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Thank you chair for the opportunity to address Members in this hearing today.

How do you make a small office, with a major treaty mandate, visible and relevant to 500
million European citizens?
The ‘small office' is that of the European Ombudsman - created through the Maastricht Treaty
and the ‘big Treaty mandate' - to serve as the complaint-handling watchdog over the entire EU
administration, from powerhouses such as the European Commission and the European Central
Bank (ECB) to the multiple agencies that regulate everything from our medicines to our food.

We apply the law and the principles of good administration, seeking a just outcome for citizens,
who are often overwhelmed by the power and distance of the EU administration, providing a
way to bridge that gap.
When I first was elected as European Ombudsman in 2013, I had a clear strategy on how to
increase its visibility, impact, and relevance for Europeans. I take the purpose of the office very
seriously and that purpose cannot be served if there is limited awareness of the Ombudsman's
existence or limited outcomes to its work.

I believe that I have implemented all of my first mandate promises. I have given the office its
appropriate focus and strength within the EU administration, and I am looking for your support
to make sure that the work can continue, to the benefit of European citizens.
Previously, I was a successful Irish Ombudsman for ten years in addition to my roles as
Information Commissioner and Irish Commissioner for Environmental Information.

So for over 15 years, I conducted my work as an Ombudsman with energy, determination and
independence and significantly strengthened and modernised the two offices that I led. I am
confident that my experience in the role of Ombudsman demonstrates that I am capable of
leading this European Office for a second and last term.
Critical to the success of the last mandate has been my deep understanding of the particular role
of the Ombudsman in the EU administration and the type of Ombudsman model created under
Maastricht.

Ombudsmen in some member states have strong powers of sanction, even against judges, and
others can initiate prosecutions or propose legislation. Others are human rights bodies with
powers for example to visit prisons and other institutions or to protect the rule of law
particularly in countries with weak democratic structures.

The European model by contrast is a soft law model, aimed at improving the administration and
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holding it to account through the examination of complaints but also through other means of
influencing positive change.

Unlike a judge, it cannot make binding decisions and that is why the statute has provided it with
other means of getting its recommendations through and influencing positive administrative
behaviour. And that is why it must be visible and facing towards citizens.
The best Ombudsmen I have known throughout the world actively engage with citizens, with
Parliament, with media and with civil society aware that without that engagement their office
will quickly become irrelevant. They do not have the luxury of the automatic acceptance of
what they recommend. A judge never has to ask parliament to support a ruling, or raise public
awareness of a ruling through a media interview, or seek to convince an institution to improve
its service through face to face talks. But an Ombudsman does.

The European Ombudsman is a small office with less than 70 posts but
its size in no way indicates its capacity or it's potential. As I said, we are a small office with a
big treaty mandate.

Since my election, I have transformed the office with the help of my colleagues.
We now:

- have a gender balanced management team, after a 90% male team in
2013

- have implemented ‘plain writing' in all our casework and communications output to connect
better with citizens
- have revamped the European Network of Ombudsman spanning over 95 offices throughout
Europe. This year Michael Barnier spoke at our annual conference and Vice President
Timmermans spoke in 2017.

- have applied strategic communications strategies to raise awareness of key issues

- and we now, receive more complaints per year than ever before and have reduced the inquiry
time by over 40% - evidence of the success of the strategy we have pursued.

An Ombudsman's primary role is to handle complaints but the Treaty as well as the Statute
forsee that the Ombudsman can improve the administration in other ways as well. The important
power of own initiative inquiry - that is, opening an investigation without necessarily receiving
a complaint - was given to the office precisely because of the gap between EU citizens and the
institutions. It allows the Ombudsman to act as the eyes and ears of the citizen as it deals with
problems that they may not be aware of. To give one example, I have used this power to help
individuals with disabilities, in part to address the fact that we have received relatively few
complaints in this area in the past.
Last year, 98 percent of our inquiries dealt with individual complaints and over the last few
years we have opened about five own initiative
inquiries every year. These have helped solve systemic problems and also to reduce the number
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of individual complaints that an institution receives about them.
Other inquiries have been focused on issues, which can seem very far away for an average
person but have a very real impact on their lives.
Most Europeans do not know what a Trilogue is, or what a Commission Expert Group does,
and even fewer people fully understand the system of delegated and implementing acts.
However, by making these systems more comprehensible, and by improving their
administration, we are essentially helping citizens to exercise their Treaty right to have their
say in what the EU does.
During my first mandate, I worked very closely with this Parliament and especially with the
Committee on Petitions, which has a very direct line to the citizens and which I know you wish
to intensify.

I have spoken, upon invitation, over 50 times in meetings and hearings of numerous
committees. The Parliament's plenary has, for the past five years, consistently and
overwhelmingly voted to congratulate me and my Office on the excellent work. Parliament has
also overwhelmingly supported my two special reports to Parliament in the last five years, on
Frontex and on Council transparency.
I believe that I have lived up to the trust of parliament and to the oath of independence that I
made before the European Court of Justice. We have taken on major inquiries - as we were
bound to do - with independence and competence.

Our work is often inspired by the work of Parliament and good co- operation between us is
critical. Sometimes, our recommendations are accepted quickly, but at other times the
Ombudsman becomes part of a coalition of forces that over time brings about change.

In this spirit, we have pushed for Council legislative transparency, for Brexit and Eurogroup
transparency; we worked with Parliament on trade transparency and on Frontex, and made sure
EEAS trainees are now paid.

We have worked with the Commission on its new Code of Conduct for Commissioners, with
the European Central Bank on its guidelines for speaking engagements and our practical one-
page guide on ‘Dos and don'ts' when talking to lobbyists can be found pinned to the office wall
of many colleagues in the Commission.

We have worked with agencies such as the European Medicines Agency to make accessible
data on clinical trials and with the European Food Safety Authority on the authorisation of
pesticides and its rules to prevent conflicts of interests.

Just as the Committee on Petitions has, we have dealt with countless issues surrounding
infringement proceedings and we have worked with the Commission to open up the pre-
infringement stage surrounding EU Pilot. We have looked into Commission expert groups and
have dealt with complaints on high-level appointments and the challenge of so- called
‘revolving doors'.

But besides all of these major inquiries with far reaching effects, we have first and foremost
treated every single complainant with dignity and an open ear. Because, by the time an issue
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reaches my office, often people have already endured frustrating bureaucratic procedures. The
very least a person deserves is to be listened to by someone who works for the institutions which
that person's taxes are funding.
What the EU administration needs is to re-earn the trust of its citizens. I believe that this trust
can be earned, in part, through increasing the institutions' accountability and transparency. Only
when you are allowed to see how a decision is taken, and be part of the democratic decision-
making, can you start to understand why it was taken and only then, can you start to trust.
I believe that my experience, my independence, and my integrity make me the best candidate
to continue the work of the office of the European Ombudsman.
If I am honoured to be re-elected for a second mandate, I hope to continue the work with you
on behalf of all European citizens.


