provide for specific rules that 
govern parliamentary questions to the Commission, including the High Representative 
(Rules 136-139 of the RoP), the Council (Rules 136-139 of the RoP), the president of the European 
Council (Rule 138 of the RoP), the ECB (Rule 140 of the RoP), and questions concerning the Single 
Supervisory Mechanism and the Single Resolution Mechanism (Rule 141 of the RoP). Under the title 
'question time', Rule 137 establishes the rules applicable to question time with the Commission, 
while at the same time providing for the possibility of holding question hours with the Council, the 
President of the Commission, the High Representative and the president of the Eurogroup '[i]n 
accordance with guidelines established by the Conference of Presidents'.  

2.1. The history of question time in the European Parliament 
The first question time in the Parliament took place in 1973, when its Members were still delegates 
appointed by the national parliaments of the Member States. Although the Members of the 
'Assembly', as it was called at the time, could already back then put parliamentary questions to the 
Commission and the Council, the idea of establishing a question hour with those institutions gained 
traction in the 1970s, fuelled by the increasing number of parliamentary questions and a wish to 
strengthen Parliament's tools of scrutiny over the EU executive and attract citizen and media 

                                                             
11  According to Lionel H. Cohen, 'The development of question time in the European Parliament', Common Market Law 

Review, Vol. 16, Issue 1, 1979, p. 42, the Council agreed to answer written parliamentary questions in 1958. 
12  Annexe, Relevé des décisions prises par le Conseil lors de sa 257ème session tenue le 15/11/1973, R/2641/73. 
13  Eva-Maria Poptcheva, Parliamentary oversight: challenges facing classic scrutiny instruments and the emergence of 

new forms of 'steering' scrutiny, in Olivier Costa (ed.), The European Parliament in times of crisis. European 
Administrative Governance, 2019, p. 35. 

14  Richard Corbett, Francis Jacobs and Darren Neville, The European Parliament, 9th edition, 2016, p. 368. 
15  Parliamentary questions to the ECB as regards its supervisory tasks within the Single Supervisory Mechanism of the 

banking union have a specific legal basis in Article 20 (6) of Regulation (EU) No 1024/2013 and in Section I.3 IIA of the 
Interinstitutional Agreement (IIA) between the European Parliament and the ECB on the practical modalities of the 
exercise of democratic accountability and oversight over the exercise of the tasks conferred on the ECB within the 
framework of the Single Supervisory Mechanism. 

16  The Single Resolution Board established by the Single Resolution Mechanism Regulation is also obliged to reply to 
questions addressed to it by the European Parliament, as provided for in Article 45 (6) of Regulation (EU) No 806/2014 
and Section I.3 of the Agreement between the European Parliament and the Single Resolution Board on the practical 
modalities of the exercise of democratic accountability and oversight over the exercise of the tasks conferred on the 
Single Resolution Board within the framework of the Single Resolution Mechanism. 

https://ec.europa.eu/dorie/cardPrint.do?cardId=108861&locale=fr
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013R1024
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013Q1130(01)
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32014R0806
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/ALL/?uri=celex:32015Q1224(01)
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attention to Parliament's institutional role and activities.17 Question time in the Parliament evolved 
through a series of amendments to Parliament's RoP, but also due to changes in parliamentary 
customs and political attitudes. The January 2013 plenary session was the last time the procedure 
was used. 

2.1.1. Question time in the European Parliament: From 1973 to the first direct 
elections 

The first question time in the Parliament coincided with the entry to the Parliament of its UK 
Members, a curious coincidence if we consider that some commentators point out the influence of 
the UK model in the design of the Parliament's question time.18 To make question time possible, 
Parliament's RoP were modified on 18 January 197319 to include a new Rule 47(a). A set of guidelines 
for the conduct of question time were also introduced, providing for a question time of 60 minutes 
to be held at the beginning of the second or third sitting day of every part-session. 

During question time, individual MEPs could put brief questions to the Commission and the 
Council. Questions needed to be tabled in writing at least a week before the session, and 
Parliament's president was entrusted with the task of deciding on their admissibility and the order 
in which they would be taken in plenary, where the institution concerned answered them orally. The 
questioner MEP and the other MEPs could also put supplementary oral questions to the two 
institutions. The main questions to be asked were forwarded to the institution concerned, but the 
supplementary ones were spontaneous. Therefore, the Council and the Commission could be taken 
by surprise only by the content of the possible supplementary or follow-up questions asked after 
each main question. If questions remained unanswered for lack of time, the questioner could 
receive a written answer or decide to withdraw the question or to defer it to the next question time 
session. On the request of a political group or at least five MEPs, a thematic debate was held right 
after question time. Thematic debates allowed MEPs to address brief oral questions, suggestions or 
comments to the Commission – not to the Council – in relation to a question of general topical 
interest. 

Based on these provisions, the first question time took place on Tuesday 13 February 1973. All 
the questions were addressed to the Commission, and a topical debate on the European 
Community's relationship with China was held right after question time.20 The Council started 
participating in the procedure in April 1973, 21 and for a period of time both institutions answered, 
within the same session, MEPs' questions during roughly one-hour-long question time sessions that 
used to take place early in the morning on the second or third sitting day of each part-session (see 
Figure 1 in this section). In 1976, Parliament's RoP were modified, allowing Parliament to put 
questions to the Conference of Foreign Ministers – in relation to European political cooperation – 

                                                             
17  M. Westlake, The origin and development of the question time procedure in the European Parliament. EUI working papers, 

European Policy Unit, No 90/4, 1990, pp. 2-16; Sir Barnett Cocks, The European Parliament. Her Majesty's Stationery 
Office, 1973, p. 138. 

18  R. Jackson and J. Fitzmaurice, The European Parliament. A guide to direct elections. Penguin, 1979, p. 102: Lionel H. 
Cohen, 'The development of question time in the European Parliament', Common Market Law Review, Vol. 16, issue 1, 
1979. 

19  Official Journal of the European Communities, No C 4/13, 14 February 1973. 
20  See, Minutes of proceedings of the sitting of Tuesday, 13 February 1973 (OJ C14/11, 27 March 1973).  
21  See the letter from the president of the Council on the introduction of question time, of 6 March 1973, in which he 

expresses his consent to participating in question time. European Parliament, minutes of proceedings from the sitting 
of Monday, 12 March 1973 (OJ C 19/1, 12 April 73). 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:JOC_1973_004_R_0013_01&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1973.014.01.0011.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1973%3A014%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:JOC_1973_019_R_0001_01&from=EN
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and to extend the time dedicated to question time during the part-sessions.22 From then on, there 
would be two question time sessions of 90 minutes each, one for addressing questions to the 
Council and the foreign ministers and the other for addressing questions the Commission, the 
former usually taking take place on the second sitting day of every part-session and the latter on the 
third sitting day. 

Figure 1 – Scheduling of question time with the Commission and the Council in 1973 

 

∗  Question time with the Commission began in February 1973 and with the Council in April 1973. Back then, 
both institutions answered MEPs' questions in the course of the same session. 

Source: EPRS, based on author's own research. 

Accounts of the procedure in those early days are generally rather positive. Question time was 
depicted as 'an important weapon in Parliament's limited armoury'23 and considered to be 'more 
than just another supervisory power'.24 Question time was one of the limited occasions in which 
MEPs could engage in a debate with the Commission and the Council. MEPs tabling a question 
usually received an oral answer during the session for which it had been tabled. Only occasionally 
and due to lack of time, some questions were answered in writing, withdrawn or deferred to the 
following session.25 Moreover, the sessions were regularly attended by the Commissioners in 
charge of providing the answers, with just a few occasions of Commissioners failing to turn up. As 
for the foreign ministers, several authors noted how eager they were to participate in the 
procedure.26 

However, already at that time several authors pointed to the main flaws in the procedure that would 
disrupt its operation later on. The rule requiring questions to be tabled one week in advance 
prevented MEPs from raising the topical and urgent issues that would attract the interest of the 
media and the public.27 In addition, the Council and the Commission no longer answered 
parliamentary questions simultaneously (due to the changes introduced in 1976), and the Council 

                                                             
22  Rule 47(a) of the RoP, Resolution adopted on 17 November 1976 (OJ C 293, 13 December 1976). 
23  M. Westlake, op. cit., p. 1. 
24  Lionel H. Cohen, op. cit., p. 58. 
25  ibid., p. 46. 
26  ibid., pp. 47-48. Martin Westlake, op. cit., pp. 16-21. 
27  Lionel H. Cohen, op. cit., p. 45. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1976.293.01.0019.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1976%3A293%3ATOC
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was reticent to provide substantive answers to MEPs' questions.28 Although the UK MEPs were soon 
among those asking the highest number of questions and gave a distinctively British character to 
the procedure,29 question time in the European Parliament never acquired the cut and thrust of 
the original UK question time, probably due to the fact that neither the Commission nor the 
Council had a clear party colour, thus making confrontation on party lines unlikely. 

2.1.2. From 1979 to the Lisbon Treaty: The transformation of the European 
Parliament's question time 

Direct elections to the European Parliament had different effects on question time. Elections came 
together with a notable increase in the number of MEPs – from 198 in 1973 to 410 in 1979 – and, 
consequently, in the number of questions tabled for question time – from 151 in 1973 to 834 in 
1984.30 The increase in the number of questions, together with the original flexible rules relating to 
supplementary questions and speaking time, the right to ask that unanswered questions be carried 
over to the following sessions, and the scarce use made by Parliament's presidents of their powers 
to declare questions inadmissible and to group and order them, transformed the functioning and 
efficacy of the procedure, which was 'becoming increasingly moribund', as pointed out by Westlake 
in an analytical paper from 1990.31 

In 1986, the Committee on the Rules of Procedure and Petitions of the European Parliament drafted 
a report proposing amendments to the RoP relating to parliamentary questions (the Dury Report).32 
The annexes and the explanatory statement attached to the committee's final report, as well as 
containing a detailed account of how question time worked at the time, also identified its major 
shortcomings. The report pointed out that few questions received an oral answer per session 
compared to the total number of questions received, and that by the time they arrived in plenary, 
many questions were already out of date, due to the significant backlog and the time taken to 
deal with every question tabled. The report included an analysis of all question time sessions held 
between January 1984 and September 1985: 18 part-sessions were analysed (see Tables 1 and 2 in 
this section). An average of 64 questions were tabled for question time sessions with the 
Commission during the sessions analysed, but only 12 questions received an oral answer per session 
on average. As a result, questions carried over from one session to another ranged from 7 – in the 
September 1984 session – to 27 – in the April 1985 session. The situation as regards questions tabled 
for question time with the Council was better, but the questions carried over per session still ranged 
from 4 – in the sessions of January 1984 and February 1985 – to 14 – in December 1984; since there 
was no session in March 1984, a record 30 questions had to be carried over to the next session. 

 

 

                                                             
28  Valentine Herman and Juliet Lodge, The European Parliament and the European Community, Macmillan, 1978, pp. 57-

58. 
29  Lionel H. Cohen, op. cit., pp. 51-58. 
30  Annex II, Report incorporating proposed amendments to the Rules of Procedure on parliamentary questions, 

Committee on the Rules of Procedure and Petitions, 29 October 1986, A 2-135/86.  
31  Martin Westlake, op. cit., p. 26. 
32  Report incorporating proposed amendments to the Rules of Procedure on parliamentary questions, Committee on 

the Rules of Procedure and Petitions, 29 October 1986, A 2-135/86. The amendments proposed were adopted by the 
plenary by a Decision of 23 November 1986, amending the European Parliament's Rules of Procedure relating to 
parliamentary questions (OJ C 322/174, 15.12.1986). Before that, a minor modification had been introduced in the 
RoP affecting Annex I to the Guidelines for the conduct of question time under Rule 44 (OJ C 90, 21/04/1981). 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/ftu/pdf/en/FTU_1.3.1.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/about-parliament/en/in-the-past/previous-elections
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1981.090.01.0049.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1981%3A090%3ATOC
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Table 1 – Questions answered orally during question time with the Commission (January 
1984-September 1985) 

Plenary session HQ* – oral reply HQ – written 
reply 

HQ – carried 
over 

HQ – others Total 

January  10 26 9  45 
February 16 25 12 1 withdrawn 54 
March 14 40 13  67 
April 13 29 10  52 
May 11 28   39 
September 11 20 7  38 
October I 11 21 19  51 
October II 13 22 20  55 
November N/A N/A N/A   
December 9 69 19  97 
January 6 33 25 1 converted to a 

written Q 
65 

February 11 44 25  80 
March 9 40 26  75 
April 12 43 27  82 
May 9 39 22  70 
June 15 39 14  68 
July 11 43 16 1 withdrawn 70 
September 15 47 13  75 

*HQ = question hours 

Source: Dury Report, Annex III, 30 January 1986. 

Table 2 – Questions answered orally during question time with the Council (January 1984 –
September 1985)* 

 Plenary session HQ – oral reply HQ – written 
reply 

HQ – carried 
over 

HQ – others Total 

1984 

January  8 11 4  23 
February 10 10 5  25 
March - 1 30  31 
April 8 21 6  35 
May 7 12 - 1 withdrawn 20 
September 11 9 1  21 
October I 9 16 8  33 
October II 10 5 1  16 
November N/A N/A N/A  N/A 
December 15 23 14  52 

1985 

January 16 10 8  34 
February 11 15 4 2 lapsed 32 
March 13 13 6 1 withdrawn 33 
April 8 16 9  32 
May 12 19 5  36 
June 7 25 6  38 
July 13 14 9  36 
September 12 17 7  36 

*Data does not include information on questions to the foreign ministers. 

Source: Dury Report, Annex III, 30 January 1986. 

In addition to that, the report stated that question time sessions were 'poorly attended by both 
Members and journalists'; 33 that the Commissioners or ministers attending the sessions were 
not always those responsible for the corresponding policy area, which reduced the value of the 

                                                             
33  Report incorporating proposed amendments to the Rules of Procedure on parliamentary questions, op. cit., p. 22. 



EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 
  
 

8 

answers given to supplementary questions; that questions were hardly ever grouped by 
Parliament's president, as the usual practice was to list the questions tabled in the order in which 
they had been tabled, thus making the whole session less coherent; and that questions to the 
Council and the foreign ministers were often lengthy and imprecise and did not reflect their remit. 

The report praised the procedure for being 'virtually the only opportunity for individual Members to 
bring individual initiatives to the plenary' and for offering 'a possibility for unscripted dialogue' with 
the Commission and the Council'. 34 However, it also indicated that the procedure was 'in need of 
a fundamental reform'. 35 Even if the conclusion was clear, the proposals in this sense were 
relatively modest. The right to carry over unanswered questions was abolished, thus eliminating 
the backlog of unanswered questions. In parallel, to allow MEPs to cross-examine individual 
members of the Commission and ministers 'in a less formal atmosphere and outside the time 
constraints of question time in plenary', the RoP were amended accordingly, making it possible for 
question time sessions to be held in committees. 36 

No other amendments were proposed as to the handling of question time sessions. Thus, the rules 
applicable to the selection of the questions to be asked in every session and their grouping by topic, 
the reduction of the deadline for tabling questions, as well as the possible imposition of stricter rules 
on follow-up questions or on the allocation of speaking time during the session remained 
untouched. What Parliament did was to adopt a resolution inviting the Commission, the Council and 
the foreign ministers to ensure that their answers were concise and relevant; and recommending 
that Parliament's president apply the existing rules in a stricter manner. Parliament's president was 
encouraged to rule on the admissibility of questions for question time more strictly, to use the 
power to group questions more frequently, and to reduce the number of supplementary questions 
allowed per question tabled – one from the questioner and a maximum of two from MEPs from 
other political groups or Member States.37 Therefore, it was the president that was left with the 
difficult task of ordering and limiting the use made by MEPs of their individual rights during question 
time. In this vein, it is not surprising that in his above-mentioned paper, Westlake noted that 'rulings 
on admissibility are relatively infrequent' and that the power of the president to group questions 
was used 'sparingly', as its use 'inevitably lessens the probability of other questions, tabled earlier, 
receiving an oral reply' once the carry-over rule had been abolished.38 

That is how the Parliament's question time entered the 1990s without having gone through the 
fundamental reform that the Parliament had deemed necessary. The procedure therefore remained 
the domain of individual MEPs, and there were no strict rules to ensure that only topical issues of 
general interest reached the plenary's arena through a dynamic and animated session of questions 
and answers. The lack of a substantive reform of the procedure,39 together with the increasing 
powers attributed to Parliament throughout different Treaty reforms and the consequent growing 
pressure on Parliament's plenary agenda contributed to the procedure's decline. Parliament 

                                                             
34  ibid, p. 19. 
35  ibid, p. 22. 
36  ibid, p. 27. 
37  European Parliament resolution of 23 November 1986 on incorporating recommendations as regards the handling of 

parliamentary questions (OJ C 322/174, 15.12.1986). 
38  M. Westlake, op. cit., p. 39. 
39  In 1993, minor changes were introduced in the Rules of Procedure with the aim of limiting the rights of members to 

ask supplementary questions during question time to the Commission and the Council -to a maximum of one 
supplementary question to the Council and two to the Commission per session. In addition, the possibility of holding 
a topical debate just after question time was also eliminated. See especially amendments to Annex II, Conduct of 
question time under Rule 60 – Guidelines (OJ C 268, 04/10/1993). 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1993.268.01.0042.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1993%3A268%3ATOC
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maintained the practice of holding monthly question time sessions with the Commission and the 
Council until 2011, when major changes in the procedure were introduced. However, the number 
of questions asked decreased over the years and the questions answered orally remained a small 
portion of those tabled by MEPs, as already pointed out by the Dury Report (see Tables 3 and 4 in 
this section). In addition, question time was pushed to the afternoons of part-session days, with 
sessions often starting after 5 p.m. or 6 p.m. and occasionally after 9 p.m. and sometimes being held 
after long voting sessions 40 and in parallel with political group meetings or urgent committee 
meetings (see Figure 2 in this section).41 On occasions, question time was completely removed from 
the agenda to free up time to deal with other items.42 Moreover, it was said that question time 
sessions were often poorly attended by MEPs and media,43 something that showed the low 
attractiveness of the procedure. 

Table 3 – Questions answered orally during question time with the Commission in selected 
years (2000 and 2010) 

 Plenary session HQ – oral reply HQ – writte n 
reply 

HQ – 
cancelled/lapsed 

Total 

2000 

January  14 23 0 37 
February II 15 62 2 79 
March II 16 59 1 76 
April 10 47 5 62 
May II 11 40 1 52 
June 14 39 1 54 
July 15 36 3 54 
September 14 52 3 69 
October I 13 28 3 44 
October II N/A N/A N/A N/A 
November 5 37 0 42 
December 15 39 0 54 

TOTAL 142 462 19 623 

2010 

January 0 23 0 23 
February I 0 22 0 22 
March I 11 20 0 31 
April II 11 27 0 38 
May II 13 24 2 39 
June I 9 26 1 36 
July 11 12 11 34 
September 10 19 0 29 
October II 16 19 1 36 
November II 11 24 0 35 
December 8 24 0 32 

TOTAL 100 240 15 355 

 

                                                             
40  See, for example, the plenary minutes of 11July 1990 where question time with the Commission was scheduled as the 

last item on the agenda, following all of the votes on different files. 
41  See, for example, the plenary agenda for 12 December 2000, with question time with the Council starting at 5.30 p.m., 

at the same time as urgent committee meetings authorised by the Presidency; or the plenary agenda for 13 June 
2000, with question time with the Commission starting at 6.30 p.m. and political groups meetings starting at 7 p.m. 

42  See, for example, plenary minutes of 10 September 1990, in which question time with the Commission and the 
Council was completely removed from the agenda to free up time for the debates on the unification of Germany and 
the situation in the Gulf (annexation of Kuwait by Iraq); or plenary minutes of 23 October 1990, in which question time 
was dropped to have more time to consider the annual budget.  

43  On the issue concerning MEPs' poor attendance of question hour with the Commission president, see: Working party 
on improving the attractiveness of the plenary, minutes of the meeting of 10 May 2011, PE 463.691/CPG/WP. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:JOC_1990_231_R_0019_01&from=EN
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/OJQ-5-2000-12-12_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/OJQ-5-2000-06-13_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/OJQ-5-2000-06-13_EN.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:JOC_1990_260_R_0001_01&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:JOC_1990_295_R_0012_01&from=EN
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Table 4 – Questions answered orally during question time with the Council in selected years 
(2000 and 2010) 

 Plenary session HQ – oral reply HQ – written 
reply 

HQ – 
cancelled/lapsed 

Total 

2000 

January  11 6 2 19 
February II 10 25 0 35 
March II 9 29 0 38 
April 11 18 2 31 
May II 12 11 7 30 
June 13 14 1 28 
July 13 3 2 18 
September 14 20 0 34 
October I N/A N/A N/A N/A 
October II 14 30 2 46 
November 14 0 2 16 
December 13 10 9 32 

TOTAL 134 166 27 327 

2010 

January 7 10 0 17 
February I 4 17 1 22 
March I 7 18 1 26 
April II 0 24 0 24 
May II 0 16 0 16 
June I 0 17 0 17 
July 0 14 0 14 
September 9 6 0 15 
October II 9 7 1 17 
November II 0 16 0 16 
December 0 14 0 14 

TOTAL 36 159 3 198 

Source: DG PRES, European Parliament. 
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Figure 2 – Question time with the Commission and the Council in 1980, 1990, 2000, 2010

 

Source: EPRS based on author's own research. 
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2.1.3. The birth of question hour and the revamping of question time after 
Lisbon 

After the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty in 2009, the European Parliament launched a process 
of adapt its RoP to the changes the Treaty engendered. A first set of amendments were adopted on 
25 November 2009.44 However, the first amendments affecting question time were adopted later, 
and took into account the important institutional changes introduced by the Lisbon Treaty, 
including the new legislative and budgetary powers granted to Parliament. These amendments also 
took into account existing proposals to transform question time into a more 'dynamic and 
spontaneous' procedure capable of attracting the interest of the MEPs and the public. 

In this vein, a first set of amendments to the RoP introduced the new concept of 'question hour', 
distinguishing it from the usual question time that would only be held from now on with the 
Commission – and not with the Council. 45 Therefore, a new Rule 116 provided for question time 
with the Commission to be held at each part-session, whereas 'question hours' with the Council, the 
president of the Commission, the High Representative and the president of the Eurogroup could be 
held – without it being a mandatory point on the agenda – at part-sessions. Following these 
amendments, the European Parliament stopped holding regular question times with the 
Council at every part-session, although the possibility to hold occasional question hours remained. 
The explanatory statement of the report adopted by the Parliament's Committee on Constitutional 
Affairs on this amendment justified it with the shift in the institutional balance introduced by the 
Lisbon Treaty. If Parliament and Council were to exercise legislative and budgetary powers together, 

parliamentary oversight 
of the Council with regard 
to those functions was no 
longer necessary, hence 
the reduction in the 
number of oversight 
sessions held with the 
Council.46 The possibility 
to hold question hours 
with the president of the 
Commission, the High 
Representative and the 
president of the 
Eurogroup was explained 
by the institutional role 
assumed by those players, 

                                                             
44  European Parliament decision of 25 November 2009 on the adaptation of Parliament's Rules of Procedure to the 

Treaty of Lisbon, P7_TA(2009)0088. 
45  See Rule 116, European Parliament decision of 15 June 2010 on the adaptation of Parliament's Rules of Procedure to 

the Treaty of Lisbon, P7_TA(2010)0204 and Rule 116, European Parliament decision of 29 March 2012 amending the 
Rules of Procedure to take into account the changing relationships between the European Parliament and the 
institutions representing the national governments following the entry into force of the Treaty of 
Lisbon, P7_TA(2012)0111 

46  See Committee on Constitutional Affairs, Explanatory statement, Report on amending the Rules of Procedure to take 
into account the changing relationships between the European Parliament and the institutions representing the 
national governments following the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty, 1 March 2012, A7-0039/2012. 

Table 5 – Question hours held with the Commission president, the 
High Representative and the president of the Eurogroup (2010-2012) 

 
HQ with the Commission 
president 

HQ with the High 
Representative 

HQ with the 
president of the 
Eurogroup 

2010 

20 April 2010, at 3 p.m.; 
15 June 2010, at 3 p.m.; 
14 December 2010, at 
3 p.m. 

  

2011 
18 January 2011, at 3 p.m.; 
5 April 2011, at 3 p.m.; 
7 June 2011, at 3 p.m. 

 27 September 
2011, at 3 p.m. 

2012  1 February 2012, 
at 4.40 p.m. 

 

Source: Author's own research. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-7-2009-0088_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-7-2010-0204_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-7-2012-0111_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-7-2012-0039_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/PV-7-2010-04-20-ITM-007_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/PV-7-2010-06-15-ITM-011_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/PV-7-2010-12-14-ITM-013_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-7-2011-01-18-ITM-012_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-7-2011-04-05-ITM-009_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/PV-7-2011-06-07-ITM-013_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-7-2011-09-27_EN.html#creitem29
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-7-2011-09-27_EN.html#creitem29
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/OJQ-7-2012-02-01_EN.html
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called upon to make major political decisions. 

As regards the structure of the new question hours, some months after the adoption of the June 
2010 amendments to the RoP, the Parliament and the Commission concluded a framework 
agreement (20 November 2010), also providing for a 'question hour' with the president of the 
Commission or specific members of the Commission, including the High Representative.47 
According to the framework agreement, question hour would be divided in two parts: a first part 
dedicated to questions from leaders of political groups to the president of the Commission; and 
a second part dedicated to a policy topic agreed in advance but no questions prepared in 
advance, thus allowing backbenchers to also put their questions to the Commission president 
(paragraph 46 of the framework agreement). The topic for the second part needed to be agreed 
on the Thursday before the relevant part-session at the latest. 

Several question hours of 60 minutes were held over 2010-2012 with the then Commission 
President Jose Manuel Barroso, the then High Representative Catherine Ashton, and the then 
President of the Eurogroup, Jean-Claude Juncker. During the first 30 minutes of question hour, 
the presidents of the political groups in Parliament put questions directly to the Commission 
president, the High Representative or the president of the Eurorgroup. During the remaining 
30 minutes, spontaneous questions were asked, addressing a specific topic agreed in advance. Strict 
time limits were imposed on the questioner MEPs and the Commission, with only 1 minute to ask 
and answer the main question and only 30 seconds to ask and answer supplementary questions 
(see Table 5 in this section). 

Even if the new question hours generally allowed MEPs to have a more dynamic and spontaneous 
exchange of views with the Commission president, the High Representative and the president of 
the Eurogroup, poor attendance of MEPs at question hour sessions remained an issue of 
concern. 48 On 5 April 2011, the Conference of Presidents of the European Parliament invited the 
working party on improving the attractiveness of the plenary to put forward proposals to reform 
question hour. The working party, created in the context of a wider reflection on how to increase 
the attractiveness of Parliament's plenary and chaired by Hannes Swoboda, presented its final 
recommendations on 1 June 2011.49 As regards question hour with the president of the 
Commission, the report produced by the working party (the Swoboda report) recommended 
holding a 60-minute question hour at every Strasbourg plenary session on the basis of 
spontaneous questions related to any 'subject of a broad political or institutional nature' – 
therefore, without focusing on a specific topic agreed in advance. After an initial round of 1-minute 
questions per political group, the rest of the session would be based on spontaneous questions from 
any MEP – following the catch-the-eye procedure.50 The implementation of these recommendations 
would have imposed a significant burden on the Commission, as the extended possibilities for MEPs 
                                                             
47  Framework Agreement on relations between the European Parliament and the European Commission, 20 November  

2010 (OJ L 304 20.11.2010, p. 47). 
48  Working party on improving the attractiveness of the plenary, Minutes of the meeting of 10 May 2011, PE 

463.691/CPG/WP and Conference of Presidents, Minutes of the ordinary meeting of 7 April 2011, PE 461.477/CPG. 
49  Letter of the Chair of the Working Party on improving the attractiveness of the plenary, Mr Swoboda, and Annex, 1 

June 2011, PE 466.104/CPG. 
50  The Swoboda report also included recommendations on question hour with the High Representative and the 

president of the Eurozone. For the High Representative, it suggested holding a question hour of 90 minutes two or 
three times per year with the same rules being applicable to the Commission president, with the possibility for the 
latter to choose a topic in advance. For the president of the Eurozone, the report proposed holding one or two annual  
sessions of 90 minutes each with the same rules being applicable to the Commission president. See 
Recommendations for revision of formats of question time and question hour, annexed to the Letter of the Chair of 
the Working Party on improving the attractiveness of the plenary, Mr. Swoboda, 1 June 2011, PE 466.104/CPG.  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/AUTO/?uri=celex:32010Q1120%2801%29
http://www.sib.ep.parl.union.eu/SIB/download.do?file=/Documents/02_Cpg/06_PV-Minutes/2011/2011-04-07/pv%202011-04-07-net1_en.pdf
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to ask questions on any possible topic would have come hand in hand with the need for intense 
preparation for the session from the side of the Commission president. Although the Conference of 
Presidents endorsed the recommendations of the Swoboda report in June 2011,51 it seems that no 
question hour with the Commission president was entirely based on free questions not related to a 
specific topic chosen in advance. 

The working party on improving the attractiveness of the plenary also addressed the functioning of 
the traditional question time with the Commission, making proposals that would substantively 

transform question time with 
the Commission. Based on 
the Swoboda report, a new 
format for question time 
started being used for a trial 
period in September 2011. 
Question time with the 
Commission was made 
thematic, with the 
Conference of Presidents 
deciding on the horizontal 
theme to be addressed in 
each session one month in 
advance; questions were 
now spontaneous – not 
tabled in advance; speaking 
time was no longer allocated 
in advance but was allocated 
based on the 'catch the eye' 
procedure; 52 no more than 
two to three 
Commissioners were invited 
per session; and strict time 
limits were imposed on 
questioner MEPs to ask their 
questions – 1 minute per 
question and 30 seconds for 
supplementary questions – 
and to members of the 

Commission to answer them – 2 minutes per question. Several question time sessions with the 
Commission were held between September 2011 and 2013 with this new format (see Figure 3 in 
this section). 

On 17 January 2013, the Conference of Presidents of the European Parliament evaluated and 
confirmed the new format, introducing one significant addition: a 'ballot system' for allocating the 
speaking time during the session, which would replace the 'catch the eye' procedure, as it was 
                                                             
51  Conference of Presidents, minutes of the ordinary meeting of 9 June 2011, PE 466.039/CPG. 
52  'Catch the eye' is one of Parliament's procedures for allocating speaking time, including in certain plenary debates. 

Under this procedure, MEPs wishing to take the floor have to raise their hand to attract the president's attention. For 
further details, see, European Parliament, Directorate-General for the Presidency, The Plenary: a User's Guide (revision 
2019).  

Figure 3 – Question time sessions with the Commission held 
from September 2011 to January 2013 (Swoboda report) 

 
Source: EPRS, based on author's own research. 

http://www.sib.ep.parl.union.eu/SIB/download.do?file=/Documents/02_Cpg/06_PV-Minutes/2013/2013-01-17/pv%202013-01-17_final_net_en.pdf
http://www.sib.ep.parl.union.eu/SIB/download.do?file=/Documents/02_Cpg/06_PV-Minutes/2011/2011-06-09/pv%202011-06-09-net3_en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/sed/doc/ext/manual/Plenary_guide_en.pdf
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considered to be more objective.53 Those solutions were all incorporated in Parliament's RoP in mid-
2014.54 According to the new ballot system, each MEP wishing to put a question to the Commission 
could introduce one single question in a ballot box placed at the entrance of the chamber one hour 
before the start of the question time. Parliament's president would draw one ballot at a time during 
the session, asking the chosen MEP to put his/her question to the competent Commissioner. 

These new rules were never applied, as question time in the European Parliament took place most 
recently on 15 January 2013.55 Many reasons seem to account for this, including the heavily packed 
agenda of the plenary, the lack of political interest in the procedure and the fact that the new format 
could not render the procedure as attractive and lively as similar procedures at national level, 
probably due to the thematic approach, the need to select the topic well in advance – leaving little 
chance to react to topical issues – and the limited number of Commissioners attending the 
sessions.56 

2.2. Current rules for question time/question hour in the European 
Parliament 

In 2016, question time rules were amended as part of a general revision of Parliament's RoP, and 
remain in this format to this day.57 As a result, Rule 137 RoP currently allows Parliament to hold 
question time with the Commission at each part-session for up to 90 minutes. 

Drawing upon the elements introduced in 2011, question time is designed as a thematic oversight 
session focusing on one or more specific horizontal themes to be decided upon by the Conference 
of Presidents one month in advance of the part-session – too long a deadline to allow Parliament 
to react in timely fashion to changes in political priorities. No more than two or three members of 
the Commission can participate in each session; the content of the questions cannot be 
communicated to them in advance, as the questions are not tabled in advance nor is time allocated 
in advance to specific MEPs. Parliament's president can potentially give the floor to any MEP 
wishing to put a question on the topic selected for the session. It seems therefore that current rules 
provide for a return to the 'catch the eye' procedure, 58 which may be difficult to apply in practice 
if many MEPs wish to put a question to the Commission at the same time. To avoid potential 
conflicts, the current Rule 137 indicates that Parliament's president has to ensure that Members who 
hold different political views and Members who come from different Member States are given the 
opportunity to put a question in turn. On the contrary, there are strict time limits for asking and 
answering questions during question time: the MEP has 1 minute to put a question and the 
Commissioner has 2 minutes to reply; the MEP may put a 30-second follow-up question, and the 
Commissioner has 2 minutes to reply. 

                                                             
53  See Explanatory statement, Report of the Committee on Constitutional Affairs of 17.2.2014, on amendment of 

Parliament's Rules of Procedure with regard to parliamentary questions, A7-0123/2014. 
54  Rule 116 and Annex II, European Parliament decision of 16 April 2014 on amendment of Parliament's Rules of 

Procedure with regard to parliamentary questions, P7_TA(2014)0408. 
55  It seems that it was last scheduled in January 2013: see Agenda of the plenary, 15 January 2013, at 10.20 a.m. 
56  See footnote 13. 
57  Rule 129, European Parliament decision of 13 December 2016 on the general revision of Parliament's Rules of 

Procedure, P8_TA(2016)0484. 
58  Silvia Kotanidis, General revision of the European Parliament's Rules of Procedure. Achieving greater transparency 

and efficiency as of January 2017, European Parliamentary Research Service, July 2018, p. 10. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&reference=A7-2014-0123&language=FR
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/OJQ-7-2013-01-15_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2016-0484_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2018/625143/EPRS_IDA(2018)625143_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2018/625143/EPRS_IDA(2018)625143_EN.pdf
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According to the current Rule 137(3), specific question hours may be held with the Council, with 
the president of the Commission, with the High Representative and with the president of the 
Eurogroup, in accordance with guidelines established by Parliament's Conference of Presidents. 
However, the Conference of Presidents guidelines governing the conduct of question time, last 
amended in 2004, do not provide for that possibility and only focus on question time with the 
Commission.59 Although it was modified in February 2018,60 the Framework Agreement on relations 
between the European Parliament and the European Commission still provides for the same rules 
relating to question hour with the president and some other members of the Commission 
(paragraph 46 of the framework agreement). 

In the context of the internal discussion launched in April 2021 by Parliament's then President, 
David Sassoli, on how to make the European Parliament a more resilient and effective institution in 
the wake of the coronavirus pandemic, several proposals were put forward on reintroducing and 
strengthening question time with the Commission and the High Representative.61 Focus Group 2 
made specific recommendations relating to question time: it suggested reintroducing monthly 
question time with the Commission president and monthly question time with two or three 
Commissioners. According to Focus Group 2, Parliament should be able to summon the Commission 
on an ad hoc basis two days following the event to be discussed, a possibility that would seem to 
apply in cases of urgency. The focus group furthermore considers that a modification of the current 
Rule 137 could be envisaged, as a way to reduce the time needed for the Conference of Presidents 
to decide on the specific horizontal theme to be addressed during regular question time sessions to 
one week, as opposed to a month, as is currently the rule. The focus group seems to suggest that 
this oversight tool be extended to the European Council, a possibility that is not currently provided 
for in Rule 137 RoP. As some of these proposals would – at least – require a modification of 
Parliament's RoP, it seems appropriate to analyse how question time with the government is 
designed and used in selected European national parliaments and what major variables may be 
taken into account if Parliament planned to modify the current rules applicable to question time. 

3. Question time in selected national parliaments 
The origins of question time are to be found in the Westminster parliamentary system, although 
nowadays the practice of setting aside time slots in the plenary agenda to allow members of 
parliament to put questions to the government – either collectively or individually – and receive 
their replies is common to a significant number of national parliaments around the globe. In 
2007, an Inter-Parliamentary Union study showed that question time was a common practice in 67 
out of the 88 national legislatures examined, with most opting for a weekly question time (35 out of 
67).62 European countries' national legislatures are not an exception to this trend, although the rules 
and practices they apply to question time differ, with some of them having more restrictive formulas 
while others offering their parliaments a more permissive arrangement for their oversight of 
governmental activities. 

                                                             
59  Conference of Presidents, Rules Governing the Conduct of Question Time to the Commission, Consolidated text of 3 

May 2004.  
60  Agreement between the European Parliament and the European Commission amending point 4 of the Framework 

Agreement on relations between the European Parliament and the European Commission, 17 February 2018. 
61  European Parliament, Rethinking Parliamentary Democracy – A stronger European Parliament after Covid-19 , 

Recommendations from Focus Groups, July 2021, PE 695.632/BUR/FG, p. 4 and pp. 11-12. 
62  H. Yamamoto, op. cit., pp. 49-50. 
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Scholars distinguish between restrictive questioning procedures that tend to ensure that the 
executive is never surprised by the questions raised by parliamentarians, and more permissive 
procedures, in which parliament, mainly through members of the opposition, can scrutinise the 
government on topical and controversial issues, with many models trying to find a fair balance 
between these two options.63 Different variables may have an impact on the dynamics of question 
time and on whether a particular model can be considered more restrictive or permissive from the 
standpoint of the legislature:64 

I. The setting: question time in plenary involves a wider range of parliamentarians and 
enjoys the visibility of the plenary, so it is generally better suited for scrutiny on topics of 
general interest and for engaging with the general public than questioning in committee, 
where the more limited and specialised audience may call for a more in-depth scrutiny of 
selected topics;  

II. Similarly, individualised questioning mechanisms may provide a better setting for in-
depth scrutiny than collective mechanisms, in which all the members of government are 
questioned in the same session and a wider range of topics may be touched upon; 

III. The regularity and frequency of question time may also have an impact on the type of 
scrutiny exercised, as regular and frequent questioning procedures are frequently 
associated with topical and current affairs, whereas exceptional questioning procedures 
may tend to focus on key topics and long-term policies; 

IV. The spontaneous character of the questions raised during question time and the 
possibility to ask follow-up questions increase the probing potential of the procedure, 
that is, its capacity to be used for obtaining a deeper insight into the government's actions, 
proposals or intentions. Furthermore, spontaneous and follow-up questions can 
favourably influence the type of rapport that members of parliament initiate with the 
government, allowing them to engage in vivid, non-scripted debates as opposed to ones 
based on questions tabled well in advance, without the possibility for any supplementary 
questions. That said, the replies to questions tabled in advance may be more informative 
and useful for other parliamentary purposes; 

V. Questioning procedures ensuring a certain level of spontaneity, together with rapid, brisk 
and jargon-free exchanges between the government and the opposition are better 
suited to attract media and public attention than those allowing for longer, more in-
depth exchanges. To ensure this type of exchanges, question time procedures often 
impose strict speaking time limits on both members of parliament and the government; 

VI. The method used for allocating question time slots to the members of parliament may 
also shape question time, as oversight procedures tend to be more effective in the hands 
of the opposition, at least in parliamentary settings where there is a clear distinction 
between government and opposition. However, recognising an important role for 
individual members of parliament – especially backbenchers – may help to provide 
visibility to minoritarian or territorial interests. 

VII. Finally, who answers the questions is also a relevant variable when designing question 
time, as models ensuring the presence of the heads of government and other members of 
government are usually better suited to attract media and public interest, whereas 
questioning procedures seeking detailed information on a specialised topic may benefit 
from the presence of high-level officials working in that policy area. 

                                                             
63  R. Salmond, 'Parliamentary question times: how legislative accountability mechanisms affect mass political 

engagement', The Journal of Legislative Studies, 2014, 20:3, p. 322.  
64  R. Serban, 'How are prime ministers held to account? Exploring procedures and practices in 31 parliamentary 

democracies', The Journal of Legislative Studies, Dec. 2020, pp. 1-24; R. Salmond, op. cit.; F. Russo and M. Witterg, 
'Parliamentary questioning in 17 European Parliament: some steps towards comparison'. The Journal of Legislative 
Studies, 2010, 16:2, pp. 215-232.  
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Taking into account all these variables, the paragraphs below focus on the rules and arrangements 
used for question time in plenary in the lower houses of selected European national legislatures. A 
better understanding of those models could be useful when assessing the European Parliament's 
experience with regard to question time and designing a possible novel framework for it. 

3.1. The original model: Question time in the UK Parliament 
Question time with the government is a procedure with a distinctive British flavour: it was formalised 
in the House of Commons in the mid-1860s,65 although the current procedure of specifically 
addressing the prime minister in plenary – Prime Minister's Questions – was not introduced until 
1961.66 Question time, more particularly the weekly dialectic duel between the prime minister and 
the leader of the opposition in the House of Commons, has since become a symbol of the 
Westminster parliamentary model. However, question time in the UK Parliament goes beyond the 
well-known Prime Minister's question time taking place for half an hour at noon on Wednesdays. 
Question time is currently held from Monday to Thursday in both the House of Commons and the 
House of Lords.67 In the House of Commons, ministers answer oral questions related to the 
responsibilities of their government department according to a rota (rotation for Oral Questions to 
the different departments).68 The daily Ministerial question time is complemented by the weekly 
Prime Minister's Questions, reserved exclusively for questions to the prime minister. While the 
former tends to be more specialised and is linked to the remit of the specific member of government 
being questioned, the latter puts the prime minister in the spotlight and tends to focus on current 
and topical affairs of a more general nature in line with her/his responsibilities as head of 
government.69 The prime minister may also be questioned on more specific topics when he/she 
appears before the Liaison Committee, made up of the chairs of all the House of Commons select 
committees.70 

Ministerial question time and Prime Minister's Questions in the House of Commons also differ as 
regards the notice required for a question to be added to the agenda. Notice of the question 
tabled for Ministerial question time has to be given at least three sitting days in advance – 
excluding sitting Fridays – and the names of the questioners and the content of their questions are 
added to the plenary agenda (the daily order paper 71), thus allowing ministers to prepare their 
answers in advance. A degree of uncertainty is however introduced by the supplementary 
questions – the oral follow-up questions relevant to the main one that may be asked by the 
questioner member or other members of the house – requiring that ministers stay on the alert about 
issues that may come up during question time and prepare ahead of addressing them. In addition, 
the final part of every Ministerial question time – usually 15 minutes – is dedicated to topical 

                                                             
65  Norman Chester and Nona Browning, Questions in Parliament, Oxford University Press, 1962, pp. 12-13. 
66  G. W. Jones, 'The Prime Minister and Parliamentary Questions', Parliamentary Affairs, Volume 26, March 1973, 

pp. 260- 273; S. R. Bates, P. Kerr, C. Byrne, L. Stanley, 'Questions to the Prime Minister: A Comparative Study of PMQs 
from Thatcher to Cameron' Parliamentary Affairs, volume 67, issue 2, April 2014, pp. 253–280. 

67  Erskine May's treatise on the law, privileges, proceedings and usage of Parliament, Part 3, Chapter 19, 25th edition, 
2019. 

68  See the dates and deadlines for Oral Questions in the House of Commons website. 
69  R. Serban, '60 years of Prime Minister's Questions: seven changes that shaped PMQs', LSE British Politics and Policy, 

22 July 2021. 
70  Erskine May's treatise on the law, privileges, proceedings and usage of Parliament, Part 6, Chapter 38, 25th edition, 

2019. 
71  Daily order papers are accessible in the House of Commons website.  
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questions, whose exact content is unknown to 
their addressee.72 Introduced in 2007 in response to 
the perception that members could not swiftly 
react to recent and urgent events,73 topical 
questions allow members to ask ministers about 
any pressing issue within their responsibility. 

Prime Minister's Questions largely resembles the 
final part of Ministerial question time dedicated to 
topical questions. Individual members may table 
a maximum of one question per session. This can 
be a substantive question whose exact content, 
together with an idea of the possible content of the 
supplementary questions, is made known to the 
prime minister in advance. It can also be an 
engagement question – formally asking the prime 
minister to list his/her engagements for the day – 
allowing members to ask supplementary questions 
on any topic of concern.74 Members of the House of Commons generally prefer the second option 
as it allows them to swiftly react to topical issues and changes in priorities. 

Should the questions tabled for Prime Minister's Questions in the House of Commons exceed the 15 
slots available, the questioners are randomly selected from among the members of the house, 
including backbenchers, through a computer shuffle. 75 This procedure aims to ensure that any 
individual member of the house, including backbenchers, have the possibility to put a question to 
the prime minister during question time. However, the leader of the opposition is granted a key 
role in Prime Minister's Questions, as they are commonly allowed to ask six supplementary 
questions, thus making possible the traditional confrontation between the head of government and 
the opposition usually seen at question time. Those rules seem to have had a relevant impact on the 
participation of backbenchers in Prime Minister's Questions, as available data indicates that the 
amount of time the prime minister and the leader of the opposition speak during these sessions 
have both increased in recent years, whereas the time allocated to backbenchers has decreased.76 
As the procedure used to allocate the slots available to ask questions during Prime Minister's 
Questions potentially allows members from the parliamentary majority to participate in the 
procedure, some slots may be used by them to ask 'helpful' questions, i.e. questions allowing the 
prime minister to spell out the government's position on a policy area or attack the opposition.77 

As already indicated, Prime Minister's Questions is probably one of the best-known aspects of the 
House of Commons' work. Praised by some for offering a unique opportunity to hold the head of 
government to account, it is criticised by others for promoting a poor image of politics due to its 

                                                             
72  Erskine May's treatise on the law, privileges, proceedings and usage of Parliament, Part 2, Chapter 22, 25th edition, 

2019. 
73  Mark Sandford, Parliamentary Questions: recent issues, House of Commons Library, Briefing paper, 6 May 2015, p. 5. 
74  Richard Kelly, Prime Minister's Questions, House of Commons Library, Standard Note, 9 February 2015, p. 3. 
75  Mark Sandford, op. cit., pp. 5-6. 
76  S. R. Bates, P. Kerr, C. Byrne, L. Stanley, 'Questions to the Prime Minister: A Comparative Study of PMQs from Thatcher  

to Cameron' Parliamentary Affairs, volume 67, issue 2, April 2014, pp. 253–280. 
77  ibid. 

Urgent questions 
Urgent questions allow members of the House of 
Commons to ask the Speaker of the House to request 
that a minister come to the house and take questions 
at very short notice, thus permitting them to react 
swiftly to pressing matters. Notice of urgent questions 
is given on the day in which they are to be taken; these 
questions are usually taken immediately after question 
time or on Fridays. To be granted by the Speaker, they 
need to have an urgent character and relate to matters 
of public importance. The number of urgent questions 
granted by the Speaker per session has varied 
significantly since 1997, with an important increase in 
2017-2019. A similar procedure can be used in the 
House of Lords.  

Source: Standing Order No 21(2), House of Commons 
and Standing Order No 34, House of Lords. 
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noisy, confrontational and partisan exchanges.78 Public perceptions as regards question time are 
also mixed. In 2014, the Hansard Society published a detailed report analysing public attitudes 
towards Prime Minister's Questions.79 Some 54 % of respondents had watched or heard Prime 
Minister's Questions. However, their views were not always positive about it: 67 % agreed that 
question time involved too much party political scoring rather than time spent on answering 
questions, and 47 % agreed that it was too noisy and aggressive. On the other hand, 40 % agreed 
that it dealt with important issues facing the country and 36 % agreed that it was informative.80 
Public perceptions seem to change over the years, depending on the approach to Prime Minister's 
Questions by the key players involved.81 Moreover, scholars discuss whether perceptions on Prime 
Minister's Questions actually harm public trust in politics or whether negative perceptions are 
counterbalanced by the positive effects of citizens considering themselves better equipped to 
understand politics after watching the sessions.82 

3.2. Question time in selected EU national parliaments 

3.2.1. Belgium 
The Belgian Constitution does not explicitly enshrine the right of the parliament to put questions to 
the government, although such a power is generally founded on the principle of ministerial 
accountability to the parliament.83 In this vein, the Rules of Procedure of the lower chamber of the 
Belgian Parliament (Chambre des Représentants) provide for different possibilities allowing 
individual members of the chamber to put oral questions to the government in plenary (Articles 
124-129 of the Rules of Procedure).84 

Question time in plenary usually takes place every Thursday afternoon. 85 Individual members 
intending to ask a question submit a request to the president of the chamber through the chair of 
their political group, before 11 a.m. on the day of question time. The request should indicate the 
minister to whom it is addressed and a brief but clear description of the purpose of the question. 
Questions must focus on issues of topical or general interest. If the president of the chamber 
considers that a question is of lesser relevance, he/she may refer it to the corresponding committee, 
as committees also hold weekly question time (Article 127 of the Rules of Procedure). 

Requests for oral questions in plenary are immediately transmitted to their addressees, allowing 
ministers some hours to prepare for question time. As the time to put questions to the government 
and receive answers is limited, following an agreement reached within the Conference of Presidents, 
slots are distributed between political groups, so that each recognised political group – made up 
of at least five members – may ask two questions and non-recognised groups and independent 
members may ask one question per session. This system allows political groups to control the 
procedure, as it requires them to coordinate the participation of their members so as to decide what 
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specific issues would be raised during question time, thus avoiding the risk that some questions 
would never make it to the agenda. In addition, it allows political groups supporting the 
government to balance questions coming from the opposition, thereby offering a more friendly 
setting for the government to explain its policies. 
Question time sessions always follow the same pattern: the questioner has 2 minutes to put 
his/her question; the addressee minister has 2 minutes to answer; and, finally, the questioner may 
reply for 1 minute. No supplementary questions, either from the questioner or from other 
members of the chamber are allowed, leaving little room to engage in a debate on specific topics 
with the government. The session may unfold slightly differently if several questions on the same 
topic are grouped together. In that case, each questioner member may take the floor usually for a 
maximum of 2 minutes, and after all questioner members have intervened, the minister to whom 
the question has been addressed may reply. Questioner members of parliament may reply after the 
answer given by the government, but the member of government answering the question cannot 
give further replies.86 In these cases, the procedure is more similar to a topical debate held with the 
participation of the government rather than a session of questions and answers. As for the order in 
which questions are to be asked and taken, Article 124(4) of the Rules of Procedure stipulates that 
the president of the chamber shall ensure an alternation between questions coming from the 
parliamentary majority and the opposition. In addition, the order of questions takes into account 
the order of protocol between the members of government and their availability. 

Apart from Thursday question time, the Rules of 
Procedure of the Chambre des Représentants 
provide for the possibility to group together 
several oral questions on the same topic in a 
topical debate (Article 125 of the Rules of 
Procedure) and for the possibility to put urgent 
questions to the government (Article 126 of the 
Rules of Procedure). The possibility to group oral 
questions in a single debate is only available for 
questions on topical issues. If there is a request to 
put several oral questions on the same topical 
issue, the president of the chamber may group all 
the questions in a single topical debate that takes 

place right after question time. However, he/she has to take the decision after consulting with the 
chairs of the political groups and the Conference of Presidents or the plenary itself. If oral questions 
are grouped in a topical debate, each questioner member may take the floor for up to 2 minutes, 
after which the minister addressed by the question has 5 minutes to deliver their reply and the 
questioners another 2 minutes. In topical debates, a member from each political group, except for 
the ones putting the questions, may also take the floor for 2 minutes after the first or after the second 
intervention of the questioner members. 
Urgent questions follow the same pattern as ordinary oral questions (2 minutes for the questioner 
members, 2 minutes for the government to reply and then another 1 minute for the questioner's 
reply), but they may be taken by the responsible minister outside the day in which question time 
takes place. Following the House of Commons model, the request to put an urgent question has to 
be made by an individual member of the chamber to the chamber's president. If the president 
considers it admissible, it will be taken in plenary at the time slot indicated by the president, after 
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Attendance by members of the government 
In the Belgian Chambre des Représentants, members of 
the government, including the prime minister, usually 
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consultation with the minister addressed by the question. If the president deems it inadmissible, 
he/she may decide to transform it into a written or oral question. 

3.2.2. Germany 
In Germany, the parliamentary right to put questions to the government and the corresponding 
obligation of the federal government to answer them is derived from Article 38 of the Federal 
Constitution, recognising the constitutional status of the Bundestag members.87 In this vein, the 
Rules of Procedure of the Bundestag88 allow members of the chamber to address different kinds of 
questions to the federal government – oral and written questions, questions put to the federal 
government during the question and answer sessions (Befragung der Bundesregierung, further down 
also briefly referred to as question and answer sessions) and major or minor interpellations (Große 
Anfragen and Kleine Anfragen). 
Oral and written questions may be put by individual members of the Bundestag to the federal 
government in areas for which the federal government is directly or indirectly responsible (§105 and 
Annex 4 of the Bundestag Rules of Procedure). A session dedicated to questions for oral answer to 
the government, or question time, is held each plenary session week – normally twice per month 
(Fragestunde).89 The session usually takes place on Wednesday afternoon right after the session 
for putting questions to the federal government (see below), although the two sessions have a 
different focus. Each member may put two questions to the government for each question time 
session, and questions that remain unanswered for lack of time are answered in writing. As 
questions may not receive an oral answer for lack of time during a session, determining the order in 
which they should be taken plays an important role. In practice, questions are grouped together 
based on their topic and are then answered by the relevant department. Governmental 
departments do not always answer questions in the same order and a rotation scheme determines 
which department answers questions first, second, etc. in every session; that way, they avoid having 
the same department always being the first to answer questions. Within the questions asked to the 
same department, the order in which questions are taken depends on the order in which they were 
received at the Bundestag secretariat – as questions need to be tabled in advance, as explained 
below. However, members from the same parliamentary group may not ask two questions in a row, 
meaning that once the first questioner has been determined, members from the different 
parliamentary groups will take turns. 
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During question time, questions of local importance are normally answered in writing rather than 
orally, and sessions therefore focus on issues of general interest. The questions are communicated 

to the government in advance. Since the 
questions need to be tabled before 10 a.m. on 
the Friday before question time, they are 
submitted to the government before noon on the 
same day and published together with the 
agenda for the plenary session. Although the 
tabling of the questions in advance allows the 
government to prepare the answers, 
supplementary questions are allowed if they are 
related to the main question, permitting the 
members to start a debate with the government. 
There is no obligation for the federal chancellor 
and the ministers of his/her government to be 
present during question time, although it is 

common practice that either a parliamentary state secretary or a government minister will answer 
the questions. 

Apart from question time, §106(2) and Annex 7 of the Rules of Procedure of the Bundestag provide 
for a session of questions put to the federal government (Befragung der Bundesregierung, also 
referred to as a question and answer session)90 to take place in session weeks on Wednesdays at 
1 p.m., usually for 60 minutes. This question and answer session allows members of the Bundestag 
to put questions of current interest to the federal government, but since the session is primarily 
aimed at obtaining information on the decisions adopted at the federal government cabinet's latest 
meeting, it usually takes place shortly after the cabinet meeting. If there is no cabinet meeting, the 
obligation to conduct a question and answer session ceases to apply.91 During these sessions, 
questions are spontaneous and the only element known in advance is which members of 
parliament will be asking questions, but not the exact content of their questions. Speaking time is 
attributed by the president, taking into account the criteria provided for in §28(1) of the Rules of 
Procedure, i.e. proper handling and organisation of the deliberations, consideration of the different 
party positions and strength of the political groups. In particular, a dissenting opinion should be 
expressed after a member of the federal government has made a speech. In practice, the largest 
parliamentary group of the opposition normally asks the first question and then parliamentary 
groups that support or oppose the government take turns. As speaking time during these sessions 
is distributed among parliamentary groups, the chairs of political groups notify the Präsidium of the 
Bundestag – composed of the Bundestag president and vice-presidents – as to which members of 
parliament will ask a question in each session. 

The Bundestag Rules of Procedure require that at least one member of the federal government 
participate in every question and answer session (Annex 7, Nos 4 and 7). The federal chancellor 
is obliged to participate only three times a year – before Easter, before summer and before 
Christmas. The question and answer session unfolds as follows: the attending member of the federal 
government is given the floor for introductory remarks for up to 5 minutes, then questions relating 
to the remit of the said member are asked, followed by questions relating to the latest meeting of 
the cabinet –usually the one right before the session – and by general questions. Questions relating 
                                                             
90  The plenary agendas are accessible on the Bundestag website. 
91  Hans-Achim Roll, 'Zu § 106 Aktuelle Stunde und Befragung der Bundesregierung', in Nomos – Erläuterungen zum 

Deutschen Bundesrecht. 

Supplementary questions 
During sessions dedicated to oral questions to the 
government in the Bundestag (Fragestunde), the 
member asking the question is allowed to make two 
supplementary questions related to the main question. 
Other members of the Bundestag may also ask further 
supplementary questions if this does not jeopardise 
the proper conduct of question time. Follow-up 
questions are not put to the government in advance; 
such questions allow members to engage in debates 
with the executive. 

Source: §105 and Annex 4 to the Rules of Procedure of 
the Bundestag. 

https://www.bundestag.de/tagesordnung?week=16&year=2021
https://beck-online.beck.de/Dokument?vpath=bibdata%2Fges%2Fgobt%2Fcont%2Fgobt.anl4.htm&anchor=Y-100-G-GOBT-NAME-ANL4
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to the remit of other ministers are answered by the competent members of government, if they are 
present, or by high-ranking officials from the relevant ministry. As the federal chancellor does not 
usually appear in question and answer sessions and ministers only take questions within their area 
of responsibility, scholars affirm that the attractiveness of this procedure for the media and the 
members of parliament is low and not comparable to the question time sessions in other national 
parliaments.92 

3.2.3. Estonia 
The Estonian Riigikogu Rules of Procedure and Internal Rules Act93 sets aside a time slot in the weekly 
plenary agenda of the Riigikogu during which the prime minister and the line ministers answer the 
questions asked by individual members of parliament. Question time with the government takes 
place therefore every plenary working week on Wednesdays, running from 12 p.m. to 2 p.m. 
(§ 142 of the Rules of Procedure and Internal Rules Act).  

Individual members of the Riigikogu can register to ask one question per session. They submit 
their requests in writing to the president of the Riigikogu by 12 p.m. on the sitting day preceding the 
day of question time, thus 24 hours in advance of the session. The request indicates the topic and 
the addressee of the question, but not its exact content. As the number of questions to be taken is 
limited – usually around 8/1094 – the board of the Riigikogu decides on the questions to be asked 
and taken at every session. Article 145 of the Rules of Procedure obliges the board to enable 
representatives of all political parties in the Riigikogu to have the opportunity to put questions to 
the government. In practice, speaking time is usually distributed among the political groups of the 
parliamentary minority, as the pro-government political groups do not often submit requests to put 
questions.95 According to the Rules of Procedure, the board of the Riigikogu has to announce the 
order of questions no later than one hour before the beginning of question time. However, the 
topics of the questions are usually published on the Tuesday evening before question time, thus 
allowing the government to prepare for the session.96 
Question time sessions unfold as follows: the questioner has 2 minutes to put his/her question; 
the member of government answering has 3 minutes to answer. The questioner and other 
members of parliament may ask supplementary questions seeking clarifications on the original 
answer, but the follow-up questions and replies must respect the strict time limits imposed on the 
first question and answer. The structure of the session therefore allows members of parliament to 
engage in a discussion with the government on specific policy issues. 

Question time is always attended by the prime minister (or a minister acting on his/her behalf) and 
a number of ministers. Recently, the prime minister has often attended these sessions in person 
and taken an active part in them.97 In addition, the names of the members of government 
participating in each question time session are notified to the president of the Riigikogu by 4 p.m. 
on the Monday before question time (§143 of the Rules of Procedure). The president in turn notifies 
this list of names to the members of parliament by 5 p.m. on the same day, thus giving them the 

                                                             
92  Günter Dürig, Roman Herzog and Rupert Scholz, 'Art. 43 paras 82-84', in Grundgesetz-Kommentar, Beck, 2021.  
93  The Riigikogu Rules of Procedure and Internal Rules Act are accessible in Estonian here and in English here. 
94  See the minutes of question time sessions on the website of the Riigikogu: e.g., session of 10.11.2021. 
95  For further details on the members asking questions and the topics of their questions, see the plenary agendas on the 

website of the Riigikogu. 
96  The question time topics are published in the plenary agenda at the latest on the Tuesday evening before question 

time. 
97  See, for example, the agenda of recent question time sessions on the Riigikogu website. 

https://beck-online.beck.de/?vpath=bibdata%2Fkomm%2FMaunzDuerigKoGG_95%2FGG%2Fcont%2FMaunzDuerigKoGG%2EGG%2Ea43%2EglC%2EglV%2Egl3%2Eglc%2Ehtm
https://www.riigiteataja.ee/akt/102062020009
https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/504062020005/consolide
https://stenogrammid.riigikogu.ee/202111101200#PKP-258025
https://www.riigikogu.ee/tegevus/paevakorrad-ja-protokollid/?startDate=25.10.2021English%20draft-%20THE%20COUNCIL%20A%20SECOND%20CHAMBER%20FOR%20THE%20EUROPEAN%20UNION.docx
https://www.riigikogu.ee/tegevus/parlamentaarne-kontroll/infotund/
https://www.riigikogu.ee/tegevus/paevakorrad-ja-protokollid/?startDate=18.10.2021
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time to consider which government members will attend the session before deciding on whether 
they would like to submit a request to put a question. 

3.2.4. Ireland 
The Standing Orders of the lower chamber of the Irish Parliament98 (Dáil Éireann) set aside different 
weekly time slots for putting oral questions to the government, providing for a specific question 
time with the prime minister (Questions for oral answer to Taoiseach) and different question time 
sessions with other members of government. 

Questions for oral answer to the Taoiseach are put on Tuesdays and Wednesdays for no longer 
than 45 minutes (Standing Order 46), prior to the questions put to other members of government 
(see more details about this procedure further down in this subsection). However, the prime 
minister may also take questions during the Leaders' questions session, taking place at least twice 
a week – at 2 p.m. on Tuesdays and 12 p.m. on Wednesdays and Thursdays or at 2 p.m. on 
Wednesdays when the chamber sits at 2 p.m. (as per Standing Order 36) – and during the session 
dedicated to questions on promised legislation, usually taking place on Wednesdays and 
Thursdays, just after the Leaders' questions (Standing Order 35(3)). As the Rules of Procedure of the 
Chamber provide for the Leaders' questions asked on Thursdays to be taken by the deputy prime 
minister (Tánaiste), the latter may take the questions on promised legislation right afterwards. 

Ministerial question time takes place three times a week for up to 90 minutes, with ministers 
taking turns to answer questions based on a rota that is repeated every five weeks. Therefore, during 
a regular plenary session week, the prime minister would normally take oral questions on Tuesdays 
(Leaders' questions and ordinary questions) and Wednesdays (Leaders' questions, questions on 
promised legislation and ordinary questions). The deputy prime minister would do this on 
Thursdays (Leaders' questions and questions on promised legislation) and the other members of 
government would take questions on a rota basis three times per week. 99 

Questions to any member of government are tabled 
in writing no later than 11 a.m. on the fourth day 
preceding the day when they are to be taken – 
excluding weekends and public holidays. If the 
question is nominated for priority or when it is 
requested that the answer be given through the 
official report of the debates, the deadline for tabling 
it is reduced to three days before question time – 
excluding weekends and public holidays. Notice time 
for questions concerning urgent public matters is 
reduced further: such questions can be tabled no later 
than 2:30 p.m. on the day when they are to be 
asked. The content of the questions to be tabled 
during question time is generally notified to the government and allows its members to prepare the 
answers ahead of the session. Supplementary questions aimed at obtaining clarifications about the 
requested information can be asked; these questions add a certain element of spontaneity in the 
debate with the government. 

                                                             
98  The Standing Orders of Dáil Éireann are accessible in both English and Gaelic. 
99  For an example of the detailed schedule of Dáil Éireann plenary sittings, see the daily schedule on the website. 

Question time as an individual oversight 
procedure 
Fashioned after the House of Commons' model, 
question time in Dáil Éireann is an individual 
oversight procedure in which the prime minister and 
the other members of the government – instead of the 
whole government – appear in Parliament to take oral 
questions in their areas of competence on different 
days and/or in different timeframes. 

Standing Orders 36, 43-50 of the Standing Orders of 
Dáil Éireann. 

https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/parliamentaryBusiness/standingOrders/dail/2020/2020-02-17_dail-eireann-standing-orders-relative-to-public-business-2020_en.pdf
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/dail-schedule/?selecteddate=2021-12-08
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Sessions dedicated to the Leaders' questions set the stage for the regular confrontations between 
the prime minister or the deputy prime minister and the leaders of the opposition. Leaders' 
questions sessions cannot exceed 32 minutes and only four questions are taken during a session. As 
questions may be asked by the leaders – or their representatives – of the party groups in the 
opposition and, as there are usually more than four recognised party groups in the chamber, party 
leaders rotate in tabling questions to the prime minister and the deputy prime minister. Leaders' 
questions focus on topics of high public importance and are structured as a dynamic question and 
answer session in which the leaders of the opposition have 3 minutes to table a question, and the 
prime minister has 3 minutes to answer. This exchange is followed by a supplementary question and 
a reply, neither of which can exceed 1 minute. 

Questions on promised legislation, taking place just after Leaders' questions on Wednesdays and 
Thursdays, focus on legislation promised by the government and on the making of secondary 
legislation. The session is also very dynamic, as members are allowed to put only one question for 
no more than 1 minute and the prime minister – or the minister (or minister of state) answering – 
has the same time to reply. 

Questions for oral answer to the Taoiseach are designed to allow any member to put questions 
to the prime minister, with a limit of three questions for oral answer per day. Questions on similar 
topics are usually grouped together, giving coherence to the session. Similarly, to ensure the 
dynamism of the procedure, Rule 47 of the Standing Rules sets the maximum time allocated to each 
question or groups of questions at 15 minutes, with the prime minister's initial reply being limited 
to three minutes and supplementary questions and answers to supplementaries being limited to 
1.5 minutes. 

Question time with other members of government follows a different pattern. Every session is 
divided in two parts: priority questions and other questions. 100 Priority questions are always 
placed first on the agenda. They are limited in number – a maximum of five per session – and are 
tabled by a member nominated by a party group. Party groups take turns in asking priority 
questions based on a rota agreed by the Committee on Standing Orders and Dáil Reform. The rota 
is designed to ensure that priority questions are allocated proportionally between groups over a 
five-week period, at which point the rota starts again. Ordinary questions may be put by 
individual members – a maximum of two per question time session – or by spokespersons of 
party groups – a maximum of five per session. The order in which the questions are tabled and 
taken is determined by lottery that takes place four days before the day on which the questions are 
to be taken. If a question does not get a reply for lack of time, it is addressed in writing. This system 
ensures participation of the opposition in every question time session – through priority questions – 
and a certain control over the procedure by the political groups in the chamber, given that priority 
questions and some ordinary questions are tabled by members nominated by party groups or their 
spokespersons. However, backbenchers can still have the opportunity to participate in the 
procedure, as the ordinary questions taken in the second part of every session may also be tabled 
by individual members of the house and the order of the questions to be taken is randomly decided. 

Finally, to ensure the dynamism of the procedure, the time allocated to each question is strictly 
limited to 6.30 minutes, with a 30-second introduction for the questioner, a 2-minute answer from 
the minister and an additional 1 minute for each supplementary question and reply. As there may 

                                                             
100  For the agendas of question times in Dáil Éireann, see the website. 

https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/questions/?questionType=oral
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be similar questions, the member of the government answering may decide to group them and 
provide a single answer. 

3.2.5. Spain 
Article 111(1) of the Spanish Constitution requires the Rules of Procedure of each chamber of the 
Spanish Parliament (Congreso de los Diputados and Senado) to set aside a minimum weekly time 
for the questions put by members to the government. As a result, the Congreso de los Diputados 
holds question time with the government every week in which there is an ordinary plenary session, 
usually on Wednesdays starting at 9 am. 101 The Senado has developed a similar practice, but it 
usually holds question time on Tuesdays. 

Unlike in the House of Commons or Dáil Éireann, question time in the Spanish Congreso de los 
Diputados is a collective procedure in which the prime minister and the other members of 
government appear together before the chamber to answer the questions raised by members. 
Although the government is obliged to answer the questions added to the agenda – it can only 
modify the agenda by asking that a question be postponed until the following session (a request 
that can only be made once) – the prime minister is not obliged to answer all the questions. 
However, the dialectic confrontation between the prime minister and the leaders of the opposition, 
frequently seen in the Prime Minister's Questions in the House of Commons, can also be seen in the 
Congreso de los Diputados, putting the head of government in the spotlight. It is customary for 
question time with the government to start with questions to the prime minister, normally put 
by the leaders of the opposition parties, followed by questions to the rest of the members of 
government based on their remit.102 

Notice of questions to be taken during question time is given well ahead of every session. 
Questions can be tabled until 6 p.m. on the Thursday before the beginning of the plenary session in 
which they are to be taken – six days in advance of the session – and the exact content of every 
question and the name of the questioner are included in the plenary agenda, allowing the members 
of government to prepare their answers in advance. There are two exceptions to this general rule: 
i) a political group can request to substitute a question already included in the agenda for a new 
question relating to decisions adopted in the weekly meeting of the Council of Ministers – the 
main collegiate body of the government – if the request is made before 6 p.m. on the Tuesday on 
which the meeting took place – one day in advance of the question time session; ii) a political group 
can also request to substitute a question already included in the agenda for a new question related 
to topical or urgent events or circumstances, if the request is made before noon on the Monday 
before the session – two days in advance. The inclusion of these topical or urgent questions is 
decided unanimously by the Board of Spokespersons – made up of the spokespersons of all political 
groups and chaired by the president of the Congress – with the prior consent of the government, so 
the government always knows in advance the content of the questions to be taken and can oppose 
topical questions tabled at short notice, which leaves little room for improvisation. 

                                                             
101  For the calendar of the plenary sittings, see the Congreso website. 
102  See an example of a regular plenary agenda for Wednesdays on the Congreso website. 

https://www.congreso.es/agenda
https://www.congreso.es/backoffice_doc/atp/orden_dia/pleno_130_10112021.pdf
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Members of the Spanish Congress are individually entitled to table questions to the government 
requiring an oral answer in plenary. However, as the agenda of each question time session is usually 
limited to 26 questions, slots are distributed among the different political groups in proportion 
to their relative strength in parliament at the 
beginning of each parliamentary term, as per 
Article 188(2) of the Rules of Procedure of the 
Congress 103 and the Resolution of the Presidency of 
the Congress adopted on 10 June 2008.104 
Therefore, political groups need to establish 
coordination among their members if they want 
specific questions to be raised during a particular 
question time session. 

The system used to distribute the overall number 
of questions to be taken by the government during 
question time thus gives political groups control 
over the procedure.105 The system may also have a 
second effect: as the political groups supporting 
the government are usually the larger ones in the 
Spanish Congress, they are always allocated more 
slots for tabling questions, so question time might 
potentially be dominated by questions tabled by the pro-government majority. However, this is not 
usually the case, as it is common practice for the majoritarian groups not to use their slots, and that 
is how question time ends up being an exercise through which the parliamentary minority 
controls the government. 

3.2.6. France 
Article 48(6) of the French Constitution reserves at least one weekly sitting in both chambers of 
the National Parliament (Assemblée Nationale and Sénat) for questions from members and replies 
from the government.106 Although the type of oral parliamentary questions has evolved over time, 
the current Rules of Procedure of the Assemblée Nationale107 provide for two main types: i) oral 
questions without debate, which usually take place on Tuesday mornings in the weeks dedicated 
to oversight activities, although they can also be held in some other weeks (Rule 134 of the Rules of 
Procedure); and ii) questions to the government, taking place every Tuesday at 3 p.m., which were 
introduced in 1974 to invigorate the existing oversight mechanisms (Rule 133 of the Rules of 
Procedure).108 In addition to these two main questioning procedures, during the weeks reserved for 
oversight activities (Article 48(4) of the Constitution), additional sessions dedicated to 
parliamentary questions may take place if requested by a political group leader. Those sessions 
                                                             
103  The Rules of Procedure of the Congreso de los Diputados are accessible on the website in Spanish and English.  
104  Resolution of the Presidency of the Congress adopted on 10 June 2008, and modified several times. 
105  Fernando Santaolalla López, Derecho Parlamentario español, Dyckinson, 2019, pp. 440-441. 
106  The French Conseil Constitutionnel has ruled that the procedure for adopting a legislative initiative during a week in 

which the agenda of the plenary has not respected Article 48(6) of the Constitution is contrary to the Constitution 
(Decision No 2012-654 DC, 9 August 2012, Loi de finances rectificative pour 2012 (II)). 

107  The Rules of Procedure of the Assemblée Nationale are accessible in French here and in English here.   
108  For a historical review of the procedure, see: Assemblée nationale, Rapport (n 1955, XVe législature) fait par M. Sylvain 

Waserman au nom de la commission des lois constitutionnelles, de la législation et de l'administration générale de la 
République sur la proposition de résolution tendant à modifier le Règlement de l''Assemblée nationale, May 2019, 
pp. 134-139. 

Supplementary questions 
During question time in the Spanish Congress, the 
member asking the question is the only one allowed to 
reply to the answer given by the government and put 
a follow-up question. As the government is not familiar 
with the replies and follow-up questions in advance, 
this makes the debate more vivid. The total time 
allocated to every question is 5 minutes, equally 
distributed between the government and the 
questioner, who can freely decide to use the 
2.5 minutes they have either in their first intervention 
or in their second reply. The time constraints imposed 
also add to the dynamism of the procedure. 

Source: Rule 188 of the Spanish Congress Rules of 
Procedure and Rule 4 of the Resolution of the President 
of the Spanish Congress adopted on 10 June 2008. 

https://www.congreso.es/normas/reglamento-del-congreso
https://www.congreso.es/cem/respres10062008
https://www.conseil-constitutionnel.fr/decision/2012/2012654DC.htm
https://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/dyn/15/divers/texte_reference/02_reglement_assemblee_nationale
https://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/langues/welcome-to-the-english-website-of-the-french-national-assembly
https://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/dyn/15/rapports/cion_lois/l15b1955_rapport-fond.pdf
https://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/dyn/15/rapports/cion_lois/l15b1955_rapport-fond.pdf
https://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/dyn/15/rapports/cion_lois/l15b1955_rapport-fond.pdf
https://www.congreso.es/web/guest/cem/t9cap2
https://www.congreso.es/cem/respres10062008
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focus primarily on the conclusions of reports of inquiry, information or implementation of public 
policies, and their inclusion in the agenda is automatic if requested by a leader of the opposition or 
the leader of a minority group (Rule 48(8) of the Rules of Procedure).109 

Leaving this last possibility aside, it is worth noting that significant differences exist between 
questions to the government and oral questions without debate. Questions to the government 
are spontaneous. They are neither tabled nor notified nor published (Article 15 of Instruction 
General of the Bureau of the Assemblée Nationale). 110 One hour before the beginning of the session, 
the government is informed of the names of the authors of the questions but not of their exact 
content. The spontaneity of the procedure, the nature of the questions normally raised – topical and 
of general interest – and the fact that the prime minister and the members of government usually 
attend the sessions, have ensured attendance and interest on the part of the members of parliament 
and the wider public, especially since the session started being televised in 1981.111 

Considerable participation by the opposition is also ensured, as the Rules of Procedure require 
that at least half of the questions raised in every session be asked by opposition groups. In fact, the 
questions asked by the opposition now account for two thirds of all questions asked, following a 
decision by the Conference of Presidents at its meeting of 23 July 2019. In addition, the first question 
is always asked by the opposition – the opposition group asking it is determined through a rotation 
system – and every political group is entitled to ask at least one question. In practical terms, while 
the opposition does ask most of the questions, those put by the parliamentary majority are 
frequently familiar to the government and offer it a more relaxed context to better explain its 
policies.112 Even if the individual members of the house are those formally entitled to ask the 
questions,113 it is the political groups that control the procedure, as they need to establish 
coordination among those members of theirs who wish to challenge the government on specific 
topics.114 To ensure the dynamism of the sessions, speaking time has been strictly limited to 
2 minutes per speaker – questioners and members of government – although the prime minister 
does not have to comply with that strict rule. Finally, to incentivise exchanges of views and debates 
between parliament and government, the Conference of Presidents decided on 23 July 2019 to 
allow follow-up questions, provided both the questioner and their addressee respect the speaking 
time limit of 2 minutes each. 

As opposed to questions to the government, oral questions without debate are tabled in 
advance by individual members of the house and transmitted to the president of the Assemblée 
Nationale, who notifies the government. Thus, their content is familiar to the government, allowing 
for the swift preparation of the answers. As follow-up questions are not allowed, the debate is well 
scripted and leaves little room for vivid debates. Not all members of government usually attend 
these sessions. As a result, if the competent minister is absent, another member of government 
answers in his/her place. These absences come together with absences of parliamentarians, who 
tend to attend the session only when they have tabled a question. Questions tend to focus more 
on local or sectorial issues, thus raising a much lower level of public attention than sessions 
dedicated to questions to the government. In addition, these sessions have a slower rhythm than 

                                                             
109  See an example of a regular agenda of the Assemblée Nationale on the parliament's website. 
110  Instruction Générale du Bureau de l'Assemblée Nationale, 22 July 1959 (although modified multiple times).  
111  René Dosière, 'Le control ordinaire'. Pouvoirs, 2010/3, pp. 37-40. 
112  Pierre Avril, Jean Gicquel and Jean-Éric Gicquel, Droit parlementaire. LGDJ, Paris, 2014, pp. 348-349. 
113  In this sense, see the Decision n° 69-37 DC, 20 November 1969, of the French Conseil Constitutionnel.  
114  Dorothée Reignier, 'Le Président de groupe parlementaire, un chief whip à la française'. Revue francaise de Droit 

Constitutionnel 2018/1, No 113, p. 103. 

https://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/agendas/conference.pdf
https://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/connaissance/instruction.asp
https://www.conseil-constitutionnel.fr/decision/1969/6937DC.htm
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the ones involving questions to the government, as every question lasts six minutes covering the 
question, the answer and a possible final reply from the questioning member. 

3.2.7. Croatia 
The Rules of Procedure of the Croatian Parliament (Hrvatski sabor) allow individual members of 
parliament to table oral and written questions to the government as a whole or to individual 
members (Chapter IV, Part Seven).115 The government takes oral questions in morning question 
time, held at the beginning of each part-session of the parliament – every two or three months, 
depending on when sessions are convened 116 – prior to proceeding with the first item on the 
agenda. 

Individual members of parliament can register to ask a single question per morning question time 
session. However, as the number of questions to be taken is limited to 40 per session, the total 
amount of questions to be taken is divided among political groups taking into account their 
relative strength in parliament (Article 132 of the Rules of Procedure), a procedure that gives a 
potential advantage to the parliamentary majority. Independent and non-attached members and 
members representing a national minority may ask a question at every other session. The exact 
order in which questions are asked and taken is established through a public draw organised by 
the speaker of the house the day before the morning question time session. However, 
independently of the results of that public draw, the first question and every question in the list 
whose ordinal number is divisible by five should come from members who are independent, non-
attached or representing a national minority (Article 134 of the Rules of Procedure). Although this 
rule seeks to ensure the parliamentary minority a substantial stake in the procedure, this is not 
always the case, as members who are independent, non-attached or represent national minorities 
may be in a coalition with the government or supporting it in other ways. 
Members of parliament give written notice of their intention to put a question to the government 
24 hours before morning question time begins, indicating their name, the name of the member of 

government to whom their question is addressed 
and the topic. Once the order in which questions are 
to be asked and taken is determined, it is 
communicated to the prime minister. That way the 
government is made aware of the topics (but not 
the exact content) of the questions on the agenda of 
the morning question time session a day in advance. 
However, political groups may change the topic and 
the order of up to three of the questions submitted 
by their members within an hour of the morning 
question time session (Article 135 of the Rules of 
Procedure). Although these last-minute changes are 
notified to both the speaker of the house and the 
prime minister, they leave the government very little 
time to react. 

To ensure the dynamism of the procedure, time limits are imposed on every intervention: the 
member of parliament asking the question has two initial minutes to present it. The member of 
government to whom the question is addressed has up to 4 minutes to deliver an answer; the prime 

                                                             
115  The Croatian version of the Rules of Procedure of the Hrvatski sabor is accessible here and the English version here. 
116  For the agenda of the Hrvatski sabor and the scheduling of morning question time, see the parliament's website. 

Attendance by members of the government 
Morning question time sessions are designed as a 
collective oversight tool in which members of 
parliament put questions to different members of 
government, including the prime minister. The Rules of 
Procedure of the Croatian Parliament require the prime 
minister to ensure the presence of no less than half of 
the members of the government at every morning 
question time session. Members of government 
answer the questions addressed to them; if they are 
absent, the questions addressed to them may be 
answered either by the prime minister or by one of the 
deputy prime ministers. 

Source: Article 136 of the Rules of Procedure. 

https://www.sabor.hr/sites/default/files/uploads/inline-files/Poslovnik-HS_procisceni-tekst-11_2020.pdf
https://www.sabor.hr/sites/default/files/uploads/inline-files/Croatian-Parliament-Standing-Orders_Consolidated-Text_November-2020.pdf
https://www.sabor.hr/hr/sjednice/aktualna-prijepodneva
https://www.sabor.hr/sites/default/files/uploads/inline-files/Croatian-Parliament-Standing-Orders_Consolidated-Text_November-2020.pdf
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minister may supplement this answer. The questioner is then given 1 minute to express satisfaction 
or dissatisfaction with the answer received, while the government is given no time to respond, 
which limits members of parliament's chances of holding a vivid debate with the government. 
However, if the member is dissatisfied with the answer, he/she may require a written answer. 

3.2.8. Italy 
The Rules of Procedure of the two chambers of the Italian National Parliament (Camera dei deputati 
and Senato) provide for different types of oral questions to the government. In the case of the 
lower chamber, the types are: i) oral questions (interrogazioni – Article 128-132 of the Rules of 
Procedure of the Camera);117 ii) urgent questions (Article 135 of the Rules of Procedure of the 
Camera); and iii) question time (interrogazioni a risposta immediata – Article 135 bis-135 ter of the 
Rules of Procedure of the Camera).  

In the Camera dei deputati, oral questions may be tabled by any individual member to the 
government, and are to be answered either in plenary or in committee (Article 133 of the Rules of 
Procedure of the Camera). Individual members send their questions to the president of the chamber, 
who informs the chamber of the questions tabled at the beginning of each plenary sitting. Two 
weeks after they have been tabled, questions are introduced in the first plenary sitting in which 
questions to the government are to be taken. While this gives the government ample time to 
prepare its answers, it also seems to prevent the members of parliament from reacting swiftly to 
recent events. The Rules of Procedure of the chamber require a minimum of 40 minutes from the 
start of each sitting to be dedicated to such questions, except when the agenda has been reserved 
for other business. In practice, this rule no longer applies and the agenda of the plenary devotes 
specific sittings or parts of them to the conduct of questions, normally on Tuesday mornings.118 If 
the government considers a question to be urgent, it can decide to answer it immediately or at the 
sitting of the following day (Article 135 of the Rules of Procedure).  

As opposed to oral questions, question time (interrogazioni a risposta immediata) has been 
designed to allow the chamber to question the government on urgent and topical issues of 
general interest, as questions are tabled at very short notice. Question time is held once a week, 
usually on Wednesdays. Questions are tabled no 
later than noon on the day preceding the session, 
which allows the government to know their content 
in advance, although the notice given is not very 
long. One member from each political group may 
put a question through the president of their group; 
this rule ensures that political groups in 
parliament have control over the procedure. The 
order in which questions are taken does not depend 
on the size of the political group asking them but on 
the availability of the members of the government 
attending the session. The sessions unfold as follows: 
the questioner presents the question for 1 minute; 
the government has 3 minutes to provide the 
answer; and the questioner or another member of 

                                                             
117  The Italian version of the Rules of Procedure of the Camera dei deputati is accessible here and the English version here. 
118  See an example of a regular agenda in the calendar of the Camera dei deputati on its website. 

Supplementary questions 
The members of the Camera dei deputati asking 
ordinary and urgent questions can give a reply after 
the government's answer for no more than 5 minutes 
in order to express their satisfaction or dissatisfaction 
with the answer. However, the government has no 
right to respond to the questioner's reply. Similar rules 
also apply to question time, where the questioner 
member may reply for no more than 2 minutes after 
the reply given to his/her main question by the 
government, but the government cannot give a 
further reply. These rules clearly limit the possibilities 
of having a debate with the government in either of 
those procedures. 

Source: Articles 132 and 135 bis (4) of the Rules of 
Procedure. 

https://www.camera.it/leg18/437?conoscerelacamera=237
https://en.camera.it/application/xmanager/projects/camera_eng/file/RULES_OF_PROCEDURE_CHAMBRE_OF_DEPUTIES.pdf
https://www.camera.it/leg18/76?active_tab_3806=4184&alias=76&environment=camera_internet&element_id=agenda_lavori
https://www.camera.it/leg18/438?shadow_regolamento_capi=1095&shadow_regolamento_articoli_titolo=Articolo%20132
https://www.camera.it/leg18/438?shadow_regolamento_capi=1095&shadow_regolamento_articoli_titolo=Articolo%20132
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his/her political group may reply for no more than 2 minutes. The government has no chance to 
provide another answer. 

The Rules of Procedure of the chamber distinguish between prime minister's question time and 
ministerial question time. Under the first, the head of government or the vice-president takes 
questions in two out of three weekly question time sessions; under the second, questions are tabled 
to ministers. In practice, some prime ministers have been reticent to attend question time 
sessions, thus creating institutional conflict with the Camera dei deputati. 119As for ministers, Article 
135 bis (3) of the Rules of Procedure stipulates that the president of the chamber routinely invites 
the minister or ministers within whose remit fall the highest number of the questions that have 
been tabled. As only two or three ministers will be present, political groups are allowed to change 
the questions tabled if they are on topics not falling in the remit of the invited ministers. Even if 
these sessions are televised, the absence of the prime minister and, in some cases, of the ministers 
competent in a particular field, together with the lack of spontaneous and supplementary questions, 
have made question time less conducive to a lively exchange between the government and the 
opposition, and less capable of grabbing public and media attention, as highlighted by scholars.120 

3.2.9. The Netherlands 
In the Dutch Tweede Kamer (lower chamber of parliament), members may ask written and oral 
questions to the government. Oral questions are answered during question hour, which usually 
takes place every Tuesday at 2 p.m., being the first item on the agenda of the plenary sitting121 
(Article 12.3 of the Rules of Procedure of the chamber).122 

Question hour unfolds as a dynamic session of questions and answers revolving around several 
topical subjects – the number changes depending on the session – decided in advance. Each 
member of the chamber can propose one topic on which they want to ask questions to the 
government between the closing of the last sitting of the preceding week and 11 a.m. on the 
Tuesday of question hour. The president decides on the topics to be dealt with at question hour 
one hour before the sitting and makes them public. An average of 30/40 proposals are received 
every week, and the president of the chamber decides on the topics to be addressed following 
the recommendations of the clerks of the house. Those recommendations are based on a set of 
criteria made public by the president in a letter to the members of 31 May 2017: i) a topic may not 
serve as the basis for a question if it is addressed in another item of the agenda of the plenary, in a 
committee meeting or through written questions. It may also not be used if another member was 
quicker to propose the same topic; ii) the topicality of the issue is considered, as well as iii) the 
urgency and iv) the relevance.123 
The members of the government concerned are invited to appear in the chamber and are informed 
of the topics chosen by the president of the chamber, but not of the concrete questions that will be 
raised. The fact that they only know the topic of the questions that will be put to them makes the 
sessions more spontaneous and vivid. Sessions are only attended by those members of 
government – including the prime minister124 – whose responsibilities cover the topics of the tabled 

                                                             
119  Federico Russo and Alice Cavalieri, 'The Policy Content of the Italian Question Time. A New Dataset to Study Party 

Competition', Rivista Italiana di Politiche Pubbliche n. 2/2016, p. 206. 
120  Armando Mannino and Salvatore Curreri, Diritto parlamentare, FracoAngeli, 2019, pp. 309-310.  
121  The agendas of plenary sittings are accessible on the Tweede Kamer website. 
122  The Dutch version of the Rules of Procedure of the Tweede Kamer is accessible here and the English version here. 
123  Tweede Kamer, Letter from the Presidency to the members of 31 May 2017. 
124  See, for example, the Plenary report, 37th meeting, Tuesday, December 21, 2021. 

https://access.torrossa.com/en/catalog/readonline/3162638
https://access.torrossa.com/en/catalog/readonline/3162638
https://debatgemist.tweedekamer.nl/zoeken?search_api_views_fulltext=vragenuur&f%5B0%5D=field_debate_type%3A20
https://www.tweedekamer.nl/sites/default/files/atoms/files/20210331_reglement_van_orde.pdf
https://www.houseofrepresentatives.nl/sites/default/files/content/rules_of_procedure_1.pdf
https://www.tweedekamer.nl/sites/default/files/atoms/files/brief_van_de_voorzitter_over_het_mondelinge_vragenuur_2017.pdf
https://www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/plenaire_verslagen/detail/2021-2022/37
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questions. In addition, they can be represented by high-ranking officials if they have other 
commitments, although at least one member of government usually participates in the session.125 

The session always follows the same pattern: the member who has introduced the topic in the 
agenda is given the floor one or several times for up to 4 minutes in order to put the question 
and follow-up questions. The member is therefore free to decide if he/she wants to make use of 
his/her 4 minutes in one or several interventions. The minister addressed by the questions takes the 
floor each time to give brief answers. No precise speaking time limit is imposed on members of the 
government, but the speaker of the house may call them to order if their answers are too long. Once 
the questions put by the member who requested the inclusion of the topic in the agenda are 
answered, other members are given the floor to ask further questions on the same topic to the 
minister concerned: follow-up questions cannot exceed 30 seconds and the minister answers 
briefly, thus ensuring a dynamic format. In addition, the Rules of Procedure ensure a certain 
distribution of the speaking time among political groups, as they do not allow more than two 
members from the same political group (only one in the case of non-attached members) to put 
follow-up questions to the minister in each session (Article 12.4 of the Rules of Procedure of the 
Chamber). 

3.2.10. Poland 
The Rules of Procedure of the Sejm (lower chamber of the Polish Parliament) provide members of 
the house with two main tools for putting questions to members of the Council of Ministers in the 
plenary and for receiving oral answers: motions to present current information (Rule 194) and 
questions on current issues (Rule 196).126 In practice, questions on current issues and current 
information are usually placed on the agenda of every plenary session of the Sejm (such sessions 
usually last three days, and take place 2-3 times a month).127 

Presentations on current information, which are delivered during the plenary sessions and last no 
longer than 90 minutes, focus on salient and topical issues specified in advance. A request for such 
a presentation can be made by a political group or by 15 members of the Sejm by 9.00 p.m. on the 
day preceding the start of the Sejm sitting, together with a justification and an indication of its 
addressee, who may be a member of the Council of Ministers. The decision about the topics to be 
addressed during current information sessions in the Sejm is in the hands of the parliamentary 
majority. More specifically, this decision is taken by the Presidium of the Sejm, after consulting with 
the Convent of Elders and, in the absence of a unanimous opinion of the Convent of Elders, by a 
majority of votes in the Sejm – an absolute majority if there are more than two proposals. The 
attractiveness of the tool for the parliamentary minority is therefore arguable, as the majority, being 
pro-government, can always prevent uncomfortable topics from being added to the plenary 
agenda. 

                                                             
125  See, for example, the Plenary report, 19th meeting, Tuesday, 9 November 2021. 
126  The Polish version of the Rules of Procedure of the Sejm is accessible here and the English version here. 
127  For the agenda of every plenary session, see the Sejm website. 

https://www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/plenaire_verslagen/detail/2021-2022/19
https://www.sejm.gov.pl/prawo/regulamin/kon7.htm
https://oide.sejm.gov.pl/oide/en/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=14798:the-standing-orders-of-the-sejm-of-the-republic-of-poland&catid=7&Itemid=361
https://www.sejm.gov.pl/Sejm9.nsf/terminarz.xsp
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In addition, the session resembles more a debate 
on topical issue with the participation of 
government representatives (such as secretaries of 
state, i.e. vice-ministers), than a question and 
answer session with the government (where 
members of parliament ask and the government 
answers). The session unfolds as follows:128 a 
member of the political group having presented a 
request to introduce a topic in the agenda presents 
the topic for no longer than 5 minutes. The 
relevant member of government replies for no 
longer than 10 minutes. A discussion follows with 
2-minute interventions by members of different 
political groups within the Sejm. The session closes 

with a final 5-minute intervention by a representative of the members having proposed the topic 
and a 10-minute intervention by the attending member of government. 

Sessions dedicated to questions on current issues, by contrast, have the regular structure of 
question time in other national parliaments, with oral questions being asked by individual members 
of parliament to the government for no longer than 2 minutes and replies from the government 
being given for up to 6 minutes orally in plenary. Supplementary questions may only be put by 
the questioner: the supplementary question is presented for no more than 1 minute and the reply 
for no more than 3 minutes, although the speaker may agree to extend the time limit for the answer. 
Questions on current issues sessions are posed during Sejm plenary sessions and are usually placed 
on the agenda just prior to the start of the current information session (described above). The 
content of the questions to be taken during the session is known in advance, as questions need 
to be tabled by members of the Sejm by 9:00 p.m. on the day preceding the beginning of the 
session at the Sejm. As the number of questions to be taken in each session is theoretically limited 
by Rule 196 to no more than 11 – the Presidium of the Sejm, after consulting with the Convent of 
Elders, determines the order in which questions are to be taken and informs the members which of 
their questions will be included on the agenda. In practice, however, more questions are admitted 
for discussion (see e.g. agenda of the plenary session of 13 January 2022 with 20 questions asked, 
10 of which by members of the government coalition's political group, and 10 by members of three 
opposition political groups129). 

3.2.11. Slovenia 
Individual members of the lower chamber of the Slovenian Parliament (Državni Zbor) may put 
questions for oral or written answer to the government or to a single member of the government 
(Article 240 of the Rules of Procedure).130 A specific monthly time slot in the plenary agenda is set 
aside for questions demanding an oral answer from the government on topics of general interest. 
Questions on matters of local importance are generally answered in writing (Article 243 of the Rules 
of Procedure). 

The government knows the content of all questions to be asked during the session in advance, 
although the notice for questions about recent events is very short. Members can table a maximum 

                                                             
128  For an example of how 'current information' sessions unfold, see the Sejm website. 
129  The official agenda of the plenary sitting is accessible on the Sejm website. 
130  The Slovenian version of the Rules of Procedure is accessible here and their English version is accessible here. 

Attendance by members of the government 
Members of the Polish government can be 
represented by deputy ministers (secretary of state, 
sub-secretary of state) at current information sessions 
and questions on current issues sessions (see the 
attendance of members of government here). For the 
purposes of current information sessions, a specific 
minister should participate in the sitting of the Sejm, 
although in exceptional situations he or she can 
delegate a substitute official (see, e.g. agenda of 14 
October 2021).  

Source: Rules 194 and 196 of the Sejm Rules of 
Procedure. 

https://www.sejm.gov.pl/sejm9.nsf/informacjeBiez.xsp?posiedzenie=42
http://pisrs.si/Pis.web/pregledPredpisa?id=POSL34&d-49682-p=2
http://pisrs.si/Pis.web/pregledPredpisa?id=POSL34&d-49682-p=2
https://www.dz-rs.si/wps/portal/en/Home/AboutNA/PoliticalSystem/ProcedureRules/!ut/p/z1/04_Sj9CPykssy0xPLMnMz0vMAfIjo8zivSy9Hb283Q0N3E3dLQwCQ7z9g7w8nNxDnUz1w8EKDHAARwP9KGL041EQhd94L_2o9Jz8JIhTHfOSjC3S9aOKUtNSi1KL9EqLgMIZJSUFxVaqBqoG5eXleun5-ek5qXrJ-bmqBti0ZOQXl-hHoKrUL8gNjajySQ0HAIPwzRI!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/
https://www.sejm.gov.pl/Sejm9.nsf/terminarz.xsp
https://www.sejm.gov.pl/sejm9.nsf/informacjeBiez.xsp?posiedzenie=39
https://www.sejm.gov.pl/prawo/regulamin/kon7.htm
https://www.sejm.gov.pl/prawo/regulamin/kon7.htm
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of two questions per session no later than three days before the beginning of the sitting at which 
the question is to be taken, by 12 noon. Questions relating to events that have occurred after that 
deadline may be tabled no later than two hours before question time. In any case, the speaker of 
the house immediately notifies the members of government to whom such questions are 
addressed, to give them time to prepare the answers. 

While it is true that any member of the house may 
put a question for oral answer to the government, 
the order in which parliamentary questions are 
addressed depends, according to the Rules of 
Procedure, on whether the questions come from 
the opposition or the governing coalition. The 
first four questions are put by a member of the 
opposition and a member of the ruling coalition, 
and are answered by the prime minister if they 
relate to the formulation or implementation of 
government policy. For the rest of the questions, 

each two questions put by members of the opposition are followed by a question put by the ruling 
coalition; this distribution of the speaking time benefits the parliamentary minority. 

The time allocated to each question is strictly limited to 3 initial minutes for the questioner, 
5 minutes for the initial reply from the government, 2 minutes for a possible supplementary 
question from the member having tabled the initial question, and 3 minutes for the final reply. 
Questions that are not taken due to time constraints or the absence of the member of government 
to whom they are addressed may be answered in writing, unless the questioners insist on 
transferring them to the next question time session. 

4. Conclusion 
Question time in the European Parliament had the same distinctive features from its birth in 
1973 to the major revision of its rules and practices introduced after the Lisbon Treaty. Originally 
designed as a collective oversight tool in which Commission and Council representatives attended 
a monthly control session to answer questions raised by individual MEPs on a wide range of topics, 
the procedure prevented Parliament from putting questions on topical and urgent issues, as all 
questions had to be tabled one week in advance. Moreover, the procedure did not unfold into a 
dynamic dialectic confrontation between the Commission and the leaders of Parliament's political 
groups, mostly because of the absence of a clear party affiliation within the Commission and the 
fact that the procedure was completely 'owned' by the individual Members of Parliament, with no 
control from political groups and leaders. 

After the Lisbon Treaty, a monthly question hour with the Commission president was introduced 
by Parliament and tested several times with the then Commission President Jose Manuel Barroso. 
At the same time, the traditional question time with the Commission was overhauled substantially. 
The question hour with the Commission president was designed as an oversight tool in which the 
leaders of the political groups had the opportunity to raise urgent and topical matters in the 
first part of the session and backbenchers to put questions to the Commission president related 
to a topic decided in advance in the second part of the session. Even if the question hour put the 
Commission president into the spotlight and offered the possibility for Parliament's leaders to 
engage in a discussion with the head of the EU executive (given that questions were spontaneous), 

Attendance by members of the government 
In the Slovenian Državni Zbor, the prime minister, the 
ministers and the secretary general of the government 
are generally required to attend the monthly question 
time with the government. If they are going to be 
absent in a particular session, they need to announce 
their absence five days before question time. 

Source: Article 241 of the Državni Zbor Rules of 
Procedure. 

http://pisrs.si/Pis.web/pregledPredpisa?id=POSL34&d-49682-p=2
http://pisrs.si/Pis.web/pregledPredpisa?id=POSL34&d-49682-p=2
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it was only used a few times in 2010 and 2011. It was discontinued later, with Parliament's 
Conference of Presidents raising concerns about the poor attendance of the sessions by MEPs. 

The traditional question time with the Commission was also overhauled in September 2011, as 
a collective oversight tool. Question time focused on specific topics decided one month in 
advance by the Parliament's Conference of Presidents and was attended by only two or three 
Commissioners. The need to table the questions one week in advance was abandoned and 
questions were spontaneous, thus creating the context for vivid debates with the Commission. 
Nevertheless, the fact that the topic for the sessions had to be chosen one month in advance – giving 
MEPs little chance to respond to changes in the political priorities in a timely fashion – coupled with 
the attendance of the sessions by just two or three Commissioners, made question time equally 
unattractive for MEPs, the public and the media. Those elements, together with the pressure from 
other items on the plenary agenda, the difficulties of organising a procedure in which Parliament 
was not the only institution involved, and the lack of political interest in the procedure seem to be 
among the reasons why it was discontinued in January 2013. 

To strengthen Parliament's oversight function, proposals have been made to reintroduce question 
time with the Commission in the plenary agenda: at the time of writing, the draft agenda for the 
April 2022 part-session includes question time with the Commission and the High Representative 
as two of the items to be dealt by Parliament on Tuesday afternoon. Models for question time 
adopted by the lower houses of different national parliaments may provide guidance on the choices 
Parliament may decide to make if it wishes to modify its current model for question time. 
Comparative studies show that certain variables may influence the dynamics of question time, 
transforming it into a more restrictive or permissive procedure. In this vein, Parliament's choices 
regarding the collective/individual nature of the procedure; who answers the questions; the 
regularity/frequency of the sessions; whether the sessions are based on spontaneous questions or 
on questions known in advance by the addressee; how speaking time is allocated; whether 
supplementary questions are allowed and from whom; and whether speaking time is strictly limited, 
are major issues that can have a substantive impact on the dynamics of question time. 

In this vein, it should be noted that most of the models for question time analysed in this publication 
are designed as collective oversight tools in which the prime minister, together with the other 
members of his/her government, appears in plenary to answer parliamentary questions. Only the 
UK House of Commons and the Irish Dáil Éireann provide for a completely different model in which 
individual members of government attend plenary sessions to answer questions, with the prime 
minister having one or more dedicated sessions in the weekly plenary agenda to take parliamentary 
questions. Conscious of the fact that question time is more likely to attract the interest of members 
of parliament, the media and the public when it puts the prime minister in the spotlight, some 
other national parliaments that have been examined here require the prime minister to participate 
in a certain number of question time sessions (e.g. Germany and Italy), or have introduced formulas 
clearly giving the prime minister a dedicated spot in question time even when the procedure is a 
collective one (e.g. Belgium, Spain and Slovenia, where the first questions tabled during question 
time usually go to the prime minister).  

Apart from this element, when deciding whether to opt for a collective or an individual questioning 
procedure and who should be the addressee(s) of its questions, Parliament may also consider that 
individual questioning procedures are generally better suited to engaging in in-depth discussions 
with the executive and to obtaining detailed information on the specific policy area within the remit 
of the person questioned, whereas collective questioning procedures may tend to focus on more 
general issues. Similarly, the possibility to put questions to high-level officials or deputy ministers 
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may prove to be useful for obtaining detailed information on a very specific topic. However, as 
indicated before, there seems to be a correlation between the attendance by the prime minister or 
other members of government of question time and the latter's attractiveness for the media and 
the general public. 

In the question time procedure, equally important to knowing who attends and who takes questions 
is to know who is entitled to table questions and how speaking time is allocated. In most of the 
national cases examined, the right to put questions in question time is granted to individual 
members of parliament and, in some cases, decisions on the questions to be actually asked during 
question time or the order in which they will be addressed are taken randomly (UK, Ireland, and 
Croatia). Although those rules aim to ensure – at least in principle – that any individual member has 
the same chances of asking an oral question during question time, they are frequently combined 
with other rules that allow political groups and party leaders to control the procedure. In this 
vein, in some of the parliaments analysed, the slots for putting questions are distributed among the 
political groups (e.g. Belgium, Spain, Croatia, Germany and Italy), with some of the parliaments even 
requiring that members address their questions through the chair of their political group (e.g. Italy, 
Germany). 

This solution draws upon the classic distinction between the parliamentary majority and the 
minority common to most parliamentary systems of government, and usually comes hand in hand 
with solutions giving a certain privilege to the minority on the understanding that oversight 
functions are its domain par excellence (e.g. Spain, France, Slovenia and Ireland). Even in the UK 
House of Commons, where the participation of individual members in Prime Minister's Questions is 
ensured through the random selection of the questions to be asked in every session, the leader of 
the opposition has a special privilege in the allocation of speaking time, with the possibility to ask 
six supplementary questions that can give rise to heated debates with the prime minister. It should 
be noted, however, that the political dynamics in the European Parliament differ strongly from those 
of most national parliaments analysed, as neither party lines nor the usual distinction between the 
parliamentary majority and minority are so clear-cut. Therefore, national models seeking to 
underline those party lines may not be relevant for the European Parliament. 

Many of the national models analysed have also paid particular attention to ensuring the topicality 
of the questions raised during question time in plenary, as well as to the parliament's capacity to 
react in a timely manner to changes in political priorities and introduce new and urgent 
questions at short notice. In some cases, the topicality of questions is ensured by the spontaneous 
nature of the questions raised during question time (e.g. France, Germany) or a general requirement 
to table questions at very short notice (e.g. Belgium, The Netherlands, Croatia and Italy, where 
questions can be tabled until the day before question time). In some other cases, new questions can 
be introduced in the plenary agenda if they are urgent or relate to new issues of general interest 
(e.g. United Kingdom, Spain, Ireland and Slovenia), even outside the days on which question time is 
due to take place (e.g. United Kingdom and Belgium). 

Ensuring the coherence of the session and its potential for probing may also be relevant to better 
fulfil Parliament's oversight functions and engage in more in-depth and vivid discussions with the 
EU executive. In this vein, some of the legislatures analysed allow members of parliament to ask 
supplementary questions (e.g. United Kingdom, Germany, France, the Netherlands, Estonia and 
Spain) and try to give coherence to the procedure by either designing question time as a question 
and answer session revolving around specific topical subjects decided on in advance (e.g. the 
Netherlands and Estonia), or by grouping together all the questions addressed to each member of 
government in relation to their competences (e.g. Belgium, Germany and Spain). Similarly, the 
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regularity and frequency of the sessions is also a relevant question to define, as it may have an 
impact on the type of questions raised during question time: when question time is a weekly event 
(e.g. Spain, France, Italy, Belgium and the Netherlands) or takes place at regular and short intervals 
(e.g. Germany), questions usually focus on current and topical matters. However, less frequent 
questioning procedures may tend to focus on long-term policy choices. 

Finally, aiming to ensure the dynamism and increase the attractiveness of question time for the 
media and the public, most of the legislatures analysed have imposed strict speaking time limits 
on the members of parliament or government taking the floor during question time, usually within 
the range of 1-3 minutes for the presentation of the main question and 2-5 minutes for the answer 
from the government (e.g. Belgium, Estonia, Ireland, Spain, France, Croatia, Italy, Poland, Slovenia). 
In some cases, the speakers are granted a total of several minutes that they can use either to make 
one single intervention or several ones, including possible supplementary questions (e.g. France, 
2 minutes, the Netherlands, 4 minutes, Spain, 2.5 minutes). Brisk, short and jargon-free exchanges 
between the executive and the legislature are said to attract more media and public attention than 
long and in-depth interventions. The latter, on the other hand, may provide relevant information 
that is useful for other parliamentary purposes. Therefore, Parliament may want to take into account 
all these elements when assessing its current framework for question time and deciding on whether 
to maintain it or modify it.  
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Annex: Main amendments to the European Parliament's RoP 
affecting question time 

Amending and 
constitutive 

decisions 

 

Report Rule 
number 
before 

amendment 

Rule 
number 

after 
amendment 

 

Main modifications introduced 

OJ C 4, 14/02/1973, 
pp. 16-17 

(Resolution 
adopted on 
18.1.1973) 

A0-0252/72 

 

-- 47A (new) 

 

Timing: one single QT session per part-session to 
be held on the second or the third day of the 
sitting, for up to 60 minutes 

Addressees: the Commission and the Council 

Questions: tabled by individual MEPs one week 
in advance in writing to the president 

Supplementary questions: could be put by the 
questioner MEP and other MEPs 

Admissibility of questions and order: to be 
decided upon by the Parliament's president 

Unanswered questions could be answered in 
writing, withdrawn or deferred to the following 
session 

No speaking time limits 

Possibility for holding a debate after QT with the 
Commission if requested by a political group or 
five MEPs 

OJ C 293, 
13/12/1976, 
pp. 23-26 

(Resolution 
adopted on 
17/11/1976)  

A0-0336/76 

 

47A 

 

47A and 47 B 

 

Timing: two question time sessions per part-
session to be held on the second and the third 
day of sitting, for up to 90 minutes each 

Addressees: the Commission, the Council and 
the Conference of Foreign Ministers 

Questions; tabled by individual members, with a 
limit of only one question respectively to the 
Commission, the Council and the Conference of 
Foreign Ministers – submitted in writing one 
week in advance 

Possibility of holding a debate after QT with the 
Commission, the Council or the Conference of 
Foreign Ministers, if requested by a political 
group or five MEPs 

OJ C 275, 
20/11/1978, 
pp. 10-21 

(Resolution 
adopted on 
25/10/1978) 

A0-0538/77 

 

47A idem Timing: question time sessions are to be held at 
the times decided by Parliament on a proposal  
from the enlarged Bureau 

 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1973.004.01.0013.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1973%3A004%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1973.004.01.0013.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1973%3A004%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1976.293.01.0019.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1976%3A293%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1976.293.01.0019.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1976%3A293%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1976.293.01.0019.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1976%3A293%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1978.275.01.0008.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1978%3A275%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1978.275.01.0008.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1978%3A275%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1978.275.01.0008.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1978%3A275%3ATOC
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OJ C 90, 
21/04/1981, 
pp. 48-86 

(Resolution 
adopted on 
26/03/1981) 

A1-0926/80 

 

47A 44 

 

Supplementary questions: stricter rules on their 
admissibility are included – the number of 
supplementaries is reduced to only one per MEP 
to each question at QT 

Speaking time limits: answers to questions need 
to be concise and relevant 

OJ C 322, 

15/12/1986, p. 174 

(Decision adopte d 
on 23/11/ 1986) 

A 2-135/86 44 idem Unanswered questions could be answered in 
writing or withdrawn – deferral is no longer 
possible 

Question time in committees is introduced (Rule 
102 a) 

OJ C 268, 
04/10/1993, pp. 
51-112 

(Decision adopted 
on 15/09/1993) 

A3-0240/93 

 

60 and 61 idem Timing: question time sessions are to be held at 
the times decided by Parliament on a proposal  
from the Conference of Presidents 

Addressees: the Commission and the Council 

Supplementary questions: the number of 
supplementaries is reduced to only one per MEP 
to the Council and two to the Commission per 
session 

No possibility for a debate after QT 

P5_TA(2004)0145 
(Decision adopted 

on 09/03/2004) 

A5-
0068/2004 

43 109 (Change in the numbering) 

P7_TA(2010)0204 
(Decision adopted 

on 15/06/2010) 

A7-
0043/2009 

107 116 Addressees: the Commission and the Council. 
However, question hours with the president of 
the Commission, with the High Representative 
and the president of the Eurogroup may be held 
in accordance with guidelines established by 
the Conference of Presidents 

P7_TA(2012)0111 
(Decision adopted 

on 29/03/2012) 

A7-
0039/2012 

116 idem Addressee of QT: only the Commission. 
However, question hour can also be held with 
the Council (+the president of the Commission, 
the High Representative and the president of 
the Eurogroup) 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1981.090.01.0049.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1981%3A090%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1981.090.01.0049.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1981%3A090%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1981.090.01.0049.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1981%3A090%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1986.322.01.0141.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1986%3A322%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1986.322.01.0141.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1986%3A322%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1993.268.01.0042.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1993%3A268%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1993.268.01.0042.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1993%3A268%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.1993.268.01.0042.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A1993%3A268%3ATOC
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&reference=A5-2004-0068&language=FR
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&reference=A5-2004-0068&language=FR
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&reference=A7-2009-0043&language=FR
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&reference=A7-2009-0043&language=FR
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&reference=A7-2012-0039&language=FR
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&reference=A7-2012-0039&language=FR
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P7_TA(2014)0408 
(Decision adopted 

on 16/04/2014) 

A7-
0123/2014 

116 Idem Topics to be addressed: QT with the Commission 
focuses on one or more specific horizontal 
themes to be decided upon by the Conference 
of Presidents one month in advance 

Attendance: only two Commissioners are 
invited to participate per session, with a 
possibility to add a third one – invited 
Commissioners have a portfolio related to the 
horizontal theme chosen 

Questions: no advance notice – questions are 
spontaneous and individual MEPs can only 
request to ask one question per session 

Allocation of time: a ballot system is used to 
determine the questions to be asked and taken 

Speaking time limits: the questioner MEP has 
1 minute to ask the questions; the 
Commissioner 2 minutes to reply; the 
questioner MEP has 30 seconds to ask a 
supplementary; and the Commissioner  
2 minutes to give a final reply 

P8_TA(2016)0484 
(Decision adopted 

on 13/12/2016) 

A8-
0344/2016 

129 Idem Allocation of time: 'catch the eye' procedure –
Parliament's Presidency shall ensure that MEPs 
with different political views and from different 
Member States are given the opportunity to put 
a question in turn 
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This paper looks at the evolution of the European 
Parliament's question time since its introduction in 1973 
to the present day. It tracks this evolution through 
successive reforms and examines the reasons why 
question time was discontinued in January 2013. In 
looking at how question time is designed in selected 
Member States and in the United Kingdom, this paper 
also highlights the various elements that may have an 
impact on the dynamics of question time. 
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