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1

Introduction

My first question relates to the fact that both of you mentioned, rightly, that you were

not accountable to this Parliament. So Mr. Regling you are accountable to the

Eurogroup and the President of the Eurogroup is accountable to his [national] parlia-

ment. So it’s strange that in Europe we have such a huge European problem [the third

financial assistance programme for Greece] with no accountability to the European

Parliament.

Elisa Ferreira, cited in European Parliament 2015b

On 10November 2015, Dutch Finance Minister Jeroen Dijsselbloem appeared
before the European Parliament (EP) as part of the regular ‘Economic
Dialogues’ established after the euro crisis. Dijsselbloem’s participation in an
EP committeemeeting was related to his position at the time as President of the
Eurogroup – the European Union’s (EU’s) most powerful economic body and
key decision-maker on financial assistance programmes (Craig 2017; Puetter
2006). On this occasion, Dijsselbloem was accompanied by Klaus Regling, the
ManagingDirector of the European StabilityMechanism (ESM). Although the
ESM was an intergovernmental organisation created outside the EU Treaty
framework, the Eurogroup was (and still is) closely involved in its governance
structure. In fact, Eurogroup finance ministers act as the ESM’s Board of
Governors (ESMTreaty, Article 5). During the EconomicDialoguementioned
earlier, the main topic of discussions was the third financial assistance pro-
gramme for Greece, a package agreed in the summer of 2015 after months of
uncertainty and the rejection of similar bailout conditions by Greek citizens in
a referendum (Panke 2019).

Against this background, the comment made by Elisa Ferreira illustrates
recurrent complaints by Members of the European Parliament (MEPs)
regarding the Eurogroup’s lack of accountability and its involvement in the

1
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ESM. In 2014, the EP even adopted a Resolution condemning ‘the absence of
EU-level democratic legitimacy and accountability of the Eurogroup when it
assumes EU-level executive powers’ (European Parliament 2014f). The crisis
in Greece and the 2015 referendum served as a reminder that national elector-
ates (and parliaments) could hold their own governments accountable for
ESM decisions but not the Eurogroup as a whole (cf. Brandsma et al. 2016:
624–625). Conversely, the EP had no powers in relation to the ESM except for
the possibility to ask questions of the Eurogroup President during Economic
Dialogues.

As the only directly elected institution in the EU, representing citizens from
all Member States, the EP has a legitimate claim to oversee the activities of all
EU executive actors – not just the Eurogroup – and ensure that they are held
accountable at the appropriate level. There are two concepts crucial to this
discussion, namely ‘accountability’ and ‘oversight’. Nowadays, accountability is
a ubiquitous term centred on the importance of controls over the exercise of
power in a democratic system (Dubnick 2014: 29; Fearon 1999; Strøm 2000). At
a basic level, accountability requires public officials – whether elected or not –
to justify their conduct in front of a higher authority (Bovens et al. 2014; Mulgan
2000a; Philp 2009). In a broader sense, accountability is about making amends
for past errors and thus correcting inappropriate conduct or ill-conceived
policies (Oliver 1991: 28). The ability to hold public actors accountable is linked
to legitimacy considerations, namely the extent to which government decisions
are seen as acceptable because they can be justified through rules, evidence, or
consent by the population (Beetham 1991: 3). In this respect, the EU is no
different than any polity that aspires to be democratic.

Furthermore, accountability is a multi-faceted notion that takes different
forms depending on the type of forum demanding an account – which can be
political, legal, administrative, professional, and so on (Bovens 2007a: 455–
457). In the realm of political accountability, legislative oversight allows
members of parliaments to check, verify, inspect, criticise, or challenge the
activities of the government and public administration (Gregory 1990: 64; see
also Aberbach 1990). The objective of oversight is to prevent abuses by execu-
tive actors, including but not limited to dishonesty, waste, arbitrariness, unre-
sponsiveness, or deviation from legislative intent (MacMahon 1943: 162–163).
Although definitions vary, the common understanding of ‘oversight’ implies
an ex post focus (‘review after the fact’), looking at ‘policies that are or have
been in effect’ (Harris 1964: 9). In a democratic system, oversight (alongside
elections) is meant to help bridge the gap between those who hold political
authority (citizens) and those who exercise it on their behalf (Bovens 2007a:
455; Strøm 2000).

2 Introduction
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The question whether the EP can hold EU executive actors accountable on
a day-to-day basis – by acting as an effective oversight body – is at the centre of
this book. The following pages delineate the purpose and scope of the study
and contextualise the topic in relation to the EP. Next, the chapter explains
the analytical approach and research design of the book as well as its contri-
bution to the academic literature. The chapter concludes with an overview of
the monograph’s structure and outline of chapters.

1.1 purpose and scope

This book examines the EP’s effectiveness as an accountability forum that
oversees EU executive actors on a day-to-day basis. The notion of ‘effective-
ness’ comprises both the performance of the EP as a political oversight body
and the extent to which EU executive actors engage with EP oversight. Two
aspects are covered here: first, how do MEPs exercise their powers of ex post
scrutiny1 over EU executive actors? Second, how responsive are EU executive
actors to oversight by the EP? To address the two dimensions, the book focuses
on parliamentary questions as a key accountability mechanism that allows
legislators (1) to interact with executive actors on a regular basis (as opposed to
an ad hoc basis) and (2) to scrutinise substantive policy and political decisions
made by executive actors (as opposed to checking budgetary abuses or viola-
tions of the law). Parliamentary questions probe and challenge executive
actors, raising different aspects of accountability such as answerability, respon-
siveness, transparency, non-arbitrariness, effectiveness, or publicness (Dawson
and Maricut-Akbik 2020: 7–8; Dubnick 2014: 33). Moreover, while is it
acknowledged that MEPs can ask questions for a variety of reasons (Martin
2011a; Wiberg and Koura 1994), this does not diminish their purpose to ensure
effective oversight – and thus hold executive actors accountable.

Empirically, the book investigates the Economic and Monetary Union
(EMU), a policy area that provoked fierce controversy across Europe following
the 2007–2008 global financial crisis. In EU Member States and especially
among countries that adopted the euro (the so-called Eurozone), the global
financial crisis turned into a protracted sovereign debt crisis that triggered
sweeping reforms of the EMU governance framework (Hodson and Puetter
2016). At the EU level, such reforms led to the empowerment of several
executive actors – most prominently the Eurogroup, the European Central
Bank (ECB), and the European Commission (henceforth ‘the Commission’)
(Bauer and Becker 2014; Braun and Hübner 2019; Curtin 2017). Moreover, the

1 Throughout the book, the terms oversight and (ex post) scrutiny will be used interchangeably.

1.1 Purpose and Scope 3
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crisis laid bare the consequences of introducing a single currency among
diverse economies and thus affecting the lives of millions of citizens across
Europe. While some faced unemployment or loss of income as a result of
austerity-imposing bailout programmes, others failed to understand why their
tax money had to support distant governments in other Member States
(Copelovitch et al. 2016; Fabbrini 2013; Schelkle 2017). In the dichotomy
between debtor and creditor countries, EMU governance became linked to
politically sensitive questions about redistribution and solidarity (Borger 2013;
Chalmers 2012). Despite initial attempts at depoliticising the EU response to
the crisis, the outcome was an increase in the salience of EMU decision-
making in public debates at the domestic level (Hobolt andWratil 2015; Kriesi
and Grande 2016; Statham and Trenz 2015).

In this context, the need to improve the accountability of EMU institutions
became pressing. Unlike in the field of market integration, EU decisions in the
EMU started to have tangible redistributive consequences that affected
Member States disproportionately (Genschel and Jachtenfuchs 2018: 181–
182). Moreover, many citizens became mobilised against the EU response to
the crisis – as illustrated by the rise of Eurosceptic parties on both the right and
the left of the political spectrum (De Vries 2018; Leruth et al. 2017). Under the
circumstances, critics pointed to the expansion of executive power in the
EMU since the crisis and the need to create commensurate mechanisms of
legal and political accountability (Crum and Curtin 2015; Dawson 2015). In
addition to the intensification of crisis managementmeetings by the European
Council and the Eurogroup (Fabbrini 2013; Maricut and Puetter 2018),
technocratic institutions such as the ECB and the Commission saw their
powers expanded since the crisis (Bauer and Becker 2014; Curtin 2017;
Dawson et al. 2019; Savage and Verdun 2016).

In this context, the book focuses on the scrutiny powers gained by the EP in
the new governance instruments created in response to the euro crisis. The EP
was an obvious choice to address the accountability gap in the EMUbecause it
already possessed scrutiny functions (vis-à-vis the Commission) and could
technically act as a political oversight body in a similar way to national
parliaments (Crum 2018; Fromage 2018). Since the euro crisis, the EP gained
additional powers to scrutinise the activities of several key EMU actors. In
banking supervision, the EP has a new accountability framework with the
ECB, which is, by all accounts, more comprehensive than corresponding
arrangements in monetary policy (Fromage and Ibrido 2018; ter Kuile et al.
2015). In economic governance, the EP now holds regular exchanges of views
(the Economic Dialogues) with the Commission, the Council, the
Eurogroup, and individual Member States with the purpose ‘to ensure greater
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transparency and accountability’ (de la Parra 2017: 102). The reforms held
great promise for the oversight potential of the EP, signalling that EMU
governance decisions are open to scrutiny.

Bearing this in mind, the monograph simultaneously explores parliamen-
tary accountability through the EP and the challenges of EMU governance
after the crisis. The EMU is a perfect setting for testing EP oversight of EU
executive actors for two reasons. On the one hand, the salience of the field is
likely to attract public attention and thus encourageMEPs to take advantage of
parliamentary questions in order to exercise their political accountability
functions. In the context of the crisis, areas of contention included the
appropriateness of austerity policies and structural reforms (Busch et al.
2013; Hermann 2017), the effectiveness of EU instruments such as the
European Semester (Efstathiou and Wolff 2018; Maatsch 2017), the legality
of market interventions by the ECB (Goldoni 2017; Sauer 2015; Zilioli 2016), or
the legitimacy of EU influence in domestic socio-economic affairs more
generally (Kriesi and Grande 2016). On the other hand, the new scrutiny
instruments introduced during the euro crisis ensure frequent interactions
between the EP and different executive actors in the EMU – and hence
provide extensive and comparative data for the empirical analysis of parlia-
mentary questions.

In the academic literature, the EP’s accountability powers have received
little attention – not least because oversight has never been at the top of the
political agenda throughout the EP’s history. For a long time, the EP has
sought to expand its legislative and budgetary functions and has only recently
tried to consolidate its control powers over the Commission. The next sections
contextualise the EP’s capacity for oversight in relation to its institutional
development and scrutiny powers.

1.2 the european parliament: a normalising abnormal
parliament

The history of the EP as a transnational legislature is a history of continuous
struggle. From humble beginnings as the unelected Common Assembly of the
European Coal and Steel Community, in 1979, the EP became the only
directly elected institution of the European Community and later of the EU
(Jacobs and Corbett 1990). Since then, the EP has constantly expanded its
legislative, budgetary, and scrutiny powers (Burns 2019; Hix andHøyland 2013;
Judge and Earnshaw 2003; Rittberger 2003). Invoking a direct mandate from
EU voters, MEPs have persistently fought to increase the influence of their
institution in the EU political system (Corbett et al. 2003: 355–357). In fact,
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every time critics complained about the lack of democratic legitimacy in the
European Community or the EU, the answer was typically an empowerment
of the EP (Blondel et al. 1998: 4; Føllesdal and Hix 2006: 554–556; Katz and
Wessels 1999: 5–6; Rittberger 2005).

Over time, the EP’s expansion of powers occurred in all of its areas of
activity. In terms of law-making, the EP evolved from a consultative body –
whose opinions could be ignored by the Council – to a co-decider on equal
footing with national governments (Hix et al. 2007: 18). The Lisbon Treaty
(2009) renamed co-decision into the ordinary legislative procedure and
extended it to many policy areas (Article 289 of the Treaty on the
Functioning of the EuropeanUnion, TFEU). In relation to budgetary control,
EP powers also increased over time: nowadays, the EPmust give its consent for
the EU’s multi-annual financial framework (Article 312(2) TFEU) and has the
last word on the annual budgetary discharge for the Commission and other
EU institutions and agencies (Article 319 TFEU). In terms of scrutiny func-
tions, the Maastricht Treaty empowered the EP in respect of the appointment
of the Commission President and the College of Commissioners (Pavy 2020).
Since 2014, the Spitzenkandidat process brought additional visibility to EP
electoral campaigns, as EU political groups put forth candidates for the
position of Commission President (Hobolt 2014, 2019).

In academic studies, the EP’s expansion of legislative powers has received
the most attention, in parallel to the development of party politics – which is
often taken as a sign that the EP has become a ‘normal parliament’ (Hix et al.
2007: 3). Significantly, scholars attested to the emergence of cohesive political
groups and coalitions along the left–right dimension, focused on the represen-
tation of distinct socio-economic views rather than territorial units (Hix et al.
2007; Kreppel 2002; Kreppel and Tsebelis 1999). In the past, the main political
groups were the centre-right European People’s Party (EPP) and the centre-
left Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats in the European
Parliament (S&D). For most of the EP’s existence, the two pan-European
groups benefited from a comfortable majority which allowed them to establish
a ‘grand coalition’ and cooperate on most issues. The dynamic has partially
changed in the last two electoral cycles (2014 and 2019), when many voters
embraced Eurosceptic parties and the EP became more fragmented (Hobolt
2019; Hobolt and de Vries 2016; Nielsen and Franklin 2017). In itself, however,
the fragmentation of political groups does not make the EP less of a ‘normal
parliament’.

Conversely, authors who challenge the view regarding the normalisation of
the EP point to other aspects (Brack and Costa 2018: 3–4; Katz and Wessels
1999: 6). First, unlike national parliaments, the EP lacks the right of legislative
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initiative, which formally belongs to the Commission (Article 17(2) Treaty on
European Union, TEU). While MEPs can ask the Commission to submit
proposals on any matter, the Commission can refuse by simply providing
a justification (Article 225 TFEU). Second, the EP still has limited or no
decision-making powers in some policy areas – such as taxation or foreign
policy. Even in areas of co-decision, the EP has consistently relied on a grand
coalition between centre-right and centre-left groups, creating a highly con-
sensual system that ‘dilute[d] ideological differences between left and right’
(Brack and Costa 2018: 4). Third, it is unusual for a legislature to have so many
members who oppose the existence of the polity which they are supposed to
represent – as shown by the increasing number of Eurosceptic parties (Brack
2017).

Undoubtedly, the EP has more legislative powers than ever before. Yet its
empowerment did not automatically reduce the EU’s infamous ‘democratic
deficit’ (Føllesdal and Hix 2006; Majone 1998; Moravcsik 2002). In fact, EU
legislative decision-making continues to be complex, with multiple veto
players at different levels of governance. Most significantly, political competi-
tion in EP elections does not translate into control over the EU policy agenda:
even if citizens were to endorse a particular political programme, their prefer-
ences will be lost in negotiations with other institutions and Member States
(Hix and Høyland 2011: 131–133). At the same time, EP elections lack the
typical ‘electoral connection’ between members of parliaments and their
voters (Hix and Høyland 2013: 184). Technically, EU citizens have the possi-
bility to vote MEPs in and out of office every five years according to their
performance; in practice, they tend to vote based on domestic rather than
European issues (Hix and Marsh 2011; Mzes 2005; Reif and Schmitt 1980).

In this context, scholars have emphasised the structural deficiencies of
political accountability through the EP (Brandsma et al. 2016: 624–625;
Gustavsson et al. 2009: 5). Notably, EP elections allow voters to change the
composition of the supranational legislature and indirectly of the College of
Commissioners, but this does not guarantee control of the EU policy agenda
by citizens with knowledge of European issues. By contrast, intergovernmental
bodies such as the European Council and the Council are key decision-
makers at the EU level, but they remain accountable to national parliaments
and electorates on an individual basis (Article 10(2) TEU). Against this back-
ground, it makes sense to shift attention from elections as the main instrument
of political accountability to other mechanisms – such as oversight – that allow
the EP to hold executive actors accountable, ex post facto, for their decisions at
the EU level. The next section outlines the type of oversight instruments
available to the EP vis-à-vis EU executive actors.
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1.3 the ep as an accountability forum

In the EUmulti-level governance system, the EP is uniquely placed to oversee
the actions of executive bodies. Even in the absence of a strong electoral
connection to voters, the advantages of a transnational legislature with cohe-
sive political groups are clear for improving the EU’s democratic credentials.
First and foremost, the EP offers a venue for the representation of a common
European interest as opposed to the national interests of each Member State
(Crum 2018; Fasone 2014a; Rittberger 2014). Article 10(2) TEU specifies that
the EP is to represent citizens directly at the EU level, while empirical
research has shown that ideological divides are more important than national
lines in driving the behaviour ofMEPs (Hix et al. 2007; Scully et al. 2012). This
is not to say that MEPs ignore territorial constituencies (Raunio 1996; Scully
and Farrell 2003), but they are much more likely than national legislators to
invoke a ‘common European good’ in support of their positions (Lord
2013: 255).

Second, in areas of intergovernmental decision-making, the EP has the
potential to compensate for the structural limitations of national parliaments
in the EU political system. While each national government in the EU is
accountable to its respective parliament (Article 10 TEU), intergovernmental
decisions are collective – making it difficult to disentangle individual respon-
sibility (Brandsma et al. 2016: 625; Hobolt and Tilley 2014). By overseeing the
European Council and the Council, the EP could exercise political account-
ability for decisions that affect the EU as a whole. At the same time, by acting
as a strong accountability forum, the EP would not diminish the oversight role
of national parliaments, which will continue to remain responsible for scru-
tinising decisions taken at their own level. In other words, the contribution of
the EP to oversight is additive and complementary to national parliaments,
‘keeping a watchful eye’ (Aberbach 1990) over EU executive decisions.

Procedurally speaking, the EP has several mechanisms to oversee the
activities of executive actors. The relationship with the Commission is placed
front and centre, although EU executive power is fragmented across several
other institutions, including the EuropeanCouncil and the Council, the ECB
and EU agencies, as well as committees responsible for implementing deci-
sions (Curtin 2009; Egeberg 2006; Trondal 2010). In relation to the
Commission, the concept of ‘oversight’ excludes the ex ante selection of
executive members, for example, the election of the Commission President
or the investiture of the College of Commissioners (European Parliament
2019b). Conversely, oversight focuses on ex post scrutiny of Commission
activities – where the strongest instrument is indisputably the potential
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dismissal of the College of Commissioners through a motion of censure
(Article 234 TFEU). Since the Maastricht Treaty (1993), MEPs have
attempted to use the procedure seven times but never succeeded in removing
the Commission (Remáč 2019: 26). However, the mere threat of a successful
motion of censure can create pressure for the resignation of the Commission –
as was the case of the Santer Commission in the late 1990s (Ringe 2005: 677).

Another oversight mechanism specific to the Commission refers to dele-
gated acts, a type of non-legislative instrument that allows the supranational
institution ‘to supplement or amend certain non-essential elements’ of EU
legislation (Article 290(1) TFEU). The EP (and the Council) can object to
a delegated act within a specific time period or revoke it altogether, offering an
important avenue of ex post parliamentary control of the executive (Brandsma
2016; Yordanova and Zhelyazkova 2020: 346). In practice, the right to revoca-
tion has never been used, while objections by the EP occurred only on eight
occasions since 2009 (Remáč 2019: 73). Overall, motions of censure and
scrutiny of delegated acts are too infrequent to allow a systematic analysis of
the EP’s oversight powers of EU executive actors.

Next, there are instruments available to MEPs on an ad hoc basis, such as
committees of enquiry. These allow the investigation of ‘alleged contraven-
tions or maladministration in the implementation of Union law’ (Article 226
TFEU). Enquiry committees are not specific to the Commission – they can be
set up against any EU institution, national body, or entity implementing EU
law. Over time, the EP has repeatedly complained about the limited powers of
enquiry committees and passed two resolutions (in 2014 and 2019) criticising
the Commission and the Council for their reluctance to help establish an
effective process for EP enquiries (Pavy 2020). The problem is the lack of legal
mechanisms to enforce the cooperation of executive actors with EP investiga-
tions: unlike enquiry committees at the national level, EP committees cannot
summon witnesses or enforce document access (European Parliament 2016g).
A similar dynamic can be found in the case of special parliamentary commit-
tees, which are also seldom used despite not being limited to enquiries of
contravention or maladministration of EU law (Remáč 2019: 45).

Another oversight instrument is the discharge procedure, which is technic-
ally part of the EP’s budgetary powers (Pavy 2020) but carries elements of ex
post scrutiny of the executive. The discharge procedure allows the EP to
monitor and vote on the correct implementation of the EU budget by the
Commission and other EU bodies (Committee on Budgetary Control 2020).
In this respect, the EP works closely with the European Court of Auditors
(ECA) and acts as a forum for financial supervision and control (Bovens 2007a:
456). In practice, the EP’s refusal to grant discharge to an EU body is a rare
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occurrence: since 2009, it has happened a couple of times in respect of the
Council and EU agencies but not vis-à-vis the Commission (Remáč 2019: 60).
Overall, the discharge procedure is an important mechanism where ‘auditing
and politics meet’ in the EU system (Laffan 2003: 773), but which ultimately
does not go beyond a form of financial accountability. Nonetheless, the
political nature of the EP allows it to move easily from budgetary oversight
to ex post scrutiny of substantive policy decisions by EU executive actors.

This is where parliamentary questions come into play – the final and most
pervasive mechanism of oversight at the disposal of the EP. MEPs can address
questions to different EU institutions: the Commission, the Council, the
European Council, the ECB, and so on – in line with the Rules of
Procedure for each parliamentary term (European Parliament 2020a). In
practice, most questions are directed at the Commission (European
Parliament Plenary n.d.). In the repertoire of questions, there are some basic
distinctions between interpellations and questions, as well as between oral and
written questions (Rules 136–41 for the 9th parliamentary term).
Interpellations are questions of general interest and are limited to thirty
per year, distributed fairly between political groups (Rule 139). By contrast,
questions are posed on specific topics and are available to all MEPs but
include time limitations for oral questions. Oral questions can be addressed
within committees, where they are known as ‘hearings’ or ‘exchanges of views’,
as well as in plenary debates. Written questions are the most common because
there are fewer or no restrictions for submitting them; individual MEPs can
send them directly to the institution of interest without having to go through
the structure of committees or party groups (Proksch and Slapin 2011: 60). The
advantage of parliamentary questions is that they can scrutinise any area of EU
policy at any point; as an accountability tool, they can ‘request information’,
‘press for action’, ‘demand an explanation’, ‘test’ or ‘attack’ executive actors on
controversial policy issues, or simply ‘demonstrate [the] fault’ of a course of
action (Wiberg and Koura 1994: 30–31).

In EP studies, parliamentary questions have attracted considerable atten-
tion, albeit from the perspective of the profile of questioners rather than for the
value of questions as an oversight mechanism. Previous research found that
MEPs from opposition parties at the national level are more likely to ask
questions of the Commission and signal violations of EU law in their respect-
ive countries (Jensen et al. 2013; Proksch and Slapin 2011). From this perspec-
tive, parliamentary questions can function as a ‘two-way information channel’,
allowing MEPs to receive answers about the activity of executive actors and, at
the same time, make the Commission aware of specific problems in EU
countries (Raunio 1996: 379). Another finding is that there is variation in the
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use of parliamentary questions depending on the type of electoral system in
each Member State and the rules regarding access to questions. Based on the
premise that parliamentary questions allow MEPs to build a reputation and
potentially facilitate their re-election, Sozzi shows that there is a difference
between electoral systems that are candidate-centred and those that are party-
centred (Sozzi 2016).

While this line of research is useful to reveal political and institutional
dynamics behind the use of parliamentary questions, it offers few insights into
the role of parliamentary questions for political oversight. To what extent do
parliamentary questions allow MEPs to oversee effectively the activity of EU
executive actors? This question provides the starting point of the book. Its
approach and research design are described in the next section.

1.4 analytical approach and research design

To investigate the EP’s effectiveness as an accountability forum in the EMU,
the book proposes a new analytical framework for evaluating parliamentary
questions as an oversight tool. The basic premise is that the study of parlia-
mentary questions (Q) needs to be linked to their respective answers (A) and
analysed together at themicro level (Q&A) in order to assess their effectiveness
as an oversight instrument. Drawing on insights from principal–agent theory
(Fearon 1999; Strøm 2000), the public administration literature on account-
ability (Bovens 2007a; Mulgan 2000a), and communication research (Bull
and Mayer 1993; Bull and Strawson 2020), the framework offers a step-by-step
guide for qualitative content analysis – specifically claims analysis (De Wilde
et al. 2014; Koopmans and Statham 1999) – of Q&A applicable to diverse
settings. The key argument is that the effectiveness of parliamentary questions
depends on: (1) the strength of questions asked by members of legislatures for
the purposes of oversight and (2) the extent to which executive actors respond
to the questions raised. The two dimensions are correspondingly operational-
ised and developed into six possible scenarios of oversight interactions, ran-
ging from ‘High control’ to ‘No control’ over the executive (cf. Maricut-Akbik
2021). The goal of the framework is to provide a theoretically and methodo-
logically consistent toolkit for analysing and evaluating oversight interactions,
which can also be applied beyond the EP to other contexts of legislative-
executive relations at different levels of governance.

In terms of case selection, the institutionalisation of new oversight mechan-
isms in the EMU offers an ideal venue for analysing the EP’s ex post powers of
scrutiny through parliamentary questions. The specific bodies under investi-
gation are the EP’s Economic and Monetary Affairs Committee (ECON) as
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a political accountability forum and three different executive actors at the
heart of EMU: (1) the ECB (in its banking supervision capacity), (2) the
Commission – in particular the Directorate-General (DG) for Economic
and Financial Affairs (DG ECFIN) and the DG for Employment, Social
Affairs and Inclusion (DG EMPL) – and finally, (3) the Council, specifically
the Economic and Financial Affairs Council (ECOFIN) and the Eurogroup.
The reason why these institutions were selected relates to their centrality and
permanent activity as the EU’s fragmented executive in the EMU. In terms of
technocratic bodies, the ECB and the Commission have a much higher
profile in the EMU than single-purpose agencies such as the European
Banking Authority (EBA) or the Single Resolution Board (SRB). In terms of
intergovernmental bodies, the Eurogroup and the ECOFIN Council are
active in economic governance on a permanent basis – unlike the European
Council, which only intervenes in times of crisis or reform when its leadership
is needed (Puetter 2013, 2014). At the same time, MEPs do not have proper
mechanisms to ask questions of the European Council: although the
European Council President appears before the EP after each meeting of
heads of state and government, the format of plenary debates is geared towards
information-sharing and political declarations rather than oversight
(European Parliament 2010a; see Chapter 2.2.2).

Furthermore, given the influence and scale of governance measures intro-
duced during the euro crisis, the book examines the functioning of the Single
SupervisoryMechanism (SSM) and the European Semester as two of themost
far-reaching institutionalised instruments of EMU reform. The SSM (created
in 2013) empowered an already powerful monetary policy institution, the
ECB, in the field of banking supervision (Alexander 2015; Braun 2017;
Fromage and Ibrido 2018). The launch of the European Semester (2010)
provided an extensive toolkit for macroeconomic and budgetary coordination
in the EU, with significant consequences on the socio-economic policies of
the Member States (Copeland and Daly 2018; Verdun and Zeitlin 2018).
Taking this into consideration, the case studies of the monograph will investi-
gate the EP’s (1) relationship with the ECB in banking supervision, (2)
Economic Dialogues with the European Commission in relation to the
European Semester, and (3) Economic Dialogues with the Eurogroup and
the ECOFIN Council in the framework of the European Semester. While all
case studies cover the period 2010–2019 (the first decade after the euro crisis),
the time frames of individual chapters differ in order to take into account when
the EP introduced newmechanisms of accountability vis-à-vis each institution
(see Section 1.6). To sum up, the cases of the book were selected based on logic
that if the EP can demonstrably show that it is able to hold EMU executive
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actors accountable, these are the relevant institutions and policy instruments
to consider.

1.5 contribution

The book contributes in at least three ways to the academic literature on
democratic accountability in the EU and parliamentary oversight more
broadly. First, in respect of EU institutional issues, the book expands the
scope of research on the EP by examining its powers to scrutinise the executive
on a day-to-day basis. Previous studies on the EP have focused on legislative
and budgetary competences, especially in terms of analysing the dynamics of
party politics in coalition formation (Hix et al. 2007; Hix and Høyland 2011;
Kreppel 2002; Tsebelis 1994) or its evolution over time (Corbett 1998; Katz and
Wessels 1999; Rittberger 2005). But if the empowerment of the EP as
a legislative body has been thoroughly covered in the academic literature
(for a general review, see Hix and Høyland 2013), its performance as an
accountability forum is yet to be explored. In relation to parliamentary control
of the executive, the EP attracted attention in the late 1990s for its role in the
resignation of the Santer Commission (Judge and Earnshaw 2002; Magnette
2001) as well as in the 2014 appointment of the Juncker Commission
(Christiansen 2016; Hobolt 2014). However, there is a significant difference
between ‘grand’ events such as the appointment or dismissal of the College of
Commissioners and regular accountability interactions designed to oversee
routine executive decisions. The only relevant literature here concerns the
effectiveness of the Monetary Dialogue with the ECB, a field of research that
remains disjointed – as reflected by the few academic articles on the topic (e.g.
Amtenbrink and van Duin 2009; Collignon and Diessner 2016; Eijffinger and
Mujagic 2004). The novelty of the monograph lies in its comprehensive,
methodical overview of the EP’s performance as an accountability forum in
relation to different executive actors across EMU policy subfields.

Second, in respect of EMU in particular, the book offers the first
systematic qualitative study of the functioning of political structures of
accountability created at the EU level in response to the euro crisis. The
emphasis on the implementation of political accountability goes beyond
existing analyses of legal provisions (Cygan 2017; Estella 2018; Fromage and
Ibrido 2018; Jančić 2016; Markakis 2020; ter Kuile et al. 2015; Tuori and
Tuori 2014) or general studies criticising the post-crisis accountability
deficit in EU economic governance (Barrett 2018; Crum and Merlo 2020;
Dawson 2015; Naert 2016). Furthermore, the bulk of the literature on
democratic accountability in the euro area focuses on the reduced role of

1.5 Contribution 13

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611


national parliaments in scrutinising budgetary and fiscal decisions of their
respective Member State (Auel and Höing 2015; Hallerberg et al. 2018;
Hefftler and Wessels 2013; Kreilinger 2018b; Maatsch 2017; Rasmussen
2018). However, most studies are limited to examining the frequency of
parliamentary activities – such as the number of debates, resolutions,
opinions, and votes in the plenary on EU-related decisions – rather than
analysing the content and effect of specific interactions between parlia-
ments and executive actors.

To address this gap, the monograph places oversight interactions at the
centre of empirical research, based on the assumption that what matters for
political accountability is not how often issues are discussed, but how mem-
bers of parliaments oversee executive decisions (through parliamentary ques-
tions) and with what result. Moreover, considering the EP’s empowerment in
the EMU after the crisis, it makes sense to shift the focus from the national to
the EU level. Unlike national parliaments – which have a long-standing
tradition as ‘government watchdogs’ – the EP is currently building its profile
as an accountability forum. Under the circumstances, the subject has so far
received little attention from scholars (Crum 2018; de la Parra 2017; Fasone
2014a; Fromage 2018; Kluger Dionigi 2020; Markakis 2020). For this reason, the
monograph is set to make a timely and necessary contribution to the literature
on political accountability in post-crisis EMU.

Third, the book moves beyond EU studies by making a distinct theoretical
and methodological contribution to the general literature on the effectiveness
of parliamentary oversight. Theoretically, the book offers an original frame-
work for analysing parliamentary questions that combines insights from prin-
cipal–agent theory, the public administration literature on accountability, and
communication research. While the framework has been developed in rela-
tion to the EP, there is nothing specific about its elements that prevents it from
being applied to other parliaments at different levels of governance. The
categories of Q&A envisaged in the analytical framework are not unique to
the EMU; conversely, they can occur in any oversight interaction between
legislators and executive actors. From a methodological perspective, the case
studies reveal the systematicity and broad applicability of the framework.
Chapter 3.4.1 summarises the coding guide that allows other researchers to
replicate the method proposed in the book. Finally, from a practical stand-
point, the case studies illustrate the problem-solving value of the analytical
framework, facilitating the identification of concrete shortcomings in the
oversight relationship under focus. In the case of the EP in the EMU, future
reforms should simultaneously take into account problems of weak oversight
questions and the limited responsiveness of (some) executive actors. For
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scholars and practitioners interested in fixing accountability deficits, such
insights can easily generate concrete policy recommendations.

1.6 outline

The remainder of the book is organised as follows. Chapter 2 provides an
overview of EMU as the testing ground for the effectiveness of the EP as an
accountability forum. The idea is that any discussion about EP oversight in the
field needs to be positioned in the EMU institutional and substantive policy
context. Accordingly, the first part of the chapter describes the historical
development of EMU as well as the institutional and policy reforms intro-
duced as a result of the euro crisis. The second part problematises the political
accountability framework of EMU before and after the crisis, focusing on
national parliaments and the EP in particular. Taking into account the EP’s
new scrutiny powers acquired during the crisis, the chapter sets the scene for
the subsequent case studies.

Chapter 3 describes the theoretical and methodological approach of the
study. The starting points are definitions of accountability from the public
administration literature, which connect oversight to the broader point of
checks and balances in a democratic system. While oversight has been exten-
sively theorised in political science through the lens of principal–agent theory,
there are few systematic applications examining its effectiveness in practice.
Narrowing down on parliamentary questions as an essential tool of legislative
oversight, the chapter introduces a comprehensive analytical framework for
the analysis of Q&A in parliamentary oversight. The framework includes clear
criteria for establishing the effectiveness of oversight in practice, based on the
strength of the questions asked and the responsiveness of answers provided.
The criteria are then combined to develop six possible scenarios of oversight
interactions, ranging from ‘High control’ to ‘No control’ over the executive.
The chapter concludes with methodological considerations of the framework
and the coding guide used for the empirical analysis.

Chapters 4–6 constitute the empirical section of the book. They follow
a common structure, as the presentation of oversight interactions between the
EP and various executive actors in the EMU requires similar elements: first,
a background on the policy and institutional characteristics of the
subfield; second, an overview of the issues likely to arise in the exercise of
political accountability; third, a summary of the results of the empirical
analysis (which includes the profiles of MEPs who ask questions, types of
questions, and types of answers); fourth, an evaluation of the EP’s capacity to
hold each actor accountable in that particular field, in line with scenarios of
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legislative oversight delineated in the analytical framework. The comparabil-
ity of chapters is facilitated by the use of identical methodology, namely the
claims analysis of letters exchanged between institutions and/or transcripts of
public hearings or exchanges of views held at the ECON Committee.

Accordingly, Chapter 4 presents the first case study on EP oversight of the
ECB in banking supervision. The analysis shows the establishment and
functioning of a frequently used infrastructure of political accountability
that is, however, limited in ensuring effective oversight by the EP. The
findings reveal important shortcomings in the performance of MEPs, who
often ask questions that are outside the ECB’s competence in banking super-
vision or that simply do not challenge anything about the ECB’s decisions in
the SSM. However, the results are treated with caution: there are structural
flaws in the SSM legal framework that allow the ECB to evade questions on
many politically salient issues by invoking confidentiality requirements.
Moreover, when MEPs receive an unsatisfactory answer, there is little they
can do to pursue the matter further. The time frame covered is from
October 2013 – when the SSM Regulation was adopted – until April 2018.

Chapter 5 sets forth the second case study on EP oversight of the
Commission in the framework of the European Semester. The analysis illus-
trates a close accountability relationship embedded in the EP’s treaty compe-
tence to exercise political control over the Commission. On multiple
occasions, MEPs in the ECON Committee clearly rejected the
Commission’s justification for failing to take further action against some
Member States on matters related to excessive deficits and macroeconomic
imbalances. Yet the Commission did not change its decision as a result of the
EP’s accusations of preferential treatment. Overall, despite steady progress in
the institutionalisation of the Economic Dialogues, EP oversight of the
Commission remains limited. The findings are based on transcripts of
Economic Dialogues with the relevant Commissioners and letters exchanged
between the two institutions from 2010 (since the launch of the European
Semester) until the EP elections of May 2019.

Chapter 6 presents the third case study on the Economic Dialogues
between the EP and the ECOFIN Council and the Eurogroup. The two
executive bodies are discussed together owing to their overlapping compos-
ition – bringing together financeministers of all Member States and Eurozone
countries, respectively. However, the Economic Dialogues with the two
institutions vary considerably: while interactions with ECOFIN often focus
on the legislative priorities of the Council Presidency, the interactions with
the Eurogroup President revolve around financial assistance programmes and
multi-lateral surveillance of public finances in Eurozone countries.
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Economic Dialogues with the Eurogroup are thus much more confronta-
tional than Dialogues with ECOFIN. Given the different topics of discussion,
the responsiveness of the two institutions is surprising. In fact, despite recur-
rent criticism for its informality and secrecy of proceedings (Braun and
Hübner 2019; Craig 2017), the Eurogroup is the institution that is most
answerable to the EP, meaning it is willing to justify and defend its decisions
before MEPs in the ECON Committee. However, as in the case of the
Commission, the Eurogroup does not change its conduct if the EP rejects
the validity of its justifications. Taking into account the entry into force of the
Six-Pack (2011) and the Two-Pack (2013), the analysis is based on transcripts of
Economic Dialogues since they were first established – in 2012 (for ECOFIN)
and in 2013 (for the Eurogroup) – until the EP elections of May 2019.

Chapter 7 concludes with a comparison of the interactions between the EP
and the different executive bodies under analysis. Taking into account the
expectations of the analytical framework, the first section shows that the EP
has the strongest accountability record when it comes to overseeing the
Eurogroup, followed by the Commission, the ECB in banking supervision,
and finally the ECOFIN Council. But there are important limitations even in
the case of the Eurogroup, which means that the setting where the EP acts the
strongest as an accountability forum is far from being strong enough: more
specifically, the Eurogroup is answerable to the EP, butMEPs have no control
over Eurogroup decisions. The second section is forward-looking and exam-
ines the general outlook of the EP in overseeing EMU for the foreseeable
future. Focusing on policy recommendations, the conclusion outlines con-
crete ways to improve the performance of the EP as an accountability forum
and increase the responsiveness of executive actors. The final section provides
insights into the broader implications of the monograph for the study of
accountability in the EU’s multi-level system.
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2

The Economic and Monetary Union, the Crisis,
and Political Accountability

The EMU is one of the central policy fields of the European Union.
Established in 1993 by the Maastricht Treaty, the EMU comprises a tangible
symbol of European integration – the euro – present in the lives of millions of
citizens across Europe. For countries that adopted the euro and formed the
Eurozone, the economic, fiscal, and social impact of EMU policies is pro-
found. Non-Eurozone economies are also affected by EMU decisions, albeit
to a more limited extent. Yet despite the significant shift in decision-making
powers from the national to the EU level entailed in the EMU, its architects
did not establish corresponding mechanisms to hold relevant actors account-
able for policy decisions in the field. The global economic and financial crisis
of 2007–2008 triggered a prolonged sovereign debt crisis in the Eurozone
(henceforth the ‘euro crisis’) that forced a reckoning of the original EMU
architecture. Since then, the institutional design and policy scope of EMU
have expanded, while the accountability framework has been strengthened –
especially when it comes to the role of the EP in scrutinising the decisions of
different executive actors.

To introduce the policy specifics of the book, this chapter provides an
overview of the EMU and its political accountability structure. The starting
point is the historical development of the EMU at the EU level, emphasising
the institutional asymmetry between its economic and monetary policy arms.
The reforms triggered by the euro crisis (roughly 2009–2014) are hence
contextualised against the background of the systemic deficiencies of EMU
design. Next, the chapter moves to discussing the accountability framework of
EMU and, in particular, the characteristics of its political accountability
mechanisms. Focusing on national parliaments and the EP, the chapter
underlines the difficulties of holding executive actors accountable for EMU
decisions. Since the euro crisis, the EP gained new scrutiny powers over both
intergovernmental and supranational institutions in the EMU. The question
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remains to what extent the EP uses these new powers in practice and is able to
act as an effective accountability forum in the EMU – an issue that will be
discussed in the remainder of the book.

2.1 the institutional development of the emu

The idea to construct the EMU can be traced back to the late 1960s and the
recommendations of a working group chaired by Luxembourg’s Prime
Minister and Finance Minister Pierre Werner (Werner Report 1970). The
Werner Plan envisaged the establishment of the European Community insti-
tutions for economic decision-making as well as the creation of an integrated
system of national central banks – which proved unfeasible at the time, given
domestic and international2 circumstances (Maes 2004: 28). Two initiatives
from the period are notable: (1) the so-called snake in the tunnel (operational
in the early 1970s) and (2) the EuropeanMonetary System (EMS) launched in
1979. The ‘snake’ was an arrangement to peg Member States’ currencies to
each other in the hope of reducing the fluctuation of exchange rates inside the
European Community; later, the EMS attempted to take this idea further by
creating a ‘zone of monetary stability in Europe’ (Dyson and Featherstone
1999: 2). While the ‘snake’ failed almost immediately, the EMS held together
for more than a decade – thus being considered ‘a relative success . . . in the
history of attempts to move towards EMU’ (Bache et al. 2015: 135). Very
importantly, both schemes allowed economic and monetary elites in
Western Europe to interact with each other and build a consensus on the
need for a common approach to the EMU. Heavily influenced by the success
of the Deutsche Mark, this consensus revolved around ordoliberal economic
ideas – favouring monetary policy stability, budgetary discipline, and market
credibility (Dyson et al. 1995; McNamara 1999; Verdun 1999).

As a result, in the late 1980s, theEMUreturned to the top of the political agenda
in the European Community. In the context of reforms triggered by the Single
European Act (1986) and the completion of the single market, the European
Council entrusted a committee chaired byCommission President JacquesDelors
‘the task of studying and proposing concrete stages towards this Union’ (European
Council 1988). The Delors Committee proposed a step-by-step approach that
included increased cooperation between national central banks, the gradual

2 Internationally, the period was marked by the collapse of the Bretton Woods system (1971), the
first oil crisis (1973), and the second oil crisis (1979) – all leading to a concurrence of high oil
prices, low growth, high unemployment, and high inflation (stagflation). As Member States
focused on ‘weathering the storm’, further integration plans stalled in the 1970s (Gilbert 2011:
89–90).
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convergence of national economic and fiscal policies, and crucially, the introduc-
tion of a common currency among participating Member States (Committee for
the Study of Economic and Monetary Union 1989). The European Council
followed the recommendations of the Delors Committee, and the EMU was
formally incorporated into the Maastricht Treaty (1993). As other areas of EU
policy activity, the EMU was designed as a composite field encompassing eco-
nomic, fiscal, monetary, and financial supervision issues.

From the beginning, EMUwas characterised by an institutional asymmetry
between its economic and monetary components. On the monetary side,
Member States agreed to establish an independent supranational central
bank (the ECB), which became operational on 1 June 1998 and oversaw the
introduction of the euro between 1999 and 2002 (European Central Bank
2020b). From eleven initially participating countries, the Eurozone expanded
over time to nineteen members3 (since 2015). On the economic side, however,
there was no political will to transfer decision-making powers away from
national governments (Jones et al. 2016: 1017–1018). Instead, Member States
opted for the regulation of economic and fiscal policies, hoping that this
would be enough to counter spillover effects from unstainable practices
such as national deficits and debt levels (Genschel and Jachtenfuchs 2016:
45). Compliance with EU regulations was to be ensured through a system of
intergovernmental policy coordination – at the heart of which were finance
ministers in the ECOFINCouncil and the informal Eurogroup (Puetter 2006,
2014).

Many economists were critical of the EMU architecture, noting that the
Eurozone was not an ‘optimal currency area’ (Mundell 1961) and that it
required institutional substitutes to increase its resilience – such as
a banking union, a fiscal union, or a broader mandate for the ECB (Lane
2012; Pisani-Ferry 2012). The point was that in order to reap the benefits of the
common currency, EMU would have needed a corresponding political com-
mitment to risk-sharing, that is, a type of monetary solidarity (Schelkle 2017).
Yet this was not reflected in the evolution of economic and fiscal policies
throughout the 1990s and the early 2000s. The key instrument in the field was
the Stability and Growth Pact (SGP), adopted in 1997. The SGP was an
agreement between Member States to pursue ‘sound public finances’ by
coordinating their economic and fiscal policies in order to enforce limits set

3 The following Member States are part of the Eurozone, in alphabetical order: Austria,
Belgium, Cyprus, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Latvia,
Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Spain
(European Union 2018).
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by theMaastricht Treaty on government deficits (maximum 3 per cent of gross
domestic product (GDP)) and public debt (maximum 60 per cent of the
GDP).4 Every year, Member States submitted stability programmes
(Eurozone countries) and convergence programmes (non-Eurozone coun-
tries) that outlined their plans to meet Maastricht Treaty targets over the
medium term; subsequently, these were monitored by the Council through
multi-lateral surveillance in what became known as the SGP’s ‘preventive
arm’ (Council Regulation 1466/97). If a government breached the deficit and/
or debt limits set by the Maastricht Treaty, the Council could initiate the
Excessive Deficit Procedure (EDP) in the so-called corrective arm of the SGP,
which included the possibility for economic sanctions if Member States failed
to reduce their deficits after multiple warnings (Council Regulation 1467/97).
Up to the euro crisis, the implementation of the SGP was characterised by
‘discretion, leniency, and political control’: large Member States like France
and Germany could avoid sanctions due to their voting rights in the Council,
while the Commission could not check the reliability of national data (e.g. for
Greece) or put pressure on governments to honour their policy commitments
(Schuknecht et al. 2011: 10).

In hindsight, creating a common currency among a group of heterogeneous
nation states was bound to cause systemic problems (Copelovitch et al. 2016:
818–823). First, there were macroeconomic divergences, that is, differences
between the stagnating economies of NorthernMember States (Germany, the
Netherlands, and France) and the booming economies of peripheral Member
States (Italy, Spain, Greece, Ireland, and later the Central and Eastern
European countries). As the ECB pursued a single monetary policy for the
Eurozone, it provided different economies with opposite incentives: either to
lend (in the North/central Europe) or to borrow (in the periphery). This led to
increased capital flows – especially from North to South – that further deep-
ened the economic divergences between Eurozone members (Baldwin et al.
2015). One way to minimise the impact of these divergences would have been
to ensure effective policy coordination between Member States with the goal
to restrain demand (in booming economies) or stimulate it (in stagnating
economies). At the same time, complementary measures in labour market or
pension reforms would have helped close the gap between deficit and surplus
countries. In the 1990s, national governments attempted to achieve this
through the SGP and the so-called Broad Economic Policy Guidelines
(BEPGs) – a process of ‘soft coordination’ of both economic and social policies
(Hodson and Maher 2001). The BEPGs were adopted by the ECOFIN

4 Deficits and debt levels are currently found in Protocol 12 TEU.
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Council and monitored by the Commission and the Council in a system of
multi-lateral surveillance (also known as peer review), where the Council
could issue non-binding recommendations for corrective action (Deroose
et al. 2008). In practice, the faulty enforcement of the SGP and the poor
implementation of the BEPGs did nothing to reduce macroeconomic diver-
gences between Member States, planting the seeds of a core–periphery con-
flict in the Eurozone (Laffan 2016).

Another problem of EMU design was the weak and fragmented nature of
financial regulation, which remained in the hands of national central banks and
specialised agencies (Jones et al. 2016: 1019). As financial institutions expanded
across borders, it was impossible to exercise effective regulatory supervision from
one Member State to another because national competent authorities (NCAs)
had difficulties observing the operations of banks in other jurisdictions. At the
same time, an interconnected banking system implied increased vulnerability,
as losses in one country were certain to affect depositors in another country.
Moreover, in the event of a crisis, financial markets expected Member States to
help each other out and protect the stability of the system as a whole – despite
the infamous ‘no bailout clause’ of the Maastricht Treaty. In theory, EMU
Treaty provisions prohibited themonetary financing of budgetary deficits by the
ECB (Article 123TFEU) and explicitly rejected the notion that the EU could be
liable for debt incurred by national or local actors (Article 125 TFEU). Yet
borrowing conditions on international financial markets before the euro crisis
revealed that market participants did not take the ‘no bailout clause’ seriously,
that is, international financial markets offered almost the same conditions to
borrowers from Spain or Germany (Copelovitch et al. 2016: 821–822).

The consequences of the EMU institutional asymmetry became painfully
obvious during the euro crisis and required sweeping reforms, as discussed in
the following pages.

2.1.1 The Euro Crisis and the Reform of the EMU

The global economic and financial crisis of 2007–2008 found the EMU totally
unprepared to deal with the consequences of an interconnected yet uncoordin-
ated banking system. Eurozone banks were badly exposed to the subprime
mortgage crisis in the United States, but the EU lacked both the capacity and
the instruments to provide a centralised response to the rapidly evolving crisis.
Initially, each Member State had to react on its own, in line with national
budgetary resources and the legal framework on banking resolution – which
underlined the necessity for a banking union in the Eurozone (Hodson and
Puetter 2016: 367). In the Eurozone periphery, the banking crisis soon developed
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into a sovereign debt crisis, as domestic banks and sovereign debt became caught
in a destabilising loop. As described by Howard and Quaglia, ‘at-risk domestic
banks came to hold growing amounts of downgrading sovereign debt, while the
ability of sovereigns to bail out or wind down domestic banks in an orderly
manner . . . diminished as public debt loads rose’ (2013: 106). To deal with the
crisis, the EU governance architecture would have required both a lender of last
resort (e.g. a central bank) allowed to buy government bonds of distressed
Member States and a common fiscal backstop, that is, a budgetary instrument
that would ensure automatic transfers to regions negatively affected by the
economic shock (de Grauwe 2011: 11).

By contrast, the EU response to the financial crisis was uneven and piece-
meal. Overall, there were three main areas of reform. First, there was imme-
diate pressure to offer financial assistance to the countries most affected by the
crisis (Greece, Ireland, and Portugal). The model for financial assistance was
effectively borrowed from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), that is,
loans in exchange for structural reforms or, in EU jargon, ‘macroeconomic
adjustment programmes’ accompanied by conditionality and the monitoring
of reforms (European Stability Mechanism 2020b). In May 2010, Member
States agreed on an emergency rescue package for Greece as well as the
establishment of the European Financial Stability Facility (EFSF),
a temporary fund designed to help any Eurozone Member State that had
difficulties borrowing on international financial markets (European Stability
Mechanism 2019: 4). A year later, the EFSF would be rolled into a permanent
international financial institution, the ESM. Operational since 2013, the ESM
was established outside the EU legal framework through an intergovernmental
agreement – with the Eurogroup finance ministers acting as the key decision-
making body (ESM Treaty, Article 5). Since then, several countries have
accessed ESM loans: Greece, Ireland, Portugal, Cyprus, and Spain.

The second major area of EMU reform triggered by the euro crisis con-
cerned the governance framework for economic and fiscal policy coordin-
ation. In order to avoid the mistakes of the past, it was considered necessary to
‘reinforce the SGP, broaden economic surveillance, [and ensure] stronger
coordination of national fiscal frameworks’ (European Council 2010: 11). To
this end, in 2010, the EU introduced the ‘European Semester’, an umbrella
term for a myriad of rules and measures designed to avert excessive debt,
prevent extreme macroeconomic imbalances, support structural reforms, and
boost investment (European Commission 2020b). Two legislative packages
form the legal basis of the Semester – the Six-Pack (2011) and the Two-Pack
(2013) – together with the 2012 Treaty on Stability, Coordination and
Governance in the Economic and Monetary Union (known as the ‘Fiscal
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Compact’). The Six-Pack extended the SGP framework with
a Macroeconomic Imbalance Procedure (MIP) meant to detect, prevent,
and correct (potentially severe) macroeconomic developments (EU
Regulation 1176/2011, Article 2[1]). The Two-Pack introduced a stricter time-
line for the budgetary cycle, requiring Eurozone Member States to submit
their yearly budgetary plans earlier in order to allow EU policy recommenda-
tions to be ‘appropriately integrated in the national budgetary preparations’
(EU Regulation 473/2013, Article 1[1c]). By signing the Fiscal Compact,
twenty-two Member States (the Eurozone countries plus Denmark,
Bulgaria, and Romania) became formally bound to the ‘balanced budget’
rule, which had to be enshrined into national law (Fiscal Compact,
Article 3). Over time, the Semester became a complex machinery of policy
coordination and the main tool of the EU’s economic governance
architecture.

Last but not least, the third area of EMU reform triggered by the crisis
concerned the creation of a banking union with three pillars (European
Commission 2015a; Véron 2015). The first pillar was meant to address the
leniency in banking supervision during the pre-crisis period by establishing
a uniform system of banking supervision – the Single Supervisory Mechanism
(SSM) – coordinated and enforced by the ECB (Council Regulation 1024/
2013). The second pillar aimed to introduce a common EU approach for
dealing with failing banks in an orderly fashion ‘with minimal costs for
taxpayers and to the real economy’ (Single Resolution Board 2017). This was
partially achieved through the Single Resolution Mechanism (SRM), which
set up a central authority for winding up banks (the Single Resolution Board
(SRB)) but with a transitional and intergovermentally managed Resolution
Fund (EU Regulation 806/2014). The final pillar was supposed to provide
a unique scheme to guarantee bank deposits across the Eurozone through
a European Deposit Insurance Scheme (EDIS) – but this is yet to be adopted
(Council of the EuropeanUnion 2020c). EDIS remains controversial owing to
its strong redistributive implications, causing concern about moral hazard in
countries with weak banking systems (Howarth and Quaglia 2018;
Schoenmaker 2018).

Overall, the new reforms altered not only the scope of EMU at the EU level
but also the institutional dynamics in the field – as shown in the following pages.

2.1.2 Post-Crisis Institutional Dynamics

The euro crisis brought the EU’s highest political body – the European
Council – to the forefront of EMU decision-making. Since 2008, the
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European Council started to meet more frequently to discuss economic
developments. For example, in 2011 alone, there were eleven meetings –
sometimes in a restricted Eurozone format known as ‘Euro Summits’
(Puetter 2014: 91–97). The European Council thus became the EU’s de
facto ‘crisis manager’ (Van Kemseke 2014), a role which coincided with its
formal institutionalisation in the Lisbon Treaty (2009) and the appointment of
its first permanent President, Herman Van Rompuy. The objective to
‘strengthen economic governance’ was a top priority for Van Rompuy, who
headed the Task Force that laid out the vision for the necessary EMU reforms
(European Council 2010). However, while the European Council was instru-
mental in setting the political agenda during the crisis, day-to-day decision-
making on economic and fiscal affairs remained the responsibility of finance
ministers in the Council. For instance, during 2010–2015 – roughly the
duration of the EU’s sovereign debt crisis – finance ministers met eighty-
nine times in the Eurogroup format and eighty-one times in the ECOFIN
format5 (Maricut and Puetter 2018: 201). The frequency of meetings illustrates
the urgency of matters as well as the need for constant executive action –
which the EMU lacked before the crisis.

For its part, the European Commission saw its competences in economic
governance expanded after the crisis. The European Semester in particular
increased the Commission’s powers to monitor compliance with economic
and fiscal rules – a different role from its traditional position as agenda-setter in
legislative decision-making (Bauer and Becker 2014). Moreover, within the
Commission, significant human and financial resources were put into the
European Semester (Savage and Verdun 2016), which required the close
coordination of the Secretariat General, DG ECFIN, and DG EMPL
(Maricut and Puetter 2018: 206). In respect of the interpretation and applica-
tion of rules, the Commission gained wide discretion to decide what counted
as a ‘structural’ deficit or when countries made progress towards their
‘medium-term budgetary objectives’ (Dawson 2019: 66). At the same time,
the Commission’s autonomy in the field was consolidated by the introduction
of ‘reverse qualified majority voting’ in the Council in the case of sanctions for
breaking excessive deficit rules (Seikel 2016). Contrary to expectations that the
Commission will ensure a stricter implementation of fiscal discipline than the
Council, the patchy implementation of sanctions in the EDP demonstrates
the Commission’s leeway in the field (Dehousse 2016: 621). Overall, the crisis
not only empowered the Commission in economic governance but also made

5 By comparison, the reunion of ministers of labor and social affairs – the EPSCOCouncil – met
thirty-eight times during 2010–2015 (Maricut and Puetter 2018: 201).
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it politically more conscious of specific dynamics within Member States (van
der Veer and Haverland 2018).

The other supranational institution empowered by the euro crisis was
undoubtedly the ECB (Curtin 2017; Dawson et al. 2019). Through ‘quantita-
tive easing’ (i.e. the purchase of government bonds on secondary markets), the
ECB became the Eurozone’s ‘only credible sovereign lender of last resort’
(Buiter and Rahbari 2012). After declaring that it will do ‘whatever it takes to
save the euro’ (Wishart 2012), the ECB announced the Outright Monetary
Transactions programme in 2012 and launched an expanded Asset Purchase
Programme in 2014–2015. The use of unconventional balance sheet instru-
ments to increase the money supply followed similar measures by other
central banks in the world (Jančić 2017: 147–148). However, the ECB did not
have the same room for manoeuvre as other central banks; given the Treaty’s
explicit ‘no bailout clause’ (Article 123 TFEU), the ECB was soon faced with
legal challenges to unconventional monetary policies (cf. Adamski 2015;
Dawson and Bobić 2019; Goldoni 2017; Zilioli 2016).

Next, the ECB participated in negotiations over financial assistance pro-
grammes as part of the so-called Troika – later the ‘Quadriga’. Next to the
ECB, the Troika included the Commission, the IMF, and later the ESM, all
considered ‘expert’ institutions tasked to assess the amount of funds and
conditionality offered to a country in crisis (Henning 2017: 8). The participa-
tion of the ECB was problematic due to its simultaneous responsibility for
monetary policy and emergency liquidity for the Eurozone member demand-
ing financial assistance (Braun 2017: 6). Last but not least, the ECB undertook
new tasks for banking supervision in the SSM, which required an intra-
institutional separation between its monetary and supervisory activities
(Alexander 2015: 165). In fact, the SSM Regulation assigned exclusive super-
visory competences to the ECB, while NCAs remained responsible for assist-
ing the ECB in carrying them out (Karagianni and Scholten 2018).

In respect of decision-making, the EP also gained powers in the EMU
during the crisis. In fact, the EP was involved in all major legislative reforms
adopted since the crisis: the Six-Pack (2011), the Two-Pack (2013), the SSM
(2013), and the SRM (2014). Its role, however, varied across legislative dossiers.
In economic governance, the EP’s contribution was diminished by ‘the
shadow of the European Council’, which actively lobbied for a specific
outcome – namely fiscal discipline – and used its authority to build coalitions
across EP political groups (Bressanelli and Chelotti 2016; Warren 2018). By
contrast, the EP took advantage of the Council’s need for swiftness in adopting
the SSM Regulation and pushed for a stronger scrutiny role for itself in
banking supervision (Rittberger 2014: 1180; Schoeller and Héritier 2019: 281).
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Finally, in negotiations on the SRM Regulation, there was little the EP could
do to convince the Council to minimise the transitional period for the Single
Resolution Fund or increase the Commission’s role in the process (Howarth
and Quaglia 2014: 137). Overall, the EP gained a say in decision-making over
EMU reforms, but its influence remained limited.

Nevertheless, the policy and institutional reforms of the crisis had important
implications for the EMU accountability framework, as discussed in the
following pages.

2.2 the accountability framework of the emu

At first sight, the EMU accountability framework resembles that of any policy
area in a democratic setting. Both in theory and practice, there are political,
legal, and administrative mechanisms to hold EMU executive actors account-
able. Traditionally, political accountability includes elections and parliamen-
tary scrutiny of the executive; legal accountability refers to judicial review of
government acts, while administrative accountability entails investigations by
ombudsmen, auditing, and anti-fraud bodies (Bovens 2007a: 455–456). All
these require corresponding accountability forums, which can actually be
found in the EMU through (1) national parliaments and the EP (together
with their respective voters), (2) national courts and the Court of Justice of the
European Union (CJEU), and (3) the European Ombudsman, the ECA, and
the European Anti-Fraud Office. In addition to such external sources of
democratic control, there are accountability mechanisms internal to public
organisations, for example, hierarchy within bureaucracies or professional
peer review (Romzek and Dubnick 1998: 9). In the EMU, the Commission
fulfils the criteria of a hierarchical bureaucracy with a clear managerial and
financial accountability infrastructure (Wille 2010: 1108). At the same time, the
Eurogroup and the ECOFIN Council routinely use professional peer review
as a form of ‘dynamic accountability’ focused on mutual learning (Sabel and
Zeitlin 2008: 303–304). For example, the application of SGP rules before the
crisis was monitored in the ECOFIN Council through a process of multi-
lateral surveillance that additionally included monitoring compliance with
the BEPGs (Hodson and Maher 2001).

While each mechanism is important in its own right, political accountabil-
ity overlaps most closely to the democratic delegation chain and the connec-
tion between those who hold political authority in a governance system (i.e.
voters) and those who exercise it on their behalf (Fearon 1999; Strøm 2000) –
in this case EU institutions. Moreover, the EMU’s political accountability is
relevant because of the nature of the policy field itself. Unlike market
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regulation – the classic domain of EU policy activity – the EMU affects
constitutive functions of states such as the ability to tax and spend (through
fiscal policy) and the use of a unique currency (through monetary policy)
(Genschel and Jachtenfuchs 2014: 9). As a result, the types of accountability
standards applied tomarket regulation, for example, clarity, legality, openness,
and justifiability of decision-making processes (Majone 1998, 1999), are insuf-
ficient in fields of ‘core state powers’ such as the EMU (Genschel and
Jachtenfuchs 2014, 2016).

In fact, there are several reasons why the EMU is substantively different
from market regulation (Genschel and Jachtenfuchs 2018: 181–182). First,
EMU policies have clear (re-)distributive implications: most decisions imply
that some Member States gain (euros), while others incur losses.6 By contrast,
market regulation allows – at least on paper – the correction of market failures
without making anyone worse off, following a Pareto-improving logic (Majone
1994: 81). Second, the costs for regulatory compliance in areas of core state
powers are borne by Member States instead of market participants – which
means the EU has gone beyond a mere ‘regulatory state’ (Majone 1999). In the
EMU, governments have to be both willing and able to invest national fiscal
capacities into complying with EU regulations such as the SGP or the
European Semester. Third, and crucial for accountability, the material and
ideational costs for integrating core state powers attract the attention of mass
publics (Hooghe and Marks 2009), who are likely to reject re-distributive
measures across Member States – as seen during the euro crisis in North-
western European countries (Hutter and Kriesi 2019). Conversely, market
regulation is rarely controversial enough to attract public attention and mobil-
ise voters to the polls to oppose EU policies (Genschel and Jachtenfuchs
2016: 53).

Under the circumstances, the role of political accountability in the EMU is
essential because it creates mechanisms to contest policy decisions in a re-
distributive, politicised field that impacts national fiscal capacities and eco-
nomic performance. The main challenges and institutional constellations of
political accountability in the EMU are discussed below.

2.2.1 Political Accountability in the EMU

In the EMU, the possibility for political accountability has been disputed from
the beginning (Elgie 2002; Jabko 2003; Jones 2002; Verdun 1998). Due to its

6 For example, even before the euro crisis, the EMU triggered redistributive effects owing to the
‘one-size-fits-all’ approach of ECB monetary policy (Enderlein and Verdun 2009: 494).
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institutional design and the uniqueness of the EU political system, EMU
actors could not establish the type of electoral connection usually found at the
national level. As EU decision-making involved many actors negotiating at
different levels of governance, there could be no direct link between electoral
preferences and EU policy outputs (Hix and Høyland 2011: 131–133).
Moreover, as in other fields of EU policy activity, executive power in the
EMU was fragmented, with several institutions responsible for taking non-
legislative decisions with direct implementing or operational effect (Curtin
2009). Accordingly, the main decision-making bodies were either intergovern-
mental institutions (the European Council, the Eurogroup, and the ECOFIN
Council) or supranational technocratic bodies (the ECB or the Commission).
Both categories of institutions raised political accountability challenges: on
the one hand, the collective decisions of intergovernmental institutions were
decoupled from national elections; on the other hand, supranational techno-
cratic institutions were delegated specific tasks that political actors had neither
the expertise nor the appropriate mechanisms to oversee.

More generally, the accountability of intergovernmental bodies in EU
decision-making has been a matter of controversy in academic debates.
Some scholars consider that the European Council and the Council have
no legitimacy problems because their members are accountable to their
respective national parliaments and electorates (Moravcsik 2002). As described
in Article 10 TEU:

1. The functioning of the Union shall be founded on representative
democracy.

2. Citizens are directly represented at Union level in the European
Parliament. Member States are represented in the European Council
by their Heads of State or Government and in the Council by their
governments, themselves democratically accountable either to their
national Parliaments, or to their citizens.

In EMU decision-making, the emphasis falls on the European Council and
the Council because the EP has a minor role in the adoption of policies.
Nevertheless, the problemwith intergovernmental institutions is that they take
decisions collectively – often behind closed doors (Curtin 2014; Hillebrandt
and Novak 2016) – which means it is impossible to disentangle individual
responsibility (Brandsma 2013: 50–51). Moreover, negotiations are based on
compromises, so national governments can rarely achieve domestic prefer-
ences as indicated by their electorates. This makes it difficult for voters to
assign blame via the ballot box and thus hold EU actors accountable for poor
(economic) performance (Hobolt und Tilley 2014). While national
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governments can be replaced, there is little voters or national parliaments can
do to change their Member State’s bargaining power in intergovernmental
negotiations.

In response, defenders of intergovernmental decision-making point to
national parliaments as the appropriate political accountability forum in the
EMU. There is, however, significant variation among national parliaments
regarding their involvement in EU decision-making and oversight, depending
on their respective constitutional powers and relative ‘strength’ vis-à-vis their
governments (Auel 2007; Bergman 1997; Raunio 2005). Since the euro crisis,
the inequality between national parliaments has deepened in the context of
bailout negotiations and fiscal reforms that transferred new powers to the EU
level (Auel and Höing 2014; Crum 2018; Maatsch 2017; Moschella 2017). In
fact, most authors agree that the role of national parliaments in scrutinising
budgetary and fiscal decisions of their respective Member State has been
reduced since the crisis (Auel and Höing 2015; Fasone 2014b; Jancic 2017;
Rasmussen 2018; Rittberger 2014). From a structural perspective, the problem
remains the distinction between individual decisions of national governments
and collective decisions of intergovernmental bodies. National parliaments
can only hold their respective government accountable but not the Council
(or the European Council) as a whole.

Against this background, several reforms were introduced in recent years
to strengthen the role of national parliaments in the EMU. First, national
parliaments increased their scrutiny of European Council decision-making
by organising more hearings either to discuss, ex ante, the mandate of their
governments for such summits or to scrutinise, ex post, their outcomes and
conclusions (Fromage 2017: 174). As mentioned above, the effectiveness of
the effort depended on pre-existing oversight capacities at the plenary or the
committee level, which again meant that some parliaments were more
influential than others (Wessels et al. 2013: 37). Second, some national
parliaments became involved in the European Semester, requesting to be
informed of their governments’ Stability or Convergence Programmes and
National Reform Programmes, or alternatively, discussing the Country-
Specific Recommendations (CSRs) (Rozenberg 2017: 44–45).
Interestingly enough, existing studies found a higher interest in the
European Semester from non-Eurozone rather than Eurozone parliaments
(Hallerberg et al. 2018; Kreilinger 2016; Maatsch 2017; Rasmussen 2018). In
fact, while the involvement of many parliaments in the European Semester
has increased over time this has not been the case in the countries most
affected by the crisis, for example, Cyprus, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Spain, or
Portugal.
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Third, it was hoped that combining the resources of national parliaments and
the EP would compensate for their respective asymmetries in the EU system and
ensure amechanism for joint scrutiny of EMU (Kreilinger 2018a). To achieve this
goal, Article 13 of the Fiscal Compact introduced the prospect of an inter-
parliamentary conference that would bring together relevant committees of the
EP and national parliaments in order to discuss the EU’s new economic regime.
The first meetings were marked by conflict between MEPs and members of
national parliaments, who could not agree on the scope and composition of the
new conference (Cooper 2016). The conflict hindered the institutionalisation of
an effective network for inter-parliamentary cooperation: when the Rules of
Procedure were finally agreed in 2015, they specified the frequency of meetings
(twice per year) but left open the issue of size and composition of national
delegations (Rozenberg 2017: 46–47). Since 2012, the EP and Council
Presidencies have co-organised an annual ‘European Parliamentary Week’,
which coupled the Article 13 conference with a European Semester conference
on exchanging best practices of parliamentary scrutiny in the Member States
(European Parliament 2020b). This has led to themarginalisation of the Article 13
Conference and generated discontinuity between different events – whose focus
was always determined by the country holding the Presidency (Lupo and Griglio
2018: 365). For all these reasons, the contribution of national parliaments to
holding EMU actors accountable remains modest.

Moving to the EP, its most significant contribution to political accountabil-
ity in the EMU concerned for the longest time the relationship with the ECB
in monetary policy. In the late 1990s, the two institutions established
a ‘Monetary Dialogue’ through which the ECB President would appear four
times a year before the ECON Committee, a possibility now envisaged in
Article 284(3) TFEU and regulated in the EP’s Rules of Procedure. The
practice of Monetary Dialogues has been researched extensively in the aca-
demic literature, withmixed results. On the one hand, theMonetary Dialogue
was criticised for operating at a high level of generality, focused on debating
economic andmonetary policy issues rather than assessing the performance of
the ECB in fulfilling its mandate (Amtenbrink and van Duin 2009; Braun
2017; Claeys et al. 2014; Gros 2004). On the other hand, scholars found that the
Monetary Dialogue has improved over the years in terms of the relevance of
topics discussed and the extent to which the ECB engages with questions from
MEPs (Collignon and Diessner 2016; Eijffinger and Mujagic 2004; Fraccaroli
et al. 2018). However, there is no shortage of suggestions of how the Monetary
Dialogue could be improved in order to increase the political accountability
of the ECB (Claeys and Domı́nguez-Jiménez 2020; Lastra 2020; Whelan
2020).
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Overall, the EMU is a field of executive decision-making par excellence,
which raises serious concerns regarding its political accountability record.
Moreover, the rapid expansion of executive power during the euro crisis has
not been matched by a corresponding establishment of accountability mech-
anisms at the national or the EU level (Crum 2018; Dawson 2015; Rittberger
2014). Nonetheless, there were some reforms that empowered the EP in the
EMU – as illustrated in the next section.

2.2.2 Filling the Accountability Void? The Role of the EP after the Crisis

The EP is a relative newcomer in the EMU: excluding the regular Monetary
Dialogue with the ECB since 1999, the EP’s activity in the field has been
limited to participation in the few legislative dossiers adopted – and even there
its influence was limited (Bressanelli and Chelotti 2018). It was in the context
of the euro crisis that the EP’s powers of scrutiny expanded. The logic was
straightforward: ‘any conferral of [new] powers to the Union level should be
balanced by appropriate accountability requirements’ (Interinstitutional
Agreement 2013/694/EU between the EP and the ECB, Recital 4). In fact,
the EP gained competences to scrutinise all new instruments except the ESM,
which had been created outside the EU Treaties framework. In the SSM, the
EP established multiple public reporting obligations for the ECB, considered
by scholars as a possible model for the Monetary Dialogue (Fromage
and Ibrido 2018: 306). Since 2014, the EP has held regular public accountabil-
ity hearings with the chairpersons of both the SSM and the SRB. In addition,
in the framework of the European Semester, the EP institutionalised
‘Economic Dialogues’ with the Commission, the Eurogroup, the ECOFIN
Council, and individual Member States. The hearings or dialogues always
take place in the ECON Committee, but all MEPs can send each institution
written questions that have to be answered formally and in a timely manner.7

From a legal perspective, the consequences of the new scrutiny mechanisms
are vague. While the secondary legislation establishing the new instruments –
namely the SSM, the SRM, the Two-Pack, and the Six-Pack – clearly mentions
accountability obligations and the role of the EP thereof, there are no provisions

7 The possibility to address written questions to the ECB on banking supervision and the SRB on
banking resolution is stipulated in the SSM Regulation (Article 20[6]) and the SRM
Regulation (Article 45[6]), respectively. By contrast, MEPs send written questions to the
Commission and the Council in line with Rule 138 of the EP’s Rules of Procedure
(European Parliament 2020a). As the Commission received thousands of written questions
from the EP in the past, there is now a limit of five questions per month (European Parliament
2014e).
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on what happens when the ECB or the SRB avoids to answer questions or when
an Economic Dialogue fails (Fasone 2014a: 175). The EP cannot sanction or
correct the performance of executive actors in the EMU, even if MEPs had
clear benchmarks to assess their performance – which they lack (Amtenbrink
and Markakis 2019: 22–23). In respect of the Economic Dialogues, preliminary
studies dispute the impact of such meetings on the institutions and Member
States involved (de la Parra 2017: 117; Kluger Dionigi 2020). In this context,
Fromage argued that the EP still needs to exploit the full potential of the new
accountability instruments in the EMU; otherwise, it will remain an institution
empowered ‘on paper only’ (Fromage 2018).

One of the relationships that stayed stable throughout the euro crisis is that
between the EP and the European Council. Since the Maastricht Treaty, the
European Council has been required ‘to submit to the EP a report after each
of its meetings and a yearly written report on the progress achieved by the
Union’ (Article 4 TEU). Before the Lisbon Treaty and the creation of
a permanent President of the European Council, the task typically fell to the
rotating Presidency of the Council, which attended EP plenary sessions after
each European Council meeting in order to informMEPs of summit conclu-
sions. The right to be ‘informed’ placed the EP in a weak accountability
position from the beginning: MEPs heard the decisions of the European
Council but could do nothing about them (van de Steeg 2009).

After the Lisbon Treaty, the European Council President became respon-
sible for informing the EP of the outcomes of European Council meetings
(Article 15[6] TFEU). Unfortunately, the format of plenary sessions did not
change during the mandates of Herman Van Rompuy (2009–2014) and
Donald Tusk (2014–2019). In each session, the European Council President
gives a long opening statement about the discussions and conclusions of the
summit, followed by similarly long remarks by the Commission President. In
advance of the plenary, the EP President decides if MEPs will take the floor for
a full ‘debate’ or a 30-minute session of ‘brief and concise questions’
(European Parliament 2010b).

In practice, the ‘debate’ was the usual format for plenary sessions on the
conclusions of European Council meetings.8 In line with the EP’s Rules of
Procedure, speaking time was first allocated equally among political groups
and later in proportion to the total number of their members (Rule 149[4] of
the 7th parliamentary term). In the first round, MEPs would appoint a speaker

8 The author searched the EP website for plenary sessions with the European Council President
during 2010–2015. All sessions followed the ‘debate’ format of EP plenaries. The transcripts of
these debates are available in their original language.

2.2 The Accountability Framework of the EMU 33

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611


on behalf of their group and take the floor in the order of the relative size of the
groups in the EP. Sometimes, the European Council President would speak
after the first round and answer some of the questions raised (European
Parliament 2010a); other times, he would just take the floor at the end for
a closing statement (e.g. European Parliament 2014a). In any case, MEPs
would not be allowed to speak twice in order to request a specific reply for
a question that was evaded (van de Steeg 2009: 5).

Overall, this type of plenary debate cannot be considered a platform for
political accountability because the format does not allow MEPs to ask
questions systematically and receive answers from the European Council. If
anything, plenary debates offer the space for MEPs to give speeches outlining
the vision of their political groups on the issues discussed by the European
Council. By contrast, committee meetings offer a more suitable format for
executive scrutiny, allowing MEPs to question EU executive actors in
a restricted format. For this reason, the oversight powers gained by the EP in
the aftermath of the euro crisis – focused on parliamentary questions and
committee meetings – constitute a more promising avenue for achieving
political accountability in the EMU. Their actual effectiveness remains to
be established.

2.3 summary

Given its far-reaching impact onMember States’ economies, the EMU has
always been central to the EU political agenda. The euro crisis exposed the
flawed institutional architecture of the field and accentuated cleavages
between Northern and Southern European economies. As the crisis deep-
ened, the redistributive implications of the EMU became clear, and EU
measures started to be increasingly contested by national publics. From
a governance perspective, critics questioned the dominance of intergov-
ernmental bodies in decision-making and the empowerment of supra-
national institutions in policy implementation. Against this background,
the discussion about political accountability intensified – especially in
respect of the role of national parliaments and the EP. Taking into account
the structural limitations of national parliaments in the EU – which can
hold their own governments accountable but not EU institutions as
a whole – attention turned towards the EP and its newly acquired scrutiny
powers. To what extent could the EP act as an effective accountability
forum in the EMU? The next chapter puts forth the analytical toolkit to
answer the question.
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3

Studying Accountability at the European Parliament

A Legislative Oversight Approach

This chapter sets forth the theoretical and methodological approach of the
book. The underlying assumption is that the study of the EP as an account-
ability forum needs to be situated in the specialised literature in public
administration (on accountability) and political science (on legislative over-
sight). After all, the EP is a legislative body with powers of scrutiny over EU
executive actors in the EMU. Throughout the chapter, the terms ‘legislative
oversight’ and ‘parliamentary scrutiny’ are used interchangeably to denote
a political accountability relationship between legislatures and executive
actors with an ex post focus on past government activities. By contrast, ‘public
accountability’ is a broader term that includes all mechanisms – electoral,
legal, and administrative – through which public sector actors are required to
justify their conduct in front of a higher authority and potentially face sanc-
tions (Mulgan 2000a: 555).

Accordingly, the chapter starts with the introduction of the concept of
accountability, which became popular in political discourse and public
administration starting the 1970s (Dubnick 2014: 28). Next, the chapter nar-
rows down on accountability as the relationship between an account-giver (an
‘actor’) and an account-holder (a ‘forum’), where the latter has the right to ask
questions and receive answers regarding the activity of the former (cf. Bovens
2007). This narrow focus on discursive interactions is explained by the types of
accountability relationships existing between the EP and executive actors in
the EMU – for instance, the Monetary Dialogue, the hearings on banking
supervision, or the Economic Dialogues (see Chapter 2.2.2). Since the EP
lacks clear sanctioning mechanisms vis-à-vis executive actors in the EMU, it
makes little sense to consider accountability as punishment (for a discussion of
the topic, see Mansbridge 2014). Conversely, the interest here is in account-
ability exchanges between legislative and executive actors, which require
a theoretical anchor in legislative oversight studies in political science.
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While oversight has been extensively theorised through the lens of principal–
agent theory, the assessment of its effectiveness in practice is more compli-
cated – especially when it comes to the analysis of discursive interactions
between parliaments and executive actors.

Against this background, the chapter emphasises the importance of parlia-
mentary questions in legislative oversight and the need for a systematic frame-
work to examine their effectiveness. The idea is that the study of parliamentary
questions (Q) needs to be connected to their respective answers (A) and
examined together (Q&A) at the micro level as an exchange of claims between
legislative and executive actors. Drawing on principal–agent theory, the pub-
lic administration literature on accountability, and communication research,
the chapter offers a step-by-step guide for qualitative content analysis of Q&A
that can be applied to different legislative oversight contexts at different levels
of governance – not just to the EP. It is argued that the effectiveness of Q&A
depends on the strength of the questions asked and the responsiveness of
answers provided, which are correspondingly operationalised. The two dimen-
sions are then developed into six possible scenarios of oversight interactions,
ranging from ‘High control’ over the executive (or ‘responsiveness’ to the
accountability forum) to ‘No control’. Coming back to the EMU, the chapter
formulates theoretically-informed expectations about the potential account-
ability interactions between the EP and the four EMU executive actors
selected for empirical investigation: the ECB, the Commission, the
ECOFIN Council, and the Eurogroup (see Chapter 1.4). The final section
puts forth the methodological considerations of the study, including the
coding guide used for the empirical analysis.

3.1 the concept of accountability

How do we know if an actor is being held accountable in a given context?
Where do we draw the line between degrees of accountability in specific
cases? In accountability studies, questions of operationalisation and measure-
ment remain a minefield owing to the concept’s vast semantic field – includ-
ing words such as ‘responsibility’, ‘answerability’, ‘control’, ‘responsiveness’,
‘liability’, ‘transparency’, ‘public ethics’, and so forth (Dubnick 2002, 2014;
Koppell 2005; Mulgan 2000a). Indeed, the public administration literature
abounds in studies that seek to conceptualise accountability (Behn 2001;
Bovens 2010; Bovens et al. 2014; Brandsma and Schillemans 2013; Day and
Klein 1987; Dubnick 2011; Dubnick and Frederickson 2011; Mulgan 2000;
Romzek and Dubnick 1987; Schillemans and Busuioc 2015). Despite variation
in terminology, there is in fact a minimal consensus on some core features of
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the term. Accountability is generally understood as the relationship between
an account-giver and an account-taker, in which the former has to answer to
the latter by providing information and justification of conduct (Bovens 2007:
450; Lindberg 2013: 209; Philp 2009; Romzek and Dubnick 1998; Schillemans
2013 Scott 2000). The two parties of the relationship can have different names:
actors and forums (Bovens 2007a), accountability holdees and holders (Behn
2001), and accountors and accountees (Pollitt 2003). While such relationships
exist in both the public and the private sectors, the concept gained wide
currency in the democratic lexicon in relation to the importance of imposing
controls on the exercise of power by public officials (Flinders 2011; Mulgan
2003; Schedler 1999; Schmitter 2004). At the same time, accountability rela-
tionships involve both individuals and organisations: for example, civil ser-
vants accountable to their superiors, public agencies accountable to
parliaments, experts accountable to professional bodies, governments
accountable to administrative and constitutional courts, and so on (Romzek
and Dubnick 1987: 228–229).

A common position in the public administration literature is that account-
ability is an obligation that can be either mandatory, required by law, or
voluntary, a deliberate choice of the account-giver to provide information
and justify conduct, usually in order to improve legitimacy (Bovens et al. 2014:
12; Busuioc and Lodge 2016: 253–255; Koenig-Archibugi 2004: 245–246; Koop
2014). Research on the adequacy of mandatory accountability is far more
prevalent in the specialised literature, taking into consideration the connec-
tion with democracy and its inherent requirement for public officials –
whether elected or not – to be accountable to a higher authority (Dowdle
2006; Mulgan 2003; Przeworski et al. 1999; Schmitter and Karl 1991: 76). In
contrast, voluntary accountability is not legally binding and varies consider-
ably depending on the practices of public organisations (Koop 2014: 569; see
also Moore 2014). Mandatory accountability is associated with institutional
mechanisms stipulated by law, which are in principle easier to identify and
evaluate.

The work of Mark Bovens systematised the study of mandatory accountabil-
ity by offering a parsimonious definition that could be applied to different
contexts and levels of governance (Bovens 2007a, 2010; Bovens et al. 2014). He
popularised a mechanistic approach to the term, focusing on the institutional
arrangements of accountability and their impact on the behaviour of actors –
in other words, accountability as the independent variable (Bovens 2010: 957).
In his view, accountability referred to a series of institutionalised mechanisms
through which actors could be held accountable, ex post facto, by a forum
(Bovens 2010: 948). The goal of the conceptualisation was primarily
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descriptive, namely to map institutional arrangements of accountability and
identify their (potential) shortcomings (Schillemans and Bovens 2011). In
practice, the analytical focus on mechanisms is never purely descriptive
because an independent variable does not make sense in isolation: there is
always a dependent variable – in this case the behaviour of actors – that is
considered by association. But the emphasis on institutional arrangements
narrowed down the scope of accountability research significantly.

Furthermore, Bovens put forth a sequential understanding of accountabil-
ity relationships in which he distinguished between three stages. First, the
actor must be under a formal or informal obligation to render account –
translated into the regular disclosure of information about its activities (the
‘information stage’). Second, the forum must have the capacity to ask ques-
tions regarding the conduct of the actor, demanding further information and/
or justification for certain decisions (the ‘debate’ or ‘discussion stage’). Third,
the forummust be able to pass judgement on the behaviour of the actor, using
sanctions when considered appropriate (the ‘consequences stage’) (Bovens
2007a: 451–452; Schillemans and Bovens 2011: 5). Elsewhere, the stages are
described as ‘analytically distinct phases’ (Schillemans 2013: 13) or as ‘a
heuristic device’ that helps organise research on accountability by pointing
out deficiencies in one of the stages (Brandsma and Schillemans 2013: 956).

As any heuristic, the idea of stages impacts the operationalisation of
accountability. If the term is defined as a sequence of institutionalised mech-
anisms, then the evaluation of accountability will start by examining the
presence or absence of those stages (Brandsma and Schillemans 2013). Next,
the assessment will zoom in on individual stages with the goal to identify
institutional inadequacies: there can be either too many or too few account-
ability mechanisms in a given setting (Bovens 2007a: 462). Empirically, this
analytical focus assumes an investigation of accountability procedures and
their functioning, which can bemore quantitative or qualitative depending on
the methodological orientations of the researcher. But regardless of methods,
the lack of accountability is similarly explained in terms of institutional
overloads or deficits that can only be fixed if the right balance of mechanisms
is found for every context (Bovens and Schillemans 2014: 677–679). The key
question is whether there are appropriate measures to ensure accountability at
every stage.

In Bovens’s writing, the question whether actors ‘behaved in an accountable
way’ (Bovens et al. 2014: 8) is actually secondary. He argues that depending on
the effects of different mechanisms, accountability can be evaluated from
a democratic, constitutional, or learning perspective. First, democratic
accountability is assessed in principal–agent terms, asking to what extent
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principals can exercise control over agents in the institutionalised chain of
delegation from voters to elected representative to executives to bureaucracies.
Second, constitutional accountability is analysed from a legal and administra-
tive viewpoint, looking at courts and chambers of auditors in order to examine
whether an actor has abused its power or mismanaged funds in any way. Third,
the learning perspective of accountability focuses on public performance
reviews centred on stakeholder and public account-giving, weighing the
appropriateness of the incentive structure, which allows actors to learn from
and correct past mistakes in order to provide greater societal outcomes (Bovens
2007a: 463–466). There are implicit normative assumptions behind each
perspective, as accountability is expected to enhance the legitimacy of an
actor via ‘democratic control’, by ‘preventing the development of dangerous
concentrations of executive power’, or by ‘making governments deliver better
public value’ (Bovens et al. 2010a: 50). The three perspectives can not only
complement but also contradict one another: for example, democratic control
through electoral politics is at odds with constitutional accountability through
judicial processes (Bovens 2007a: 466). In the end, Bovens deliberately leaves
the evaluation of accountability open-ended: it is up to the researcher to
choose his/her most preferred theoretical apparatus and understand the trade-
offs involved in that choice.

Over time, this approach to accountability became widely employed in
empirical research, especially in EU studies (e.g. Bovens et al. 2010b; Busuioc
2013; Curtin and Egeberg 2008; Harlow and Rawlings 2007; Markakis 2020;
Papadopoulos 2007; Schillemans 2008). The generality of the stages made the
approach particularly applicable to the EU’s multi-level system. Indeed,
indicators of the ‘information’, ‘discussion’, and ‘consequences’ stage could
be identified to a greater or lesser extent within all accountability relation-
ships. What is trickier is to assess individual indicators and take stock of the
extent of accountability in a given context. The challenges of that process are
discussed in the following pages.

3.1.1 Measuring the Stages of Accountability

When it comes to measuring Bovens’s approach to accountability, indicators
for the ‘information stage’ and ‘the consequences stage’ are straightforward.
Usually, these are provided in the legal framework of the actor under investi-
gation. In terms of information, indicators refer to periodic self-evaluation
reports and testimonies about the performance, results, or processes of the
actor (Bovens 2007a: 451). Sanctions are expected to offer the possibility for
redress, providing ‘safeguards against bad government’ (Oliver 1991: 23); for
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instance, the forum could quash or amend the actor’s decisions or take
disciplinary measures through rewards, bonuses, termination, or changes of
contract (Behn 2001). In addition to indicators measuring legal provisions –
which can be limiting because they only assess de jure accountability – there
are also ways to capture practices or de facto accountability (Busuioc 2009).
Such practices include the amount and type of information released by an
actor on a regular basis or the informal consequences a forum can impose
through public criticism and rebukes (Brandsma and Schillemans 2013: 955–
958). From a methodological perspective, surveys and interviews are useful
here. On the one hand, surveys can ask actors detailed questions about the type
of information they share and inquire whether forums find this information
sufficient (Brandsma 2014: 148). On the other hand, interviews can add
precious details regarding the type of accountability relationship at play and
the reasons behind the imposition of sanctions or their lack thereof (Busuioc
2013; Yang 2014).

By contrast, the discussion stage is much more challenging to capture from
an empirical perspective. The reason is related to the nature of the stage:
accountability debates are not always public, and even when they are, discur-
sive interactions are naturally open to qualitative interpretation. One pertinent
attempt to investigate the ‘discussion stage’ has been made by Brandsma (2013,
2014) and Brandsma and Schillemans (2013), who proposed to examine the
‘intensity’ of discussions. Intensity refers to ‘the extent to which an actor’s
behaviour is discussed with her afterwards’ (Brandsma 2014: 150) and whether
‘a message [is getting] across through an exchange of views’ (Brandsma and
Schillemans 2013: 965). Based on survey material and interviews with partici-
pants in accountability arrangements, the authors categorised discussions as
being about principles or visions, that is, points of views of either actors or
forums (Brandsma 2013: 133). Elsewhere, Carman (2009) evaluated the inter-
actions between funders and non-profit organisations in the United States and
created scales to operationalise various dimensions of those exchanges, for
example, external monitoring, descriptive reporting, and evaluation and per-
formance measurement. While both approaches yield valuable results, they
are based on participants’ own understanding and post hoc rationalisation of
the accountability interaction rather than on the interaction per se.

Examining the actual discussion of the ‘discussion stage’ is difficult because
of access to data. Indeed, numerous accountability interactions are never
recorded in writing or in a video/audio form. Parliamentary debates offer
a rare glimpse into the ‘discussion stage’ by allowing the researcher to explore
the dialogue of accountability interactions (Amtenbrink and van Duin 2009;
Auel 2007; Eijffinger andMujagic 2004). In respect of the EP, one of the most
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comprehensive analyses of the discussion stage is provided by van de Steeg
(2009), who devised a checklist regarding the efficient use of ‘question time’ by
MEPs, the clarity of their questions, and the extent to which the actors
answered the ‘core’ of the questions posed. Such an approach is essential
because it demonstrates how accountability is enacted, that is the ways in
which accountability forums use the means at their disposal to hold actors to
account and, in turn, how actors respond to this challenge. The point is to go
beyond checking whether a ‘discussion stage’ exists on paper and looking into
the practice of that accountability relationship by examining the extent to
which relevant questions are asked and appropriate answers are provided or
investigating differences in interactions over time. Indeed, researchers need
a better understanding of the ‘discussion stage’ because it provides a unique
angle into the day-to-day implementation of accountability.

When it comes to political accountability, the ‘discussion stage’ overlaps
with legislative oversight of executive actors, as shown in the next section.

3.2 situating the accountability potential
of parliaments

In the political science literature on democratic accountability, parliaments
occupy a central role for at least two reasons: (1) members of parliaments are
accountable to their voters through elections and (2) they are responsible for
holding the governments to account through different means (Strøm 2000:
267). This book is concerned with the second dimension, namely the relation-
ship between parliaments (classically seen as legislative bodies) and governing
actors (collectively known as the executive). The discussion here covers
mainstream political science studies on legislative oversight and principal–
agent relations.

3.2.1 Government Accountability and the Role of Parliaments

In the institutional logic of parliaments, the relationship with the executive
covers both their elective and controlling functions (von Beyme 2000: 72). The
elective function refers to a parliament’s power to appoint the executive
(Bagehot 1873: 119), which differs depending on the system of government in
place. In parliamentary democracies, governments can be voted in and out of
office by parliamentary majorities, so they are dependent on the legislature’s
support (Müller et al. 2006: 12–13). Conversely, in presidential systems, the head
of state is directly elected by citizens for a fixed term; s/he selects members of the
cabinet and administration; and together, they operate independently from
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parliamentary votes of no confidence (Linz 1990: 52). Semi-presidential or
mixed systems lie somewhere in-between, but recent research shows that there
is actually significant heterogeneity in all three regime types (Cheibub et al.
2014: 528). For accountability purposes, the elective function of parliaments is
thus more relevant in some contexts than others.

In contrast, the controlling function – the notion of parliamentary control
over the executive – is at the heart of democratic accountability regardless of
whether the system of government is parliamentary, presidential, or mixed.
The importance of the idea was first articulated by John Stuart Mill in the
nineteenth century:

Instead of the function of governing, for which it is radically unfit, the proper
office of a representative assembly is to watch and control the government: to
throw the light of publicity on its acts; to compel a full exposition and
justification of all of them which any one considers questionable; to censure
them if found condemnable, and, if the men who compose the government
abuse their trust, or fulfil it in a manner which conflicts with the deliberate
sense of the nation, to expel them from office, and either expressly or virtually
appoint their successors. (Mill 1861)

Nowadays, parliaments are commonly referred to as government ‘watchdogs’
(Frears 1990), playing a key role in legislative oversight (McCubbins and
Schwartz 1984; Ogul and Rockman 1990) or the scrutiny of the executive
(House of Lords 2011). The terms are often used interchangeably and accepted
as part of the established vocabulary of political accountability surrounding
executive–legislative relations. In the academic literature, the notion of ‘over-
sight’ gained traction in the 1970s, in parallel to developments in the US
Congress regarding the need to ‘keep a watchful eye’ over the administration
after the Watergate scandal (Aberbach 1990).

In legislative studies, ‘oversight’ is conceptualised in an inclusive or
restrictive way depending on the number and type of instruments entailed
in the process, as well as on the form of control they place over the executive
(Rockman 1984: 416–417). A broad definition is provided by Ogul, who
describes oversight as ‘behaviour by legislators and their staffs, individually
or collectively, which results in an impact, intended or not, on bureaucratic
behaviour’ (Ogul 1976: 11). His focus is not on the government per se but on
the entire administrative apparatus of the state, including civil servants.
Harris proposes a narrower understanding: ‘oversight, strictly speaking, refers
to review after the fact. It includes inquiries about policies that are or have
been in effect, investigations of past administrative actions, and the calling of
executive officers to account for their financial transactions’ (Harris 1964: 9).
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In relation to legislation in particular, the National Democratic Institute
(NDI) portrays oversight as ‘the obvious follow-on activity linked to
lawmaking. After participating in lawmaking, the legislature’s main role
is to see whether laws are being effectively implemented and whether, in
fact, they address and correct problems as intended by their drafters’
(National Democratic Institute 2000: 24). Oversight has thus an import-
ant ex post dimension in government action, focusing on the executive’s
past conduct in terms of implementing legislation and adopting specific
measures.

From a theoretical perspective, the study of legislative oversight became
intertwined with principal–agent applications to delegation in representative
democracies (Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991; Lupia and McCubbins 1994;
Strøm 2000). In fact, this is how definitions of oversight came to be equated
with a parliament’s (mechanisms of) control over the government and the
bureaucracy. The principal–agent model is not a theory as much as an
approach to delegation dominant in economics, political science, sociology,
and policy studies (Braun and Guston 2003). The bedrock of the approach is
the idea that in a representative democracy, ‘those authorised to make political
decisions [i.e. citizens] conditionally designate others [i.e. elected politicians,
technocrats etc.] to make such decisions in their name and place’ (Müller
et al. 2006: 19). The person or group/institution doing the designation is the
principal, whereas the person or group/institution acting on the principal’s
behalf is called the agent (Lupia 2006: 33). Delegation is typically perceived in
the form of a chain, with direct links from voters to members of parliament,
frommembers of parliament to governments, from governments to individual
ministries and regulatory/implementing agencies, and finally from ministers
and agency heads to civil servants (Busuioc 2013; Müller 2000; Niskanen 1973;
Strøm 2000). This single-chain type of delegation is common in parliamentary
democracies, whereas presidential systems have a different model, resembling
a grid – with multiple principals (voters in different constituencies) electing
multiple agents for the office of the president and parliament, respectively
(Strøm 2006: 65).

Against this background, the principal–agent framework introduced
accountability as the counterpart of delegation in democratic systems. In
fact, when describing electoral accountability, Fearon presents delegation as
the necessary condition for accountability, based on the understanding that ‘A
is obliged to act in some way on behalf of B’ and, in turn, that ‘B is empowered
by some formal institutional or perhaps informal rules to sanction or reward
A for her activities or performance in this capacity’ (1999). To put it differently,
if delegation is the process through which principals entrust agents with
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specific tasks, accountability is meant to ensure that the same principals
maintain control over their agents. As explained by Lupia:

An agent is accountable to a principal if the principal can exercise control
over the agent and delegation is not accountable if the principal is unable to
exercise control. If a principal in situation A exerts more control than
a principal in situation B, then accountability is greater in situation A than
it is in situation B. (Lupia 2006: 35)

Based on this premise, the principal–agent model is concerned with the
formal incentive structure through which principals can influence the behav-
iour of agents andmake them act accountably (Gailmard 2014: 91). Themodel
is based on rationalist assumptions of fixed preferences and self-interested
behaviour, operating in an environment of scarce information and
a hierarchy of principals over agents (Strøm 2006: 59). These assumptions
create automatic problems for accountability because the preferences of
principals and agents are bound to diverge over time. Agents are therefore
expected to ‘shirk’ their obligations before principals either by hiding infor-
mation before they are appointed (adverse selection) or by hiding their
behaviour while on the job (moral hazard) (Moe 1984: 754–755). In the
attempt to control their agents, principals are faced with a decision between
the benefits of realising their own preferences and the costs of making the
agent act in their most preferred way (Gailmard 2014: 92). Although there are
several variations of principal–agent frameworks applied to accountability,
they all share a focus on sanctions and the role of punishment in holding
actors accountable (Mansbridge 2014: 55–56). The logic is straightforward:
sanctions reinstate the principal’s control over an agent and prevent future
agency drift.

In respect of accountability, the principal–agent literature describes four
different ways to address agency problems. These are: (1) contract design, (2)
screening and selection mechanisms, (3) monitoring and reporting require-
ments, and (4) institutional checks (Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991: 27). The
first two operate ex ante (framing the principal–agent relationship), while the
other two function ex post, ensuring ongoing oversight of the agent. Kaare
Strøm elaborated on the four measures in the context of executive–legislative
relations. In his view, contract design refers to ‘the set of terms on which the
cabinet is allowed to take office’ (1995: 73). Contract terms are to specify not
only the shared interests between principals and agents (‘incentive compati-
bility’) but also the rules by which the agent is to take office (‘investiture rules’)
(Strøm 1995: 74–75). Screening and selection mechanisms aim to solve the
problem of adverse selection by eliminating ‘potentially troublesome’ agents
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‘before they ever get into office’ (Strøm 1995: 75). Political parties in parlia-
ment play a major role in the process of screening, voting, or appointing
cabinet members and agency heads (Saalfeld 2000: 356).

Monitoring and reporting requirements overlap most clearly with the
legislative oversight instruments mentioned above. Such requirements
include committee hearings, questions, audits, special commissioners
(‘ombudsmen’), plenary debates, plus the ‘ultimate sanction of the no confi-
dence vote’ in parliamentary regimes (Strøm 1995: 75). Elsewhere in the
literature, monitoring mechanisms are categorised as (1) proactive and
centralised (‘police patrols’) or (2) reactive and decentralised, meaning
instruments available at the disposal of those affected in case of necessity
(‘fire alarms’) (McCubbins and Schwartz 1984). The centralised aspect of
‘police patrols’ is contested, taking into account that there is no parliamen-
tary-wide, systematic review of government measures; instead, police patrols
are decentralised in committees and can often act in response to a scandal
inside the executive (Ogul and Rockman 1990: 13). Fire-alarm oversight
refers to the totality of procedures through which interested third parties
(citizens, civil society organisations, and interest groups) can complain
directly to the parliament about past or prospective executive measures
(Saalfeld 2000: 363).

Finally, institutional checks are safety mechanisms designed to ensure that
the decisions of agents are subject to ‘the veto power or other checks exercised
by other political agencies’ (Strøm 1995: 76). For example, institutional checks
and balances encompass judicial review by courts, the division of compe-
tences within federal systems, or internal procedures within executives and
parliaments. It is important to mention that the range of mechanisms available
in principal–agent models cannot eliminate agency loss completely. In fact, it
is expected that the very act of delegation presupposes a loss of agency by the
principal (Lupia 2006: 35). After all, the reason why the principal agreed to
delegate specific functions to an agent is because it lacked the necessary
information and resources to perform the task by itself. Under the circum-
stances, the role of accountability is to reduce agency loss, meaning that the
conduct of the agent does not drift significantly from the principal’s ideal
preferences (Strøm 2000: 275). The interest of principal–agent studies is then
to outline game-theoretical models mapping the different choices of princi-
pals and agents or, alternatively, to check whether the elements of the model
are empirically present (Gailmard 2014).

Having outlined the theoretical roots of democratic accountability through
parliaments, the next question is how principal–agent relations work in prac-
tice and how best to investigate them empirically.
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3.2.2 Studying Oversight through Parliamentary Questions

Whilst legislative oversight studies might have originated in the American
context, the concept can be identified all over the world, with some variation
between parliamentary and presidential regimes (Strøm 2000). Typically, the
framework for legislative–executive relations is described in constitutions (or
equivalent) in relation to the separation of powers, while the details of legisla-
tive oversight are stipulated in legislation and/or parliamentary rules of
procedures (Yamamoto 2007). From an organisational perspective, legislative
oversight is visible in (1) committee hearings, (2) plenary hearings on specific
topics, (3) the creation and functioning of commissions of inquiry, (4) the
submission of written questions, as well as the use of in-chamber, (5) ‘question
time’, and (5) interpellations (Pelizzo and Stapenhurst 2012: 32–36). The
availability and use of different tools depend on the jurisdiction; important
factors include the legal framework of executive–legislative relations, the
adequacy of parliamentary staff and research capacity, the influence of polit-
ical parties, and the activity of individual legislators (Ogul 1976; Pelizzo and
Stapenhurst 2012).

On the whole, oversight tools allow a parliament to make demands of the
executive and react to specific policies in writing or orally through reports,
speeches, and statements and in direct engagement with the government or
civil servants – by asking questions. In fact, the study of parliamentary ques-
tions constitutes a field of its own with different areas of focus. In the UK
House of Commons, the use of ‘Question Time’ has attracted a lot of attention
as a historical development (Chester and Bowring 1962), in terms of why
members of parliament ask questions and how (Franklin and Norton 1993),
and in relation to what type of control over the government can be exercised
through questions (Cole 1999; Gregory 1990). There is also extensive research
on the practices of parliamentary questions in European legislatures with an
emphasis on the political behaviour of members who address questions
(Martin 2011a; Russo and Wiberg 2010; Wiberg and Koura 1994).

Although questions are almost always linked to oversight, they carry
additional connotations for members of parliament such as self-promotion,
acting on behalf of one’s constituency (Martin 2011b), gaining strategic
advantages within one’s party, or competing over issues with others
(Proksch and Slapin 2011; Vliegenthart et al. 2013). In fact, it is widely
recognised that members of parliament ask questions for a plurality of
reasons (Wiberg and Koura 1994: 30–31). Furthermore, examining the
behaviour of members of parliament driving parliamentary questions con-
tributes to the study of electoral links, government-opposition relations, and
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intra-party dynamics in legislatures. But although these subjects are fascin-
ating in themselves, they move away from the legislative oversight goal of
limiting agency loss through monitoring and reporting requirements
(Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991). To put it simply, even if members of
parliament ask questions for electoral or career gains, this does not diminish
their original ‘oversight purpose’ to control the executive. After all, different
motivations can be served through the same question.

From a research perspective, the challenge is to establish when
a parliamentary question is effective in achieving the effect of control. So
far, this methodological conundrum has been addressed by scholars in two
ways. One avenue was to ask members of parliament, through surveys and
interviews, whether the use of parliamentary questions has fulfilled their
expectations of holding ministers accountable (Franklin and Norton 1993).
Surveys are helpful in conveying the perceptions of a sample of members of
parliament regarding the usefulness of parliamentary questions; however, they
risk being under-representative owing to low participation rates (Bailer 2014:
186). Interviews suffer from the same problem to a higher extent, namely the
inability to capture whole-of-parliament views about the effectiveness of over-
sight activities. At the same time, surveys and interviews take a snapshot of
participants’ views at a certain moment in time, meaning that findings cannot
cover longer legislative periods.

Another popular approach is to conduct content analyses of parliamentary
questions, which aim ‘to extract meaningful content from an entire corpus of
text in a systematic way’ (Slapin and Proksch 2014: 128). Typical investigations
include analyses of the frequency of questions on different indicators, such as
government department/agency and subject matter (Cole 1999) or type of
procedure and political affiliation of members of parliament posing questions
(Proksch and Slapin 2011; Wiberg and Koura 1994). Quantitative content
analysis of oral and written questions overcomes the representativeness prob-
lem of surveys and interviews; nevertheless, the method cannot capture
qualitative aspects about the content of the question in terms of their suitabil-
ity for oversight.

To sum up, the literature on legislative oversight is rich but simultan-
eously disjointed. As with many other academic subfields, scholars have
been interested throughout time in different aspects of oversight, some
theoretical and others empirically driven. When it comes to the study of
parliamentary questions in particular, what is currently missing from the
literature is a systematic analytical approach for evaluating their effective-
ness in achieving control of the executive. The next section introduces such
a framework.
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3.3 the analytical framework: the q&a approach to
legislative oversight

So far, the chapter has established the scarcity of research on the ‘discussion
stage’ of public accountability relationships and the problem of measuring the
extent to which actors can be held accountable through this stage alone. In
respect of political accountability and the relationship between parliaments
and executive actors in particular, the ‘discussion stage’ is captured in legisla-
tive oversight and the pervasive use of parliamentary questions. From
a theoretical perspective, oversight is widely conceptualised in principal–
agent terms, but the literature lacks a comprehensive framework for assessing
whether parliamentary questions can control the executive and actually hold
governmental actors accountable in practice.

To establish the effectiveness of parliamentary questions in the ‘discussion
stage’ of political accountability, the approach presented here9 builds on two
underlying assumptions. The first is that the study of parliamentary questions
cannot be separated from the study of executive answers, keeping in mind that
legislative oversight presupposes a discursive exchange between two actors: the
legislative and the executive. Following the convention in the literature, the
‘executive’ can refer to cabinet members (including prime ministers/presi-
dents), politically appointed government officials in ministries or agencies, or
civil servants in public administration. The legislative can include members of
parliament (individually or in groups), a parliamentary committee, or the
parliament as a whole. The second assumption is that evaluating the effective-
ness of parliamentary questions must be limited in scope; otherwise, researchers
risk getting lost in assessing the broader impact of legislative oversight on the
political system (Rockman 1984: 430). Indeed, ‘impact’ can mean different
things to different people, including but not limited to changes in policy
decisions, changes in the attitudes of the executive towards the legislative (e.g.
more transparency), or changes in legislative oversight practices (e.g. more
hearings). The problem is that such (longer-term) effects can be caused by
multiple factors that are not related to parliamentary questions. To avoid the
confusion, it is proposed to limit the evaluation of parliamentary questions to
their content on the one hand and their corresponding answers on the other
hand, that is, the exchange of claims between legislative and executive actors.

Taking into account the emphasis on questions and answers as a discursive
exchange, the analytical framework is labelled the ‘Q&A approach to

9 Parts of this chapter were previously published in the European Journal of Political Research
(Maricut-Akbik 2021).
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legislative oversight’. Two implications come with the label: (1) that the
content of Q&A in oversight interactions is essential and should be analysed
in itself and (2) that the exchange of claims between legislative and executive
actors is the result of ‘the actual, strategic actions of the claims makers’
(Koopmans and Statham 1999: 216). Indeed, legislative oversight interactions
have a certain dynamic dictated by the nature of their relationship, bearing
in mind that the legislative has the authority to judge the appropriateness of
executive actions, while the executive has to answer to the legislative for its
performance (Aberbach 1990; Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991; Ogul 1976).
Q&A will thus correspondingly reflect the strategic positions of actors
towards these goals. Moreover, since legislative oversight is an institutional-
ised process, Q&A can be found in organised hearings, meetings, and more
frequently, the exchange of documents between the two parties.
Accordingly, Q&A takes the form of both verbal and written
communication.

Furthermore, the Q&A approach to legislative oversight puts forth an
analytical model entailing (a minimum of) three steps: (1) the legislative asks
a question of the executive, (2) the executive provides an answer, and (3) the
legislative reacts to that response. If the legislative continues one line of
questioning, there is a feedback loop back to the executive’s replies.
Portraying Q&A as a three-step process is not random. In a legislative oversight
interaction, not only does the legislative ask a question and the executive reply
but also there is a back-and-forth that reveals essential information about the
dynamics of oversight in a particular setting. Follow-up questions suggest
dissatisfaction with the executive’s response, which is why they have to be
considered separately from questions asked only once (Sánchez de Dios and
Wiberg 2011: 356). Figure 3.1 offers an overview of the framework, which is
explained below.

Column I lists the types of questions a member of parliament can ask the
executive. Borrowing from the public administration literature, the Q&A
approach to legislative oversight connects parliamentary questions to the
stages of public accountability – information, discussion, and consequences –
envisaged byMark Bovens (2007; see Section 3.1). The idea is that (1) the actor
is obliged to disclose information about its activities on a regular basis, (2) the
forum can interrogate the actor about the adequacy of its conduct, and (3) the
forum can pass positive or negative judgements on the behaviour of the actor,
including through the imposition of sanctions (Bovens 2007a: 450–451).
Technically speaking, parliamentary questions are part of Bovens’s second
stage because they constitute only one element of holding actors accountable.
However, for the purposes of analysing parliamentary questions, the stages are

3.3 The Analytical Framework: The Q&A Approach to Legislative Oversight 49

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611


I. Initial question by legislative

weaker oversight questions

A. Request information about
decisions or conduct

B. Request justification for decisions
or conduct

C. Request a change of decisions or
conduct

D. Request the application of
sanctions

ou
ts
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e 
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E. Request policy views

stronger oversight questions

II. Response by executive

Explicit reply

Information: full transparency

Justification: provide rationale for actions

Change: accept / defend decision

Sanctions: accept / defend conduct

No follow-up

feedback loop

Accept explicit reply / non-reply / intermediate

reply

Lack of attention to the topic

Recognise the futility of asking questions

Institutional constraints preventing follow-up

Intermediate reply

Non-reply

scope beyond parliamentary questions

Equivocation (evade answer, question the
question, repeat answer)

Pass judgement

Formal: use legal means to force the actor to
provide information / justification / change the
decision or the conduct / apply sanctions.

Informal: use public statements, reports and
resolutions to denounce explicit replies /
non-replies / intermediate replies

Refuse to answer + reasoning (e.g. national
security, economic stability etc.)

Reject responsibility (refer the forum to
another actor considered competent on the
matter)

Partial response (incomplete information or
justification / half-answer on changes or
sanctions)

Follow-up questions

Reject the validity of the explicit reply /
non-reply / intermediate reply

- re-ask the same question

- ask a new, related question

III. Follow-up by legislative

figure 3.1 The Q&A approach to legislative oversight. Own account
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extremely useful for identifying both the objectives of questions and the degree
to which they challenge executive action.

Accordingly, it is posited that the legislative can make four types of requests
from the executive: (type A) to provide information about (the context of)
a decision; (type B) to justify a decision taken or explain conduct in a given
situation; (type C) to amend a decision or change a conduct in a specific or
general way; and (type D) to sanction individuals who are considered to be at
fault for the negative effects of a decision or conduct. The Q&A approach to
legislative oversight distinguishes demands to change decisions from requests
for sanctions, keeping in mind that in principal–agent models, sanctions are
the ultimate weapon of the principal (Fearon 1999). Amendments of decisions
can occur without necessarily sanctioning responsible parties for past errors.
Overall, applying Bovens’s logic allows the researcher to distinguish ‘weaker’
oversight questions requesting information and justification of conduct from
‘stronger’ oversight questions demanding changes of decisions and the impos-
ition of sanctions. In addition, there is the possibility that the legislative asks
a question that is outside the scope of oversight (Figure 3.1, requests of type E).
Examples include questions for policy views that do not challenge the execu-
tive’s past decisions or conduct in any way. Indeed, not all questions are
relevant for legislative oversight purposes.

Next, column II illustrates the categories of answers provided by the execu-
tive in response to parliamentary questions. The point here is to establish the
extent to which executive actors actually respond to questions, or alternatively,
if they ‘evade questions and/or give insufficient responses’ (National
Democratic Institute 2000: 38). The classification of answers is borrowed
from communication research, specifically the strand dealing with equivoca-
tion in political interviews, that is, the ways in which politicians fail to reply to
questions and how (Bull 1994; Bull and Mayer 1993). Peter Bull recently
refined his ‘response typology’ for the purposes of analysing ‘Question Time’
with the prime minister in the House of Commons, demonstrating the
applicability of his categories for judging executive answers in legislative
oversight (Bull and Strawson 2020). Following his typology, column II shows
that in response to parliamentary questions, the executive can provide (1) an
explicit reply, (2) a non-reply, or (3) an intermediate reply.

Explicit replies show full engagement with the substance of questions. For
requests for information and justification, this means offering full transpar-
ency or providing a comprehensive explanation of the rationale behind
a certain decision. Likewise, when responding to requests for changes of
conduct or for sanctions, executive actors can accept the request or defend
the conduct in question. Explicit replies do not necessarily promise to redress
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a situation contested by the legislative; it may simply be that the government
stands by the contested decision. For example, in the aftermath of the finan-
cial crisis, the Treasury Committee in the House of Commons held a series of
hearings with the leadership of the Bank of England to discuss past errors and
future reforms (2010–2012). One area of contention concerned the functions of
the Court of Directors of the Bank of England, responsible for resource
organisation (budget and appointments). In an oral testimony on
28 June 2011, the Governor of the Bank of England, Sir Mervyn King, rejected
a suggestion by a member of parliament, Mark Garnier, that the role of the
Court of Directors will be to ‘run the Bank of England’; instead, he argued that
the Court will ‘not be responsible and should not be responsible for policy’
because the Bank should be fully independent from political interference
(House of Commons Treasury Committee 2011: 126). The point of explicit
replies is that they address the question head-on, without attempts at subter-
fuge or by invoking reasons why parliamentary requests cannot be met.

Second, if the executive provides a non-reply, it can do so in two ways. One
is equivocation, which can mean evading an answer, questioning the ques-
tion, or repeating a previous response (Bull and Strawson 2020: 10–11). In the
same hearing from June 2011, the Governor of the Bank of England evaded
a question from amember of parliament, Andrea Leadsom, who contested the
extent to which the Court of Directors reviewed the Bank’s handling of the
financial crisis. Instead of answering the question, Sir Mervin King claimed
that the Treasury Committee actually fulfilled that function by conducting ‘a
permanent standing public inquiry into the financial crisis’ (House of
Commons Treasury Committee 2011: 129). Attention was thus deflected
from what the Court should have done to the direct flattery of the Treasury
Committee. The other category of non-replies concerns a clear refusal to reply
accompanied by a rationale, which in legislative oversight could refer to
national security, economic stability, or executive actions that require secrecy.
In the same hearing with the Governor of the Bank of England, a member of
parliament, George Mudie, asked for ‘one time, one action’ when the Bank
changed its conduct because the ‘Committee came across strongly on a given
issue’. Sir Mervyn King answered, ‘I sincerely hope that there was no action
that we took that was as a direct result of what you have said because that would
be to compromise [our] independence’ (House of Commons Treasury
Committee 2011: 131). In this context, we see that central bank independence
is considered a sufficient rationale for not complying with requests for change
of conduct in legislative oversight.

Finally, intermediate replies lie in-between explicit and non-replies. Some
intermediate replies are just partial responses, providing incomplete
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information and justification or only half-answering requests for changes and
sanctions (Bull and Mayer 1993: 660). In the above-cited hearing, an inter-
mediate reply is provided by the Governor of the Bank of England when he
acknowledges that it is essential to delineate clearly the role of the Court of
Directors, but that this should be done by the legislators (House of Commons
Treasury Committee 2011: 125–126). A second type of intermediate reply
concerns instances of rejecting responsibility for the matter because it is not
within the competence of the executive actor questioned. In the example
above, Sir Mervin King replies to questions regarding mistakes done prior to
the financial crisis in banking supervision by referring to the Financial
Services Authority, which was responsible for prudential supervision and
financial (mis-)conduct during the crisis. These situations should be investi-
gated further because they can include cases of blame-shifting or avoidance of
oversight (Hood 2010). If the question was indeed asked of the incorrect
addressee, the reply is still considered ‘intermediate’ because the legislative
does not receive a full response; however, the situation is not the fault of the
executive actor under consideration.

In a third step (column III), the legislative reacts to the response of the actor
by (1) providing no follow-up, (2) asking follow-up questions, or (3) passing
judgement on the actions of the executive. The reaction of the forum as ‘no
follow-up’, ‘follow-up’, and ‘passing judgement’ can occur regardless of whether
the request was for information, justification of conduct, changes of policy, or
the application of sanctions. The lack of follow-up can have different reasons,
which are often hidden to the observer because they concern the personal
motivations of legislative actors. Accordingly, a lack of follow-up can mean
that the legislative is satisfied with the answer of the executive, that public
attention has moved away from the topic, or simply that the legislative is
aware that a complete answer will never be provided – in the case of non-
replies and intermediate replies. Moreover, not all parliamentary systems allow
members to ask follow-up questions orally; this depends on each assembly’s
rules of procedure, which can create institutional constraints that prevent
follow-up altogether. Follow-up questions occur for all categories of responses:
explicit replies (when the legislative seeks additional information about the
issue), non-replies (when the legislative rejects the lack of answer and restates
the question), and intermediate replies (when the legislative seeks a full answer
either by re-asking the same question or demanding additional information).

The final category of follow-up reactions, namely the ‘passing of judgement’
(cf. Bovens 2007a), goes beyond the scope of Q&A in legislative oversight. In
fact, members of parliament use other parliamentary tools – not questions – to
express positive or negative assessments of the executive’s conduct. Such tools
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can be formal, for example, legislative acts that force the executive’s hand in
some respect, and also informal, when legislatures criticise or approve the
executive’s response in public statements, reports, and resolutions (Bovens
2007a: 452). The challenge is to establish the extent to which these other forms
of follow-up are linked to specific parliamentary questions. In the end, the
decision to include the ‘passing of judgement’ in an analysis of Q&A is an
empirical question to be settled by researchers on a case-by-case basis.

3.3.1 Six Scenarios of Oversight Interactions

Having established themain categories of Q&A, the next step is to evaluate their
effectiveness. Following principal–agent insights, the purpose of oversight is to
ensure legislative control of the executive (Fearon 1999; Lupia andMcCubbins
1994; Strøm 2000; see Section 3.2.1). This book puts forth six scenarios capturing
different dynamics of principal–agent control – or its lack thereof. Two criteria
are considered: one concerns the type of questions asked by the legislature, and
the other refers to the responsiveness of the executive actor providing the answer.
In line with the Q&A approach to legislative oversight, requests of type A (for
information) and type B (for justification of conduct) are considered ‘weaker’
oversight questions, whereas requests of type C (for change of conduct) and type
D (for sanctions) are seen as ‘stronger’ oversight questions. In respect of the
responsiveness of the executive, three patterns are possible: the actor accepts the
legislative’s requests for change of conduct or sanctions and promises to do
better in the future (rectification); the actor explains or defends its decisions
without promising any changes (justification); or the actor evades answering
altogether, dodging the question from the legislative (equivocation).

Accordingly, the effectiveness of parliamentary questions is operationalised
in terms of (1) the strength of questions raised for the purposes of oversight and (2)
the extent to which the executive is ready to justify and, if needed, rectify its
behaviour in front of members of parliament. Justification and rectification are
intrinsic in many definitions of public accountability (Mulgan 2000b), taking
into account the expectation that the actor will explain and, if necessary, make
amends for past errors of judgement (Oliver 1991: 28). In the Q&A approach to
legislative oversight, justification and rectification correspond to ‘explicit
replies’ and are categorised depending on the emphasis of the answer – either
to explain/defend behaviour or promise to correct ill-conceived decisions.
Conversely, equivocation is borrowed from communication research (Bull
and Mayer 1993) and can be identified under ‘non-replies’ in Figure 3.1.
Table 3.1 provides a summary of the interactions between the two dimensions,
creating six scenarios of legislative oversight.
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The numbering of the scenarios illustrates their placement on a continuum
from ‘(1) High control/responsiveness’ to ‘(6) No control’. The order of the in-
between scenarios is complicated by the strength of parliamentary questions.
Specifically, scenario ‘(2) Answerability’ indicates a higher degree of legislative
control over the executive than ‘(3) Voluntary accountability’ because rectifi-
cation in the absence of strong requests for changes of conduct/sanctions is
entirely dependent on the benevolence of the executive. Conversely, scenario
‘(4) Transparency’ denotes a higher degree of legislative control over the
executive than ‘(5) Drift’ because a transparent executive that addresses
requests for information/justification illustrates a higher degree of legislative
control than an executive that evades strong parliamentary questions
altogether.

Under what conditions is each scenario more likely? The legislative oversight
literature offers no encompassing explanation of the reasons behind cross-
national and cross-temporal variation in the strength of parliamentary questions
(Rozenberg and Martin 2011: 402–403). Based on empirical studies, we have,
however, some indication of the institutional settings and legislative–executive
constellations that increase the likelihood of stronger questions (types C andD).
First, public pressure on an issue is essential for legislative oversight, regardless
of whether it is triggered by ‘fire alarms’ (McCubbins and Schwartz 1984),
constituency demands (Martin 2011b), or general media scrutiny that allows
members of parliament to build a reputation (Wiberg and Koura 1994). Second,
there are structural opportunities such as the oversight mandate of the legisla-
tive, the institutional procedures available to ask questions in committee or
plenary meetings, and adequate staff resources supporting members of parlia-
ment in asking strong questions (Ogul 1976; Rockman 1984). In this respect,
parliamentary systems have on average a greater capacity for oversight than
semi-presidential and presidential systems (Pelizzo and Stapenhurst 2012: 52).

table 3.1 Six scenarios of legislative oversight

How does the actor respond to the question?
Through
rectification

Through
justification

Through
equivocation

Types of
questions
asked as
part of
oversight

Stronger
(types
C and D)

(1) High control/
responsiveness

(2) Answerability (5) Drift

Weaker
(types
A and B)

(3) Voluntary
accountability

(4) Transparency (6) No
control
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Third, there is the relative strength of various functions played by parliaments,
namely ‘law-making’, the ‘ex ante [s]election of officeholders’, and ‘the ex post
control of the cabinet’ (Sieberer 2011: 731; for a general index of parliamentary
powers, see Fish and Kroenig 2009). It can thus be expected that legislatures
with strong law-making powers are less likely to prioritise parliamentary ques-
tions than legislatures with strong elective and control powers (Sieberer 2011).
Fourth, single-party cabinets tend to facemore effective questioning procedures
than coalition governments because the latter have a lower potential for con-
frontation (Russo and Wiberg 2010). In summary, we can expect stronger
oversight questions under the following conditions:

(1) High public pressure on an issue
(2) Multiple structural opportunities for legislative oversight in settings

where. . .
(3) Parliaments have stronger elective and control functions rather than law-

making powers, while
(4) Cabinets are led by single parties rather than coalitions

At the same time, the incidence of follow-up questions has an additive effect –
as suggested in Section 3.3 – meaning thatmore follow-up questions are also an
indicator of strong oversight by a parliamentary forum.

Furthermore, the oversight literature offers some clues regarding the
likelihood for rectification, justification, or equivocation in response to
questions. Rectification as ‘(1) High control/responsiveness’ can be antici-
pated in parliamentary systems where there is a direct chain of delegation
between parliaments and cabinet members (Strøm 2000). In contrast, recti-
fication as ‘(3) Voluntary accountability’ can be expected from independent
agencies that seek self-legitimation in different systems, especially when
dealing with politically salient issues (Koop 2014; Schillemans and
Busuioc 2015). Next, justification as ‘(2) Answerability’ or ‘(4)
Transparency’ is applicable to a wide range of legislative–executive inter-
actions regardless of the system of government; nevertheless, the two scen-
arios are more likely when parliaments and governments are in an indirect
principal–agent relationship in which the focus is on account-giving rather
than control (Bovens 2007a). Examples include legislatures and independ-
ent agencies in parliamentary systems (Thatcher 2005) or legislatures and
cabinets in presidential systems (Aberbach 1990; Strøm 2000).

Finally, equivocation in the form of ‘(5) Drift’ or ‘(6) No control’ can be
predicted in two contexts. First, under conditions of asymmetric informa-
tion between legislatures and bureaucracies/expert agencies, there is
a higher chance that executive actors will ‘explain away’ the questions raised
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in any system of government (Lupia and McCubbins 1994; Moe 1984).
Second, when collective decisions by multiple actors cannot be disentan-
gled, the potential for blame-shifting increases exponentially (Hobolt and
Tilley 2014; Hood 2010). Table 3.2 provides an overview of these expectations
in connection to the conditions for stronger oversight questions outlined
above.

The following pages describe the six scenarios in brief. The first scenario
‘High control/responsiveness’ occurs when parliaments ask stronger questions
as part of legislative oversight, requesting the executive to change its decisions
or apply sanctions, while the executive answers through rectification, acknow-
ledging that something needs to be changed or sanctions should be applied to
the responsible parties. The likelihood for the first scenario to occur increases
under conditions of (1) high public pressure on an issue, (2) multiple structural
opportunities for legislative oversight (e.g. organisation of ‘Question Time’
sessions, regular or inquiry committee hearings), (3) strong parliamentary
powers focused on control of the executive (e.g. Danish, Austrian, or
Spanish parliaments), and (4) the presence of single-party cabinets as in the
United Kingdom.

The second scenario ‘Answerability’ also occurs when parliaments ask
stronger oversight questions, requesting executive actors to change their deci-
sions or impose sanctions, but executive actors answer through justification
rather than rectification, that is they focus on explaining their decisions or
defending the conduct under scrutiny. ‘Answerability’ is also consistent with
a high number of follow-up questions, even if they are requests for information
or justification of conduct. In terms of likelihood of occurrence,
‘Answerability’ is expected when (1) public pressure on the executive actor is
high, (2) there are multiple structural opportunities facilitating legislative
oversight, (3) parliaments have strong powers to control the executive (as
opposed to or in addition to law-marking powers), and (4) the party system is
conducive to single-party governments that are strongly connected to parlia-
mentary majorities.

The third scenario ‘Voluntary accountability’ occurs when parliaments ask
weaker questions as part of legislative oversight, mostly requesting information
and justification of conduct from bureaucracies and independent agencies.
These executive actors acknowledge on their own the need for rectification
and promise to change problematic decisions or sanction individuals found
responsible for past errors. The assumption is that bureaucracies and inde-
pendent agencies suffer from a lack of ‘input legitimacy’ because they are not
directly elected, that is, they are non-majoritarian institutions (Thatcher and
Sweet 2002). Consequently, they can be expected to seek self-legitimation
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table 3.2 Institutional settings of legislative oversight scenarios

Institutional settings (constellation of legislative–
executive relationships)

Public pressure Structural
opportunities
for oversight

Focus of
parliamentary
powers

Single-party vs coalition
government

(1) High control/responsiveness
• L–C relationships in parliamentary systems High Many Select and control

the executive
Single-party government

(2) Answerability
• L–B/A relationships in parliamentary

systems/L–C relationships in presidential
systems

• Multi-level settings (e.g. EU)

High Many Select and control
the executive

Single-party government

(3) Voluntary accountability
• L–B/A relationships in salient fields, regardless

of the system
High Fewer Law-making Coalition government

(4) Transparency
• L–B/A relationships in parliamentary

systems/L–C relationships in presidential
systems

Medium Fewer Law-making Coalition government

(5) Drift
• L–B/A relationships in parliamentary and

presidential systems
• Collective decision-making

Medium Many Select and control
the executive

Single-party government

(6) No control
• L–B/A relationships in parliamentary and

presidential systems
• Collective decision-making

Low Fewer Law-making Coalition government

Legend: L = legislative, C = cabinet, and B/A = bureaucracy/agencies. Own account based on the literature.10

10 Table 3.2 is based on studies concerning public pressure in legislative oversight (Martin 2011b; McCubbins and Schwartz 1984; Wiberg and Koura 1994),
structural opportunities for oversight (Ogul 1976; Rockman 1984), types of parliamentary powers (Fish and Kroenig 2009; Sieberer 2011), single-party cabinets
as opposed to ‘coalition governments’ (Russo and Wiberg 2010), L–C relationships in parliamentary systems (Strøm 2000), L–B/A relationships in politically
salient fields (Koop 2014; Schillemans and Busuioc 2015), L–B/A relationships in parliamentary systems (Bovens 2007), L–C relationships in presidential
systems (Aberbach 1990; Weingast 1984), and L–B/A relationships in presidential systems (Lupia and McCubbins 1994; Moe 1984).
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through voluntary means in any system of government but especially when
dealing with politically salient issues (Koop 2014; Schillemans and Busuioc
2015). The third scenario is thus expected when (1) public pressure on an issue
is high, but otherwise, there are (2) fewer structural opportunities for legislative
oversight, (3) the parliament has strong law-making powers in a given institu-
tional context (as opposed to strong elective and control powers over the
executive), whereas (4) the party system is conducive to coalition
governments.

The fourth scenario ‘Transparency’ occurs when parliaments ask weaker
questions as part of legislative oversight, focusing on requests for information
and justification of conduct from executive actors. For their part, executive
actors acknowledge the substance of questions and answer by justifying their
decisions or defending the conduct under scrutiny. Similar to ‘Answerability’,
this scenario is expected when legislatures and executive actors are not in
a direct principal–agent relationship (Bovens 2007a: 451). Since parliaments
cannot control governments by changing their composition (especially in the
case of cabinets) or the legal framework in which they act (especially in the
case of agencies or bureaucracies), the legislative–executive relationship
focuses on transparency, that is, the exchange of information between the
two parties. The scenario is more likely to be encountered when (1) there is
moderate public attention given to the issue or the executive actor under
scrutiny, (2) there are fewer structural opportunities for legislative oversight,
while the institutional context is characterised by (3) parliaments with strong
law-making powers, and (4) a multi-party system conducive to coalition
governments.

The fifth scenario ‘Drift’ occurs when parliaments ask stronger oversight
questions focused on changing decisions and imposing sanctions, to which
executive actors respond through equivocation, evading, or failing to address
the substance of questions. This scenario follows classic principal–agent
expectations regarding legislative oversight, based on assumptions of asym-
metric information between parliaments and government agencies with spe-
cialised knowledge, which can explain any question away regardless of the
system of government (Lupia and McCubbins 1994; Moe 1984). Moreover,
‘Drift’ is likely to occur in institutional contexts where executive decisions are
taken collectively across different agencies or levels of government, thus
opening the space for blame-shifting from one actor to another (Hobolt and
Tilley 2014; Hood 2010). Legislative relationships with bureaucracies and
specialised agencies are predicted to fulfil the criteria, as well as multi-level
settings that mix decision-making competences, for example, the EU.
Moreover, the scenario is expected under the following conditions: (1)
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a moderate level of public pressure on the executive actor or the issue at stake,
(2) multiple structural opportunities for legislative oversight, (3) strong parlia-
mentary powers in respect of controlling the executive, and (4) a party system
conducive to single-party governments. The point here is that the legislature
has both the means (structural opportunities, direct connections to the gov-
ernment) and the willingness to control the executive, but the latter fails to
engage with oversight appropriately.

The sixth scenario ‘No control’ occurs when parliaments ask weaker over-
sight questions centred on access to information and justification of governing
decisions. Yet executive actors equivocate even these questions, avoiding
answering or failing to engage substantively with the legislature. Similar to
‘Drift’, this scenario is expected under conditions of asymmetric information
and collective decision-making in various institutional settings (Hobolt and
Tilley 2014; Hood 2010; Lupia andMcCubbins 1994; Moe 1984). Relationships
between parliaments and bureaucracies or specialised agencies fall in this
category because the latter can exploit the legislature’s knowledge gaps and
lack of time/attention to understand complex policy issues (Majone 1999: 3–
4). Moreover, ‘No control’ is facilitated by (1) low levels of public pressure on
the executive actor and the policy issues under its jurisdiction, (2) fewer
structural opportunities for legislative oversight, (3) a parliamentary tradition
focused on law-making rather than selection and control of the executive, and
(4) a multi-party system conducive to coalition governments. The point is that
parliaments lack both the means and willingness to ask strong oversight
questions, whereas executives seek to obscure their conduct or shift responsi-
bility to other actors.

From a normative perspective, the order of the scenarios is consistent with
principal–agent expectations regarding the purpose of legislative oversight and
accountability more generally, namely to ensure that agents are responsive to
the principals that elected/appointed them (Przeworski et al. 1999). However,
in some instances, ‘Answerability’ can be as important as ‘High control/
responsiveness’ depending on the specificities of the political and organisa-
tional setting under consideration (Dubnick 2014: 33). For example, if govern-
ments are seen ‘to do a good job’, then the need for rectification will
automatically be weaker than in contexts where executives deviate from
legislative intent and hence have to be regularly ‘controlled’. Moreover,
there is also the question of whether rectification or executive responsiveness
to legislatures is always desirable: for example, independent (regulatory)
agencies were delegated to fulfil specific tasks not least in order to be insulated
from political changes over time (Majone 1999: 13–14); in these cases, the
justification of executive decisions might be more valuable than their
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rectification or appearing responsive to parliamentary pressure. The point is
that researchers must decide on a case-by-case basis whether ‘High control/
responsiveness’ or ‘Answerability’ is the best-case scenario in a given oversight
context.

3.3.2 Expectations about the European Parliament in the EMU

Taking into account the literature above, we can formulate several expectations
about the accountability relationship between the EP and various executive
actors in the EMU. The only caveat is that the vast majority of studies on
legislative oversight are based on national parliaments, so it is necessary tomake
adjustments to the variables identified in order to fit the characteristics of the EP
in EU multi-level governance and the EMU specifically.

First, given the structure of the EU political system, the interactions
between the EP and the Commission come closest to the relationship between
a legislative and a cabinet in parliamentary systems. According to Articles 14(1)
and 17(7) TEU, the EP elects the Commission President and votes on the
College of Commissioners as a whole; in addition,MEPs can initiate amotion
of censure and dismiss the current Commission, in line with Article 17(8)
TEU and Article 234TFEU.While there are caveats to the chain of delegation
in place – for example, the European Council appoints a candidate for
Commission President (not the EP) – we can still expect the highest level of
political accountability from the College of Commissioners who earn their
jobs (and can subsequently lose them) as a result of a plenary vote in the EP.
Based on this logic, the best outcome for the oversight relationship between
the EP and the Commission is ‘High control/responsiveness’ (scenario 1).

Conversely, the interactions with intergovernmental bodies (the ECOFIN
Council and the Eurogroup) are different because Member States’ govern-
ments are formally accountable to their respective national parliaments and
citizens, not to the EP (Article 10TEU). For this reason, the oversight dynamic
between the EP and the Council comes closest to the relationship between
a legislature and a cabinet in a presidential system, where the executive is
directly accountable to citizens. Under the circumstances, such relationships
are unlikely to be characterised by ‘High control/responsiveness’ (scenario 1).
Consequently, the best outcome for the oversight relationship between the EP
and the ECOFIN Council/the Eurogroup is ‘Answerability’ (scenario 2).

The same expectation can be formed regarding the interactions between
the EP and the ECB (the other main executive actor in the EMU) but for
different reasons. Given the political independence of the ECB – stipulated in
the Treaties (Article 130 TEU) – we can envisage a dynamic similar to the one
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found between legislatures and bureaucracies/agencies at the national level.
The more independent the executive agency, the more unfeasible the possi-
bility for political control or ‘responsiveness’ to an accountability forum. By
contrast, the emphasis of such a relationship would be on account-giving,
meaning that the best outcome for the oversight relationship between the EP
and the ECB is also ‘Answerability’ (scenario 2).

Starting from these preliminary expectations, the other variables mentioned
in Table 3.2 can shift accountability interactions closer or farther from the
best-case scenario. First, high political pressure on an issue (such as financial
assistance programmes or the health of banks in the Eurozone) is likely to
increase the strength of parliamentary questions and the responsiveness of
executive actors. In a similar vein, the ability to ask written questions or the
format of committee meetings (e.g. the number of speakers permitted
per session) will allow MEPs to ask stronger oversight questions and expand
the time in which executive actors must respond. The structural opportunities
for oversight might also limit the possibility to ask follow-up questions, which
would normally indicate a strong performance by the accountability forum.

Conversely, the remaining variables in Table 3.2 are not favourable to
facilitating oversight and hence move accountability interactions closer to
the best-case scenario. On the one hand, the profile of the EP is not geared
towards scrutiny of the executive and government–opposition dynamics. As
described in Chapter 1.2, the EP is a parliament focused on law-making as
opposed to control of the executive; in addition, political polarisation is
diffused among 7–8 political groups per parliamentary term. Although
a ‘governing coalition’ exists in support of the Commission and is typically
composed of 2–3 political groups, the competition between groups is less clear.
Moreover, in the relationship with the ECB and the Council, the absence of
a ‘governing coalition’ is more pronounced because – unlike the
Commission – these bodies are not in a principal–agent relationship with
the EP (for a detailed discussion, see Chapters 4.2 and 6.2, respectively).

On the other hand, there are the variables related to asymmetric information
and collective decision-making, which have a similarly negative effect on the
accountability relationship between the EP and EU executive actors. In the
EMU, the secrecy regime of the ECB and the Council (Curtin 2014, 2017;
Hillebrandt and Novak 2016) is particularly detrimental for political account-
ability, as MEPs do not have access to the decision-making process within these
institutions. The situation is also applicable to the ECOFIN Council and to
a lesser extent to the Commission. Furthermore, collective decision-making is
a common feature in the EMU, particularly in respect of the Eurogroup and the
ECOFIN Council or the implementation of the European Semester. This
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means that the actor appearing before the EP may not necessarily be the one
responsible for the decision taken, for example, the Presidency of theCouncil in
respect of decisions of ECOFIN as a whole or the European Commission with
regard to the domestic effectiveness of the European Semester.

Bearing all this in mind, Figure 3.2 provides a summary of the book’s
theoretical expectations regarding the capacity of the EP to hold executive
actors accountable in the EMU. Building on the continuum from ‘High
control/responsiveness’ to ‘No control’ in legislative oversight, the purpose is
to illustrate the best-case scenarios for each institution and capture the positive
or negative effects of the variable identified.

Based on these criteria, the empirical analysis will establish the extent to
which the EP can hold the ECB, the Commission, the ECOFIN Council,
and the Eurogroup accountable in the EMU. The purpose is to place each
oversight interaction on the continuum from ‘High control/responsiveness’ to
‘No control’ and discuss the impact of the different variables considered (see
Chapter 7.1). Before moving to the empirical analysis of oversight interactions,
the chapter outlines the methodological tenets of the study.

3.4 methodological considerations

To assess the effectiveness of Q&A in legislative oversight, the book employs
an adaptation of themethod of political claims analysis developed in the social

Negative effect: EP emphasis on law-making & its multiple-party system

Positive effect: high public pressure & structural opportunities for oversight

+ asymmetric information between the EP and executive actors
(secrecy of proceedings) & EMU collective decision-making

1. High control

3. Voluntary accountability 5. Drift

best-case scenario for oversight
interactions with the
Commission

2. Answerability 4. Transparency 6. No control
best-case scenario for oversight
interactions with the ECB, the
ECOFIN Council, and the
Eurogroup

figure 3.2 Expectations about oversight interactions between the EP and
executive actors in the EMU
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movement literature and later applied to politicisation research (De Wilde
et al. 2014; Koopmans and Statham 1999). Claims analysis is a form of
qualitative content analysis that combines actor- and discourse-centred
approaches: in a legislative oversight context, it allows the researcher to link
legislative and executive actors with the content of their interactions, includ-
ing their respective positions and frames of justification used to support them.
The unit of analysis is the claim, which is a sentence or a set of sentences on
a particular topic. Leifeld and Haunss explain the process: ‘each time an actor
makes a claim, this action or statement is manually coded along with various
other variables containing information about the actor, the context, address-
ees, opponents, aims, and frames, among others’ (2010:6).

In a legislative oversight context, there is always a ‘claimant’ and an
‘addressee’ depending on the direction of communication: either the legisla-
tive asks questions of the executive, or the executive replies to the legislative.
Accordingly, questions-as-claims include interrogative sentences and are often
preceded by a short paragraph introducing the topic. Answers-as-claims typic-
ally include more sentences and can go on for paragraphs, elaborating on the
topic. In line with Figure 3.1, the goal is to identify initial questions, replies,
and follow-ups in order to assign manually corresponding codes to claims
made by legislative and executive actors.

For the purposes of evaluating oversight interactions, the results of the
coding are aggregated by counting the number of occurrences in each cat-
egory. There are several goals to the exercise. First, one can establish the
frequency of questions along different categories, capturing the inclinations of
legislatures to ask ‘stronger’ or ‘weaker’ oversight questions. Second, one can
identify problems in the practices of parliamentary questions, for example,
asking questions outside the scope of legislative oversight or failing to follow
up on non-replies/intermediate replies. Third, one can detect trends in
answers provided by the executive, such as tendencies to avoid substantive
replies (equivocation) or shift responsibility for the question to other actors.
The idea is to trace empirically the underlying dynamics of oversight relation-
ships and identify trends over time and across issues.

At the same time, the description of Q&A is accompanied by a discussion of
the institutional and policy context in which oversight interactions occurred.
This facilitates a broader analysis of the variables that have positive or negative
effects on the accountability relationship at play, such as high public pressure
on an issue or the extent of asymmetric information between MEPs and
executive actors. Each empirical chapter will conclude with a theoretical
reflection of the oversight scenario fitting the evidence collected, whereas
Chapter 7.1 will provide a comparison between the four cases under
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investigation – covering the EP’s accountability relationships with the ECB,
the Commission, the ECOFIN Council, and the Eurogroup after the euro
crisis.

To structure the data set of Q&A available, the analysis follows a systematic
coding guide, which is outlined below.

3.4.1 Coding Guide11

The coding loosely follows the template provided by de Wilde and colleagues
in their application of representative claim analysis in the research project
‘The Political Sociology of Cosmopolitanism and Communitarianism’ (2014).
Accordingly, the claim analysis approach to legislative oversight directs atten-
tion to variables related to context, claimants, addressees, issues, and positions
identified for (1) initial questions, (2) replies, and (3) follow-ups, as envisaged
in Figure 3.1. The classification is done manually by human coders and is thus
both time- and labour-intensive (Slapin and Proksch 2014: 128). To facilitate
the process, claims are coded using a software for qualitative data analysis
(ATLAS.ti), which allows the researcher to manage large segments of text (De
Wilde et al. 2014: 56). At the same time, this ensures the easy retrieval of
research output in terms of coding schemes, claims per code, and list of co-
occurring codes (Woods et al. 2016: 610). The idea is to trace empirically the
underlying dynamics of legislative oversight and identify trends over time and
across issues.

Table 3.3 provides a general overview of the core variables employed, which
are detailed in the following pages.

Each variable has a specific range of meanings expected. First, the variable
‘Year’ is applied to individual documents where Q&A were found, not to the
number of questions or answers per document. This allows the researcher to
identify the frequency of the legislative oversight medium used (written letters
and hearings) in addition to the number of questions addressed per year,
which can be computed from each document (applicable to Chapters 4
and 5).

Second, the variable ‘Claimant’ applies to both legislative actors (in the case
of questions) and executive actors (in the case of answers). The key subcode
here is ‘claimant function’, indicating the official title of the person/institu-
tional body making the claim. When it comes to questions, claimants include
individual MEPs, committee chairs, the committee as a whole, or – on rare

11 For a full overview of the codebook, please see the Online Appendix of the article ‘Q&A in
legislative oversight’ (Maricut-Akbik 2021).
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table 3.3 Coding guide: overview of core variables

Claim aspect Core variables

When Year
Who is making the claim? Claimant function

Claimant nationality
Claimant party

To whom is the claim
addressed?

Addressee function
Addressee nationality
Addressee party

To which issue does the
claim refer?

Issue type (dependent on policy area)

What is the claimant
demanding? (initial
question by legislative
actor)

A. Demand information (weaker question)
B. Demand justification of conduct (weaker question)
C. Demand change of conduct (stronger question)
D. Demand sanctions for actors (stronger question)
E. Demand policy views (additional category, outside

the scope of oversight)
How is the addressee

responding? (response
from executive actor)

Explicit reply_Full answer_A.B.C.D.E.

• Provide information/justification of conduct
(answer subtype: justification)

• Defend decision/conduct (justification)
• Accept need for change/sanctions (rectification)

Non-reply_Evasion_A.B.C.D.E (equivocation)
Non-reply_Refuse to answer + reasoning_A.B.C.D.E

(equivocation)
Intermediate reply_Partial answer_A.B.C.D.E

• Provide information/justification of conduct
(answer subtype: justification)

• Defend decision/conduct (justification)
• Accept need for change/sanctions (rectification)

Intermediate reply_Refer to another actor deemed
responsible_A.B.C.D.E (equivocation/need for
qualitative assessment)

Is there a follow-up? (by the
legislative actor)

The absence of follow-up questions is a negative,
so it cannot be demonstrated via the presence of
claims. It thus makes more sense to count the
overall instances of ‘observable’ follow-ups rather
than try to trace the ‘unobservable’ lack of follow-up.

Follow-up_Continue_A. Demands for information
(weaker question)

Follow-up_Continue_B. Demands for justification
(weaker question)

Follow-up_Continue_C. Demands for change
(stronger question)

Follow-up_Continue_D. Demands for sanctions
(stronger question)

Follow-up_Continue_E. Demands for policy views
(outside the scope)
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occasions – the EP President. To capture political and national dynamics in
the EP, the coding additionally includes information about the nationality of
MEPs as well as their political affiliation.When it comes to answers, claimants
consist of the Chair of the Supervisory Board of the ECB (Chapter 4), mem-
bers of the College of Commissioners in charge of economic and social affairs
(Chapter 5), or the finance ministers holding the Council Presidency and the
Eurogroup President (Chapter 6).

Third, the variable ‘Addressee’ corresponds to the ‘Claimant’, following an
inverse logic: addressees of questions are the same executive actors coded as
‘claimants’ in the case of answers, while addressees of answers are the same
parliamentary officials coded as ‘claimants’ in the case of questions.

Fourth, the variable ‘Issue’ refers to specific policy areas in which legislative
oversight can be exercised. The list of issues varies in line with the institution
under investigation; accordingly, the focus can be banking supervision
(Chapter 4 on the ECB), European Semester instruments (Chapter 5 on the
Commission), legislative dossiers currently under negotiations between the
Council and the EP (Chapter 6 on ECOFIN), or financial assistance pro-
grammes managed through the ESM (Chapter 6 on the Eurogroup).

Fifth, the code ‘initial question’ applies to questions asked for the first time by
MEPs of executive actors. In line with Figure 3.1, questions can be used to
demand information, justification of decisions or conduct, change of decisions,
and the application of sanctions. The first two are considered weaker oversight
questions, whereas the latter two are stronger oversight questions. There is an
additional category, labelled ‘demand policy views’, which is considered outside
the scope of legislative oversight because such questions do not contest anything
about the decisions or conduct of executive actors. InChapter 5, a supplementary
category titled ‘Irrelevant issues’ (type F) was inductively added in order to
distinguish questions that do not demand policy views (type E) but are still
outside the scope of oversight as defined in the analytical framework.

Sixth, the category of codes referring to ‘replies’ is applied to all answers
provided by executive actors in response to both initial and follow-up ques-
tions. The variation in the format for answers is much higher than in the case
of questions. Answers can be short (a few sentences to one paragraph),
medium (a few paragraphs), or long (a few pages of text, including graphs).
As indicated in Figure 3.1, answers can be categorised as follows: (1) explicit
replies, (2) non-replies, or (3) intermediate replies. Explicit replies presuppose
full engagement with the substance of the question. Non-replies signify
evasion or a downright refusal to answer the question. Intermediate replies
offer a partial response to the question or deny responsibility for the topic while
at the same time explaining which other actor is the appropriate addressee for
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the question. Each of these categories corresponds to the four types of ques-
tions identified, creating further subcodes.

Moreover, the subcodes under ‘replies’ provide additional categories regard-
ing the direction of answers, namely whether they provide ‘rectification’,
‘justification’, or ‘equivocation’ in response to parliamentary questions.
‘Rectification’ is only applicable to demands for policy change and sanctions
when executive actors agree that a change is necessary or when they promise to
make changes as suggested by MEPs in their questions. ‘Equivocation’ occurs
when executive actors clearly evade questions, invoke secrecy requirements as
grounds for not answering questions, or claim that they are not responsible for
the issue under discussion. The last category needs to be assessed qualitatively
on a case-by-case basis because it might be that the ‘lack of competence’ is real
or an instance of shifting the blame to another institution (Hood 2010).

Finally, the code ‘follow-up’ applies to all questions whose exact topic has
already been encountered in the coding. For this reason, coding has to be
done chronologically, switching between written questions and hearings
(where applicable, in Chapters 4 and 5). At the same time, coding on a case
study is done in monthly batches, without long breaks in-between, so that the
topics covered are fresh in the mind of the coders.12 Moreover, when a follow-
up question is identified in a different document, the coders used the ‘com-
ments’ section of the software in order to reference the document with the
initial question. This way, follow-up questions can be cross-checked at a later
point in time. The most obvious follow-up questions occur during hearings
and committee meetings when MEPs ask multiple questions on the same
topic, seeking to push executive actors to provide full replies.

Overall, the Q&A approach to legislative oversight provides a theoretically
and methodologically consistent toolkit for analysing accountability inter-
actions between legislative forums and executive actors. Moreover, the
approach allows the researcher to evaluate the extent of parliamentary control
of the executive in a given situation, as reflected in practices of Q&A.

3.5 outlook

Parliaments are crucial political accountability bodies in any democratic sys-
tem. Yet studying their effectiveness in legislative oversight is not an easy task. In

12 In composing the data sets and coding, I am grateful to a wonderful group of research
associates who worked on the LEVIATHAN project at the Hertie School during 2017–2020
(in chronological order): Evgenija Kroeker, Rebecca Segall, Harry McNeill Adams, Elena
Bertolini, and Francesco Lanzone.
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the absence of clear rules that allow parliaments to impose consequences on
governmental actors for their performance, legislatures often rely on the ‘discus-
sion stage’ of their political accountability relationship with executives. In
legislative oversight, the ‘discussion stage’ is manifested through Q&A
exchanged between members of parliaments and government officials. The
connection between parliamentary questions and the ability of legislatures to
control executives has always been implicit, following the logic that questions
allow parliaments to ‘call to account’ the government and the administration
(Gregory 1990:). However, when it came to analysing the effectiveness of
parliamentary questions in controlling the executive, the academic literature
offered little guidance. The present chapter addressed this gap by proposing an
original and systematic framework for evaluating the extent to which parliamen-
tary questions can be effective in ensuring the responsiveness of executive actors
to their political accountability forums.

The framework is particularly suited for studying the accountability record
of the EP in the EMU. Given the institutional architecture of EMU and the
EU political system in general, the EP’s competences for legislative oversight
are limited. Even after the euro crisis, the main mechanisms at the EP level
are committee hearings or meetings with various executive actors (the ECB,
the Commission, the Council, or the Eurogroup). Within these hearings,
MEPs can ask oversight questions and hope to receive full answers from the
different officials present. The Q&A approach to legislative oversight is perfect
for studying these accountability interactions in order to determine the
strength of parliamentary questions on the one hand and the responsiveness
of executive actors on the other. The next chapters illustrate the dynamics
between the EP and various executive actors in the EMU (for case selection,
see Chapter 1.4).
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4

Overseeing the European Central Bank in Banking
Supervision

In 2014, Danièle Nouy – the first Chair of the Supervisory Board of the ECB –
praised the ‘robust accountability’ framework of the newly established SSM.
In her introductory remarks at an EP committee hearing, Nouy argued that
‘this framework is perhaps one of the most far-reaching that is in place for an
independent central bank that is responsible for supervision. I believe we have
already lived up to the word and spirit of this framework’ (Nouy 2014). The
Chair of the Supervisory Board is not alone in emphasising the strength of the
accountability obligations set in place by the SSM Regulation (Council
Regulation 1024/2013). Ter Kuile and colleagues claim that the SSM has
successfully established a form of ‘tailor-made accountability which keeps
power in check while respecting the independence of the banking supervisors’
(2015: 155). In terms of political accountability, the SSM created multiple
reporting requirements for the ECB – regulated for the first time through an
Interinstitutional Agreement with the EP and a Memorandum of
Understanding with the Council (European Central Bank 2021a). In this
context, Fromage and Ibrido argue that the accountability framework of the
SSM ‘could open new avenues in the ECB’s . . . quest for reinforced demo-
cratic accountability’ that could be extended to the relationship with the EPG
on monetary policy (2018: 306). Overall, the mechanisms to hold the ECB
accountable in banking supervision are generally seen as a marked improve-
ment over similar arrangements in monetary policy (Braun 2017: 47).

The reason why ECB accountability was contentious in the first place
concerns its status as a non-majoritarian, technocratic organisation and at
the same time one of the most independent central banks in the world
(Curtin 2017; Elgie 2002; Naurin 2009). Generally speaking, independent

Parts of this chapter were previously published in the Journal of Common Market Studies
(Maricut-Akbik 2020).
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central banks with unequivocal mandates to maintain price stability are not
exceptional institutions: in fact, they have been part of the monetary policy
orthodoxy in advanced economies since the late 1980s (Alesina and Summers
1993; Cukierman et al. 1992). Furthermore, it is not uncommon for central
banks to take over responsibilities for banking supervision, albeit the latter is
more controversial due to potential situations when monetary and supervisory
tasks can come into conflict (Buiter 2014: 270). From the perspective of
democratic accountability, the political independence of central banks was
always bound to be problematic (Elgie 1998; Levy 1995). When central banks
take decisions independently from democratic elections, there is no political
debate about the trade-offs involved in monetary policy or financial supervi-
sion. Instead, such decisions become cloaked in the technical language of
expertise (Stiglitz 1998: 216–217). To address the shortcoming, the legal frame-
work of central banks typically includes political accountability mechanisms –
most often in the form of parliamentary oversight or an institutionalised
dialogue with governments (De Haan et al. 1999: 178–179). The scope and
functioning of these mechanisms differ, however, from setting to setting.

This chapter investigates how the EP exercises oversight of the ECB in the
field of banking supervision. The goal is to evaluate the extent to which the
ECB is being held accountable by its main political interlocutor in the SSM
framework – the EP’s ECONCommittee. Following the theoretical approach
outlined in Chapter 3.3, the focus is on parliamentary Q&A exchanged
between the two institutions both orally and in writing. The analysis below
is based on 283 letters with questions and 13 public hearings that took place at
the ECONCommittee between October 2013 (since the adoption of the SSM
Regulation) and April 2018. The findings reveal that MEPs ask many questions
of the ECB on banking supervision, but oversight remains ‘weak’ – focused on
requests for information and justification of conduct. The emphasis on weaker
oversight questions stems from the ECB legal framework, which imposes strict
confidentiality requirements regarding decisions about supervised banks, as
well as from the strong independence of the ECB in the EU political system.
For its part, the ECB is open to justifying its conduct and explaining its
decisions to MEPs, but it rarely agrees to policy changes in response to EP
oversight. In line with the expectations set out in Chapter 3.3.1, the prepon-
derance of weak oversight questions and explicit, justificatory replies places
this oversight relationship in scenario 4 - ‘Transparency’.

The chapter is structured as follows. The first part introduces the back-
ground of the SSM and its main institutional features. The second part
explains the key issues in the accountability relationship between the EP
and the ECB in banking supervision, drawing on principal–agent insights.
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The third part provides the empirical analysis of oversight interactions, focus-
ing on three aspects: (1) the profile of MEPs asking questions of the ECB on
banking supervision, (2) the types of questions asked and substantive policy
issues raised, and (3) the responsiveness of the ECB as reflected in answers to
parliamentary questions. The conclusion problematises the accountability
shortfalls of the SSM in relation to the six scenarios of oversight outlined in
the theoretical framework (Chapter 3.3.1).

4.1 background: the crisis and the ssm regulation

Before the creation of the SSM, the subject of ECB accountability revolved
around its monetary policy functions as the central bank of the Eurozone.
From the very beginning, the academic debate on the topic was dominated by
the tension between the ECB’s high degree of independence and the scope for
holding it accountable for its decisions (Curtin 2017; Dawson et al. 2019;
Magnette 2000). The political independence of the ECB is constitutionally
enshrined in the Treaties and has been consistently implemented since the
establishment of the Bank in 1998 (Scheller 2004: 121). Specifically, Article 130
TFEU prohibits the ECB from seeking or taking ‘instructions from Union
institutions, bodies, offices or agencies, from any government of a Member
State or from any other body’. Moreover, Article 282(3) TFEU specifies that
the ECB ‘shall be independent in the exercise of its powers and in the
management of its finances’ and that ‘Union institutions, bodies, offices and
agencies and the governments of the Member States shall respect that inde-
pendence’. In contrast to national central banks, whose mandate can be
changed through parliamentary majorities, the ECB legal framework can
only be altered through Treaty changes and hence the unanimous vote of all
EU Member States (De Haan 1997: 413–414). In the official institutional
discourse, the ECB does not see its independence as a hindrance to demo-
cratic accountability; conversely, the two are often presented as ‘two sides of
the same coin’ – equally necessary to ensure the bank’s legitimacy (Cœuré
2017; European Central Bank 2002: 46).

Under the circumstances, the Monetary Dialogue with the EP became the
main instrument of political accountability of the ECB. The Monetary
Dialogue has three dimensions: (1) the presentation of an annual report of
activity before the EP, which triggers a parliamentary resolution in response;
(2) the participation of the ECB President in quarterly hearings of the ECON
Committee; and (3) the submission of written questions to the ECB by
individual MEPs (Fromage and Ibrido 2018: 299–300). Unsurprisingly, public
hearings with the ECB President received the most attention. Previous studies
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criticised the generic and sometimes superficial scope of the Monetary
Dialogue with the EP, which was focused – especially in the early years – on
debating economic and financial policies rather than contesting the perform-
ance of the ECB (Amtenbrink and van Duin 2009; Braun 2017: 42; Gros 2004).
Moreover, empirical research found that the ECB President often repeats to
MEPs the information conveyed in his regular press conferences, which
receive more media attention than the Monetary Dialogue (Belke 2017;
Claeys et al. 2014). Nonetheless, it is widely recognised that the Monetary
Dialogue has improved over the years: MEPs ask questions that are both more
frequent and more relevant, while the ECB is generally responsive to their
requests (Collignon and Diessner 2016; Eijffinger and Mujagic 2004;
Fraccaroli et al. 2018). Overall, the pre-SSM record of the EP as an account-
ability forum of the ECB is mixed; as the name suggests, the Monetary
Dialogue was more a ‘dialogue’ than an intense ‘holding to account’
relationship.

It was against this background that the ECB received additional powers to
supervise the banking system in the Eurozone. In fact, the SSMwas one of the
key institutional reforms adopted at the EU level in response to the euro crisis
(see Chapter 2.1.2). Its rationale was rooted in the way in which the 2008–2009
global financial crisis unfolded in Europe as a sovereign debt crisis: failing
banks were ‘rescued’ by governments using public funds, and then some states
were ‘rescued’ using an EU scheme, thus creating a vicious circle between
banks and sovereigns (Schoenmaker and Véron 2016: 6). At the same time,
a European system of banking supervision was portrayed as the necessary
counterpart to the potential direct recapitalisation of banks through the
ESM (Eurozone Summit 2012), although the latter never materialised.
Proposed in 2012 by European Council President Herman Van Rompuy, the
SSM aimed to integrate supervisory tasks at the EU level in order to ‘ensure
that the supervision of banks in all EU Member States is equally effective in
reducing the probability of bank failure and preventing the need for interven-
tion by joint deposit guarantees or resolution funds’ (Van Rompuy 2012: 4).

After the political goal was set, it was quickly decided that the ECB should
take over the new task, since the possibility was already foreseen in Article
127(6) TFEU. However, there were some concerns over the distributive
implications of supervisory decisions and the difficulties of separating
a central bank’s monetary and supervisory functions (Buiter 2014). Moreover,
supervisory decisions could have conflicting objectives in themselves, such as
‘financial stability, investor and depositor protection, consumer protection
and financial crime’ (Alexander 2016: 486). The SSM Regulation clearly
prioritised one of these objectives, namely ‘the safety and soundness of credit
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institutions and the stability of the financial system within the Union and each
Member State’ (SSM Regulation, Article 1). Consistent supervision and finan-
cial integration are also cited among the main goals of the SSM (European
Central Bank 2019). So far, the ECB has not issued a quantifiable operationa-
lisation of these objectives, although several official documents emphasise the
need to act as a ‘tough and fair’ bank supervisor (Nouy 2015).

Once established, the SSM became a complex institutional system involv-
ing the ECB and national supervisors of Eurozone Member States – renamed
as NCAs. As of December 2020, the ECB is responsible for the direct supervi-
sion of 115 so-called significant banks, which together hold almost 82 per cent
of the banking assets in the Eurozone (European Central Bank 2020a). Daily
supervision is organised into Joint Supervisory Teams (JSTs), led by the ECB
and comprising members of NCAs. The tasks of the ECB in the context are
clearly delineated: conducting supervisory reviews, on-site inspections, and
investigations; granting and withdrawing banking licences; assessing banks’
acquisition and disposal of qualifying holdings; ensuring compliance with EU
prudential rules; and setting higher capital requirements (‘buffers’) in order to
counter financial risks (European Central Bank 2019). The remaining banks
are known as ‘less significant’ and continue to be supervised by NCAs, with the
ECB taking a back seat. The main decision-making body is the Supervisory
Board, composed of six ECB representatives (including the chair and the vice-
chair) and one representative from the NCA of each participating Member
State (SSM Regulation, Article 26).

To balance the expansion of ECB powers in banking supervision, separate
accountability obligations were put in place at the political, legal, and admin-
istrative levels, hence adding to the already existing accountability toolbox on
the monetary policy side of the ECB. In terms of political accountability, the
relationship with the EP became central – in a similar way to the already
established Monetary Dialogue. Unlike in monetary policy, the ECB was
given additional political accountability obligations in banking supervision
towards the Eurogroup and national parliaments (SSM Regulation, Articles
20–21). However, interactions with the Eurogroup remain confidential, while
visits to national parliaments take place on an ad hoc basis, so it is very difficult
to assess their functioning in a systematic manner. By contrast, EP hearings
with the Chair of the Supervisory Board and the exchange of documents
between the two institutions are public and occur regularly.

The accountability obligations of the ECB towards the EP in banking
supervision are detailed in a first-time Interinstitutional Agreement signed
between the two institutions (European Central Bank 2013). In line with the
SSM Regulation, the obligations entail (1) the publication of an annual report
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on the execution of tasks conferred by the SSMRegulation; (2) participation of
the Chair of the Supervisory Board in ordinary and ad hoc public hearings at
the ECON Committee and, upon request, in confidential meetings with
members of the Committee; (3) the provision of written response within five
weeks to written questions sent by MEPs; and (4) the transmission of confi-
dential, annotated records of the Proceedings of the Supervisory Board that
allow ECON Members to understand the substance of discussions and deci-
sions taken (Articles 1–4).

The implementation of these obligations needs to be understood in the
broader context of parliamentary oversight of executive decisions. To context-
ualise the case, the next section links parliamentary oversight of ECB super-
visory decisions with the principal–agent model. In addition, there is
a discussion of the key issues in banking supervision relevant for the EP–
ECB accountability relationship.

4.2 political accountability in banking supervision:
key issues

The relationship between the ECB and the EP in banking supervision is an
example of central bank accountability and, more generally, of legislative
oversight of an executive agency delegated to fulfil specific functions. In
some sense, this is a classic principal–agent relationship in which an author-
ised principal delegated powers to an agent with the expertise and policy
credibility to carry out specific tasks (Majone 1999: 3–4; Strøm 2000).
Indeed, the EP contributed to the legal framework that gave the ECB an
explicit mandate for banking supervision in the Eurozone. However, the SSM
was created by a Council Regulation adopted through a special legislative
procedure in which the EP was only consulted – and was thus on the same
level as the ECB itself (Amtenbrink and Markakis 2019). While the ECON
Committee was closely involved in the legislative process and even gained
additional accountability powers in the SSM – as demonstrated by the
Interinstitutional Agreement – it cannot accurately be considered the ‘princi-
pal’ of the ECB in the field. If anything, the Member States of the Eurozone,
acting through the Council, are the main ‘principal’ of the ECB in banking
supervision.

As a result, there are formal limitations to the EP’s powers to hold the ECB
accountable for its supervisory decisions. If the EP depends on the Council for
revising the ECB’s mandate in the SSM, then its ability to influence the
incentive structure in which the agent operates (through ‘contracting’) is
automatically curtailed. In addition, the SSMRegulation (Article 19) prohibits
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the ECB from taking instructions from other Union institutions. The SSM
Regulation specifies that ‘the ECB should exercise the supervisory tasks
conferred on it in full independence, in particular free from undue political
influence’ (Recital 75; see also Article 19). This means that any recommenda-
tions made by the EP in its ‘Resolutions on the Banking Union-Annual
Reports’ might have an informal impact on supervisory conduct but do not
constitute formal mechanisms to sanction the ECB because parliamentary
resolutions are never legally binding. On the plus side, the EP can veto the
appointment of the Chair and Vice-Chair of the Supervisory Board and
approve the dismissal of the former in case of poor performance or serious
misconduct (SSM Regulation, Article 26). In addition, the ECB has the
obligation to ‘cooperate sincerely with any investigations by the European
Parliament, subject to the TFEU’ (SSMRegulation, Article 20(9)). Otherwise,
there is a clear focus on accountability though monitoring and justification:
the ECB has regular reporting obligations towards the EP, while MEPs can
ask questions and pass (non-binding) judgement in their reports and resolu-
tions (Interinstitutional Agreement, Article 1–4).

Furthermore, the accountability challenges faced by the EP and the ECB
in banking supervision reflect basic principal–agent expectations. Most sig-
nificantly, there are problems of (1) asymmetric information, as the ECB is an
expert body possessing much more knowledge than the EP in the field of
banking supervision, and (2) hidden action, given that ECB supervisory deci-
sions remain unseen by MEPs (Strøm 2000: 270). Banking supervision is
a highly technical area that requires financial, legal, and accounting expertise;
moreover, there are strict confidentiality requirements that prevent the dis-
closure of sensitive supervisory data and decisions (Angeloni 2015). However,
the risk of ‘agency drift’ – the ECB diverging from its mandate – is not the same
as in monetary policy. The first difference lies in the selection procedure, as
the EP can veto the appointment of the Chair of the Supervisory Board, but
the same cannot be done for Members of the ECB Executive Board (Fromage
and Ibrido 2018: 296). The second difference concerns the nature of the
mandate in banking supervision, where the ECB has to apply secondary law
(ter Kuile et al. 2015: 167–168). By contrast, in monetary policy, the ECB is free
to decide and implement its preferred policy instruments within the confines
of the Treaty (especially Articles 119 and 123 TFEU). This means that banking
supervision leaves limited room for discretion in comparison to monetary
policy. The SSM legal framework is elaborate, based on international regula-
tory standards (Basel III), which were translated into EU legislation through
the Capital Requirements Directive IV (CRD IV) and the Capital
Requirements Regulation (CRR). The ECB is responsible for enforcing
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these rules, which again are subject to change by the co-legislators, that is, the
EP and the Council. The dynamic allows the EP to act as a classic oversight
body, checking whether ECB actions deviate from legislative intent.

In terms of substance, the most contentious accountability issue in banking
supervision refers to the transparency of supervisory decisions and bank-level
information. Here, there is a huge gap between American and European
practices regarding the disclosure of financial supervisory data, as the latter
is traditionally more inclined towards confidentiality (Gandrud and
Hallerberg 2018: 1029). The reasons for secrecy concern legality, trust between
the supervisor and the supervisee, and financial stability at large. Legally, EU
bank supervisors are not allowed to disclose information that would endanger
the competitive position of a credit institution on the market (Directive 2003/
6/EC on insider dealing and market manipulation). In relation to trust, banks
are more likely to share sensitive information with the supervisor if they are
confident that this will be treated confidentially. From the perspective of
financial stability, liquidity problems at a bank can trigger bank runs and
panic in the population (Angeloni 2015). Conversely, the arguments for
transparency are more general: transparency is a pre-condition for account-
ability that increases the legitimacy of the supervisors by allowing account-
ability forums to judge whether the supervisor is acting in the public interest.
Moreover, transparency reduces the scope for arbitrary decisions and creates
stable expectations that incentivise banks to adhere to regulations (Liedorp
et al. 2013: 311).

In the Interinstitutional Agreement with the ECB, the EP consented to
balance accountability obligations with secrecy requirements (Article 5).
Accordingly, MEPs can read a non-confidential version of Records of the
Proceedings of the Supervisory Board, which are summaries of discussions
after each meeting. In addition, there are confidential ‘in camera meetings’
that take place before hearings of the Chair of the Supervisory Board at the
ECON Committee. These are meetings between the coordinators of all
political groups, the ECON Chair and Vice-Chairs, and the Chair of the
Supervisory Board, who work on organising the agenda of public hearings.13

These encounters are reported to be much more confrontational than public
hearings, with ‘tough’ language that is often absent in public interactions
between the two institutions.14But the downside of confidential accountability

13 ECONCommittee Chair Roberto Gualtieri sometimes refers to ‘meetings at the coordinators’
level’ in his announcements at the beginning of public hearings.

14 Information about ECON in-camera meetings was shared during the closed workshop
‘Contesting the Incontestable: The “Post-Crisis” Accountability of the European Central
Bank’ held on 8 October 2018 at the Hertie School of Governance in Berlin, Germany.
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is the suspicion that there is something to hide; after all, how can the public be
sure that the ECB is being held accountable behind closed doors? The same
problem is found in the accountability interactions between the ECB and the
Council in banking supervision: formally, the provisions of the
Interinstitutional Agreement are mirrored in a Memorandum of
Understanding signed in 2013 between the ECB and the Council, more
specifically the Eurogroup. However, exchanges of views and questions from
national finance ministers remain confidential, in line with Eurogroup prac-
tices (Puetter 2006). It is thus impossible to evaluate their accountability
relationship other than to say that the Chair of the Supervisory Board partici-
pates in Eurogroup meetings at least twice per year, when they appear to
discuss the same topics as in hearings at the ECON Committee (Council of
the European Union n.d.).

Two final issues further complicate the scope for political accountability of
the ECB in banking supervision. On the one hand, the SSM is part of
a banking union that is still work-in-progress. Several legislative dossiers amend-
ing or seeking to complete the banking union are currently under review, which
means that the framework of rules in which the ECB operates remains in flux
(Council of the European Union 2018a). On the other hand, the banking union
is a complex arrangement spread over several institutions: the EBA (in charge of
banking regulation), the ECB (responsible for banking supervision), and the
SRB/the Commission (in charge of banking resolution) (Council of the
European Union 2018b). In addition, the ECB is part of a layered supervisory
system in which it acts in coordination with domestic supervisors, the NCAs.
This means that the ECB functions in a changing environment where the
division of competences is difficult to disentangle. Holding the ECB account-
able as a bank supervisor is bound to be complicated from the outset.

Having established the main parameters of political accountability in the
SSM, the next section turns towards the analysis of oversight interactions
between the EP and the ECB in banking supervision in the early years since
the establishment of the SSM. Considering the accessibility of documents, the
analysis is based on transcripts of public hearings and letters exchanged
between the two institutions in the framework of their accountability relation-
ship. The analysis follows the Q&A approach to legislative oversight (outlined
in Chapter 3.3) and is divided into three parts, covering (1) the frequency of
interactions and profile of questioners, (2) types of questions addressed by
MEPs, and (3) types of answers provided by the ECB on banking supervision.

According to Chatham House Rules, the identity or affiliation of the speakers cannot be
revealed, unless the participants explicitly consented to be cited anonymously.
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4.3 oversight interactions: main findings

The SSMRegulation was adopted inOctober 2013, giving the ECB one year to
prepare for taking over banking supervision in the Eurozone. The dialogue
with the ECON Committee started right away, while the first Chair of the
Supervisory Board, Danièle Nouy, took office in January 2014. The analysis
below covers the period from October 2013 to April 2018 and includes 283
written letters exchanged between the two institutions and 13 public hearings
of the Chair of the Supervisory Board at the ECON Committee.15

Figure 4.1 offers an overview of the letters identified in the period under
focus. Overall, the ECB used 123 documents to answer 150 letters sent by
MEPs in the SSM framework. There are two reasons why the number of letters
with questions does not correspond to the number of letters with answers
published by the ECB. First, letters sent at the end of the calendar year are
answered early in the new year, so there is never an equivalence between the
numbers of documents exchanged per year. Second, the ECB has the practice
of using one document to answer multiple letters sent by the same MEP(s).
This is not to say that individual questions go unanswered, but that one
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figure 4.1 Overview of letters exchanged between the EP and the ECB on
banking supervision (October 2013–April 2018). Total letters identified: 283

15 All documents and videos were retrieved from the official websites of the EP and the ECB,
respectively. Videos of public hearings were transcribed manually with helpful research
assistance from Evgenija Kröker.
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document can contain multiple answers. At the same time, seven ECB letters
simply followed up on questions raised during hearings at the ECON
Committee. In addition, three documents included both questions and
answers addressed by Members of the ECON Committee to ECB President
Mario Draghi before the appointment of the first Chair of the Supervisory
Board.

Furthermore, there have been 13 public hearings of the ECB at the ECON
Committee during the period January 2014–April 2018, after the first Chair of
the Supervisory Board was appointed. Figure 4.2 provides an overview of the
type of hearings taking place in the period under focus. Ordinary hearings as
well as hearings on the SSM annual report make the bulk of the data. In terms
of format, hearings usually last between 90 and 120 minutes and follow
a specific structure, starting with (1) welcome announcements by the ECON
Chair, followed by (2) an introductory statement by the Chair of the
Supervisory Board, and then moving to (3) questions and answers (Q&A)
from MEPs. In line with the EP’s Internal Rules of Procedure (European
Parliament 2017e), speaking time is allocated in order of the size of political
groups and in proportion to their total number of members (Rule 162 for the
8th parliamentary term).

Using the qualitative data analysis software ATLAS.ti, each single topic
question and corresponding answer have been manually coded in line with
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figure 4.2 Public hearings of the ECB at the EP’s ECON Committee in the
SSM framework (January 2014–April 2018)
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the analytical approach outlined in Chapter 3.3. Overall, MEPs asked 337
single-topic questions in writing – posing on average 2 questions per letter. In
parallel, during hearings, MEPs asked on average 28 questions per session,
bringing the total to 369 questions in the period under consideration.

Having established the number of questions raised by the EP to the ECB on
banking supervision, the next relevant aspect concerns the profile of MEPs
who ask questions.

4.3.1 Profile of Questioners

Who are the MEPs who ask questions of the ECB on banking supervision? In
respect of letters, the majority are sent by individual or groups of MEPs from
the ECON Committee, although there were four questionnaires sent by the
ECONChair on behalf of the entire committee and one letter sent by the EP
President. All political groups sent letters to the ECB on banking supervision,
regardless of their size in the EP. As the period under focus overlaps with the
8th parliamentary term (2014–2019), the following political groups were iden-
tified (in order of size): the EPP, the S&D, the European Conservatives and
Reformists Group (ECR), the Group of the Alliance of Liberals and
Democrats for Europe (ALDE), the Greens/European Free
Alliance (Greens/EFA); the Confederal Group of the European United
Left–Nordic Green Left (GUE–NGL); Europe of Freedom and Direct
Democracy Group (EFDD); and Europe of Nations and Freedom (ENF).

Figure 4.3 captures the nationalities of MEPs asking questions of the ECB
on banking supervision in the period under focus. Each MEP is only counted
once, regardless of how many questions are posed in a letter. Out of the total
150 letters, 24 letters have multiple authors among MEPs of different national-
ities. Overall, most letters are sent by MEPs from Portugal (23%), Germany
(21%), Italy (18%), and Spain (16%).When it comes to the content of questions,
the national affiliation of MEPs matters more for some members than others:
for instance, MEPs from Portugal, Spain, Ireland, and Greece tend to ask
questions regarding their own Member States. The others ask more general
questions that go beyond their national context, although they also inquire
about specific situations in their national or regional constituencies.

In terms of political affiliation (Figure 4.4), the most active groups were
GUE–NGL (24%), the Greens/EFA (17%), the EPP (16%), and the S&D
(14%). When letters have multiple authors, they are grouped together by
political group. It is important to mention that MEPs from S&D and ALDE
tend to send letters in large groups: for example, 30 MEPs from S&D sent 10
letters, while 20 MEPs from the ALDE sent 5 letters. This means that the
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figure 4.3 Nationality of MEPs sending letters with questions to the ECB on
banking supervision (October 2013–April 2018). Total: 220 MEPs identified in 150
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figure 4.4 Political affiliation of MEPs sending letters with questions to ECB on
banking supervision. Total: 220 MEPs identified in 150 letters
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contribution of smaller groups such as GUE–NGL and the Greens/EFA is
underestimated: they send more individual questions to the ECB than larger
political groups. A similar dynamic has been found in relation to written
questions addressed by MEPs to the ECB in monetary policy (Fraccaroli
et al. 2018: 60). Since smaller political groups get less time for questions during
committee meetings, letters are a way to compensate for the deficiency,
allowing smaller groups to be equally active in oversight. However, the
ideological position of MEPs also plays a role, as the two most active political
groups in written letters – GUE–NGL and the Greens/EFA – are on the left of
the political spectrum.

Moving to public hearings, the breakdown of MEPs asking questions by
political group and nationality looks different. In respect of nationality
(Figure 4.5), German MEPs are leading in public hearings (speaking
23 per cent of the time), followed by MEPs from France (13 per cent), and
Italy and Spain (12 per cent each). Keeping in mind that the MEPs who take
the floor in public hearings are often the coordinators of political groups in the
committees, the statistic is a reflection of the nationality of several ECON
Committee coordinators in the 8th parliamentary term for the largest groups,
for example, Burkhard Balz (Germany, EPP), Pervenche Berès (France,
S&D), Sylvie Goulard (France, ALDE), and Sven Giegold (Germany, the
Greens/EFA). Italian MEPs were also consistently active, especially through
the contributions of Marco Zanni (EFDD/ENF) and Marco Valli (EFDD).
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figure 4.5 Nationality of MEPs taking the floor during public hearings of the
Chair of the Supervisory Board. Total MEPs identified (counted once

per session): 156
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In respect of political affiliation, the EP’s Rules of Procedure automatically
incline the balance towards larger groups (see Figure 4.6). Accordingly, MEPs
from the two largest political groups in the 8th parliamentary term – the EPP
and the S&D – took the floor most often (each 29 per cent of the time). They
were followed by MEPs from the ECR and the Greens/EFA (each 8 per cent
of the time). By comparison, smaller political groups get limited speaking time
during public hearings, in line with the proportion of their seats in each
parliamentary term.

Overall, we can observe that MEPs interact frequently with the ECB in the
framework of the SSM, both in writing and in person through hearings.
Members from smaller political groups on the left (GUE–NGL and the
Greens/EFA) tend to send more written questions, while the largest groups
(EPP and S&D) dominate the public hearings. In terms of nationality, there is
a correlation between the size of aMember State and the number of questions
sent by their MEPs, although there are exceptions, for example, Portugal. This
is directly related to the problems experienced by Portuguese banks in the
period under focus, although by the same logic, we would have expected more
questions from Greece – which has the same number of MEPs. The data does
not clarify why MEPs from certain Member States tend to be more active;

S&D
29%

EPP
29%

ECR
8%

Greens-EFA
8%

ALDE
7%

EFDD
7%

GUE-NGL
6%

ENF
NI
0%

figure 4.6 Political affiliation of MEPs taking the floor during public hearings
with the Chair of the Supervisory Board. Total MEPs identified (counted once

per session): 156
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ultimately, this is an empirical question related to the parliamentary tradition
of each country and the personal record of MEPs during their term.

In terms of the theoretical expectations outlined in Chapter 3.3.2, the high
number of political groups allowed to ask questions and the absence of
a government–opposition dynamic vis-à-vis the ECB is bound to limit the
strength of parliamentary questions. As MEPs represent a variety of political
and national interests, it is by default more difficult to coordinate legislative
oversight and ask pointed questions of executive actors. The problem is
illustrated in the next section.

4.3.2 Types of Questions

Moving to the subject of oversight, the analysis identified a total of 706 single-
topic questions and a corresponding number of answers in both letters and
hearings. Following the analytical framework outlined in Chapter 3.3, parlia-
mentary questions were categorised along four types of requests – for informa-
tion, justification, change of decisions/conduct, and sanctions.
Simultaneously, it was possible to distinguish between questions asked for
the first time (initial questions) and questions on which MEPs followed up
because they were dissatisfied with the original answer (follow-up questions).
Given the procedural limitations to asking follow-up questions in EP commit-
tees, the analysis grouped together questions on the same issues – even if they
were asked by differentMEPs. Despite this extension, the number of follow-up
questions remains lower, suggesting that MEPs have diverse interests and do
not systematically coordinate their oversight of the ECB in banking supervi-
sion. Figure 4.7 offers an overview of the types of questions identified in the
period under focus.

There are several observations coming out of the figure. First, there is a fifth
category of questions that falls outside the scope of oversight interactions. This
refers to ‘requests for policy views’ – present in 111 out of the 706 total
questions. Such requests typically include demands for the ECB’s expert
opinion on ongoing legislative files or issues relevant to Member States
domestically. While it makes sense for MEPs to consult the ECB on their
legislative activity, this can be done separately and not filed under account-
ability. In fact, the ECB is formally consulted on proposed EMU legislation
more generally (European Central Bank 2021b). Requests for policy views
cannot be considered a form of oversight because they do not concern the past
activity of the ECB in terms of decisions or conduct. Conversely, they typically
refer to the future legal framework of the banking union. Requests for policy
views are more common during hearings (22 per cent of all questions asked)
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than in letters (8.9 per cent of all questions sent), with the additional observa-
tion that rapporteurs on legislative proposals are most likely to use hearings
with the Chair of the Supervisory Board to ask for input on files within their
purview. From this perspective, it appears that a fifth of all questions in
hearings are wasted on issues that have nothing to do with accountability.16

Furthermore, the most prevalent types of questions in both letters and
hearings are requests for information (49.7 per cent overall) and justification
of conduct (36.3 per cent overall). This is not surprising, considering the
institutional independence of the ECB and the lack of political mechanisms
to demand changes of decisions or impose sanctions (see Section 4.2).
Moreover, since the SSM was only established in 2013–2014, many questions
addressed the internal organisation of the ECB in banking supervision and the
2014 comprehensive assessment. However, the most popular subject of ques-
tions by far refers to the situation at specific banks under the direct or indirect
supervision of the ECB (Figure 4.8).
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figure 4.7 Types of questions asked by MEPs of the ECB on banking
supervision (October 2013–April 2018). Total identified: 706

16 According to the ECB, these questions are not in fact wasted because the ECB can ‘provide
important advice on financial legislation and it is in the interest of both EP and the ECB to
exchange frequently also on such policy issues, even if this is not strictly speaking a discharge of
accountability’. These comments were made by an ECB official at a closed workshop on ECB
accountability held on 8October 2018 at the Hertie School in Berlin (ChathamHouse rules).
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Banks that attract the most attention are usually those that performed poorly
in stress tests and had a high level of non-performing loans (NPLs), such as the
Italian banks Monte dei Paschi di Siena, Banco Populare de Vicenza, and
Veneto Banca. Other examples include banks that were formally declared
failing or likely to fail (FOLTF) (e.g. the Spanish Banco Popular) or alterna-
tively were considered to receive preferential treatment in stress tests (e.g. the
German Deutsche Bank). MEPs also ask many questions about the resolution
of less significant institutions (e.g. the Portuguese bank Banif) or the re-
capitalisation of state-owned significant banks with the approval of the
Commission (e.g. the Portuguese bank Caixa Geral de Depósitos).
Unsurprisingly, these are also the banks that are most often mentioned in
press reports regarding the performance of the SSM. However, given the
professional secrecy requirements laid down in the Interinstitutional
Agreement between the EP and the ECB and in the CRD IV, the ECB
‘cannot comment on the interactions with individual supervised institutions
or on the supervisory measures taken with regard to them’ (Nouy 2016a). There
is thus a tension between the issue that MEPs care most about – the next one is
‘SSM internal organisation’ (see Figure 4.8) – and the likelihood that they will
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Total codes assigned: 1,009 for 706 questions
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receive the information they publicly seek. Holding the ECB accountable in
banking supervision is bound to be limited from the outset.

Moreover, follow-up questions are more likely to occur in hearings
(65.3 per cent of all questions) than in letters (41 per cent of all questions
raised). This happens because some hearings have a central topic that domin-
ates the Q&A session. In the period under focus, there were three instances of
hearings with ‘heated’ debates: (1) in November 2016, in relation to the
methodology of stress tests and the alleged preferential treatment of
Deutsche Bank thereof; (2) in June 2017, on the recent decision to declare
Banco Popular FOLTF; and (3) in November 2017, whenMEPs contested the
draft Addendum to the ECBGuidance on NPLs (the Addendum) as overstep-
ping the institution’s mandate (see below).

The Deutsche Bank case received a lot of attention in both oral and written
questions. In short, the problem was that in the 2016 stress test, the ECB
accepted in the assessment of Deutsche Bank the sale of its stake in the
Chinese bank Hua Xia, even though the transaction was going to be com-
pleted at the end of the year and the stress test took place in the summer. There
were nine letters asking the ECB for the reasoning behind its agreement to
‘bend the rules’ for Deutsche Bank. The questions share common ground, as
MEPs referenced or copied text directly from a Financial Times article
reporting the ECB’s preferential treatment in this case (Noonan et al. 2016).
The Chair of the Supervisory Board defended the decision, explaining that the
conclusion of the transaction was regarded as a mere formality (it was con-
cluded by the end of the year). In addition, Deutsche Bank formally requested
the exception; by comparison, other banks claiming to be in a similar position
did not request such an exception. In response to the nine letters, the ECB
provided an almost identical text, with large portions of the reply copy-pasted
from the first answer offered. Judging from the follow-up questions in the
November 2016 hearing, many MEPs did not accept the ECB’s answers as
valid. The point here is that MEPs are eager to challenge ECB supervisory
decisions, but there are only a few cases in which they have the background
information and knowledge to do so.

The case of the Addendum also deserves further attention – not least
because it was the subject of a letter sent by the EP President to the ECB.
This is also themain clear-cut example ofMEPs demanding concrete changes
to the ECB’s conduct. The Addendum aimed to address one of the most
persistent and controversial problems in banking supervision, namely how
banks should deal with high levels of NPLs on their balance sheets. The
document was designed to supplement the earlier ECB Guidance on the
matter by specifying minimum levels of prudential provisions for new NPLs
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starting 1 January 2018 (European Central Bank 2017). Several Members of the
ECON Committee, after asking the opinion of the EP’s Legal Service,
challenged elements of these supervisory expectations as ultra vires because
they effectively introduced additional obligations for banks beyond the current
regulatory framework. At the same time, MEPs considered that the ECB did
not give legislators and the public sufficient time to provide feedback on the
Addendum, as its date of entry into force was less than three months from the
publication of the draft version. Nouy acknowledged during the hearing that
the phrasing of several provisions could be improved, as the meaning seems to
have been misunderstood from what the ECB had intended. One example is
the so-called comply or explainmechanism, criticised for inverting the burden
of proof from the supervisor to the supervised bank, with the implication that
banks would become responsible for showing that their provisioning level was
adequate instead of the supervisor demonstrating that it was inadequate. This
was changed in the revised version of the Addendum, whose date of entry into
force was also postponed to 1 April 2018 (European Central Bank 2018: 7). The
case is an example of the effective performance of the EP as an accountability
forum when there is a clear, coordinated agenda about what to ask from the
ECB on banking supervision. The pressure put by MEPs asking questions on
the same issue, even if sometimes they were repeated, is something to bear in
mind for improving future hearings of the ECON Committee.

Overall, the questions asked by MEPs to the ECB on banking supervision
paint a layered picture of the EP’s performance as an accountability forum. At
the outer layer, the track record of MEPs in holding the ECB accountable is
underwhelming: too often their questions demand policy views or contest
issues that the ECB cannot fully address due to the legal framework to which
the EP contributed. But the inner layer brings nuance to the picture: there are
structural problems – especially confidentiality requirements – that make it
difficult for MEPs to receive answers to the questions they find important. The
next section shifts the attention from the accountability forum to the actor,
examining the ranges of answers provided by the ECB on banking supervision.

4.3.3 Types of Answers

The ECB is legally required to reply to written and oral questions fromMEPs
in the framework of their accountability relationship in the SSM. However,
there is a difference between answering questions as a procedural requirement
and engaging with the substance of the issue raised. Requests for policy views
are almost always answered fully: as a specialised public body, the ECB is
happy to share its expertise on different matters of banking supervision.
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However, for the purposes of legislative oversight, what matters are answers to
requests A–D, which are discussed in the next pages.

Figure 4.9 lists the number of answers identified as explicit replies, inter-
mediate replies, and non-replies in the period under investigation. At first
sight, the overview of answers shows the high responsiveness of the ECB to EP
oversight. On the whole, the ECB provides explicit replies in response to
almost two thirds of all questions received in the SSM framework (429 out of
706 answers), showing the willingness of the institution to engage with the
questions raised by MEPs. However, when calculated as a percentage of all
questions (excluding the irrelevant requests for policy views), answers that
count as explicit replies only make up 47.45 per cent of the total. Figure 4.9
shows the breakdown of ECB answers in both letters and public hearings.

When it comes to explicit replies (identified 429 times), most answers
provide information (33.1 per cent) or justification of conduct
(35.4 per cent). In relation to questions of type A, explicit replies (142 overall)
can offer full information about decisions (policy transparency) or decision-
making processes (procedural transparency). In response to questions of type
B, there is a clear tendency for the ECB to justify its conduct or explain the
rationale behind decisions (on 152 occasions). Although there are fewer expli-
cit replies given in response to type-C questions (8.6 per cent), the number is
consistent with the total amount of requests for change (10.3 per cent of all
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questions). In respect of sanctions, these were no longer necessary in three
instances (because the responsible parties had already resigned), while on one
occasion, the ECB rejected the need for sanctions.

The next category includes intermediate replies (identified in 204
instances), where the majority of answers (55.9 per cent) addressed requests
for information. One example is partial or incomplete answers which engage
with some elements of the question raised or talk about the topic in general
terms, without going into specifics. Other types of intermediate replies prom-
ise to provide information or justification of conduct at some point in the
future, based on ongoing developments. The answer is legitimate but depend-
ent on follow-up questions that may or may not be raised by MEPs. Finally,
intermediate replies can acknowledge the topic of a question but claim the
ECB’s lack of competence on the matter and refer the EP towards another
actor deemed responsible (see discussion on equivocation below).

The final category of answers is made of non-replies and was identified on
73 occasions. Non-replies are answers in which the ECB avoids or openly
refuses to respond to issues raised by MEPs. Here, there is a difference
between written and oral questions, as the lack of answers in letters is sup-
ported by confidentiality requirements of the SSM legal framework, while
non-replies in hearings are an example of evasion – that is, not addressing the
substantive point of a question. In the case of the latter, it is difficult to identify
ill-intent: most often, the Chair of the Supervisory Board simply spends more
time covering one question and does not have time for the others.

Having established the main types of replies provided by the ECB on
banking supervision, the next step is to examine how they engage with
parliamentary questions from MEPs. Figure 4.10 illustrates the categories of
answers given through ‘rectification’, ‘justification’, and ‘equivocation’ in the
period under focus. The first observation coming out of the table is that the
ECB rarely changes its conduct in response to demands from MEPs; in fact,
the only instance when the Chair of the Supervisory Board engaged with
requests for policy change coming fromMEPs concerned the Addendum (see
Section 4.3.2). During hearings at the ECON Committee, the Chair of the
Supervisory Board acknowledged the lack of clarity regarding the Addendum’s
‘comply-or-explain’ mechanism and considered the possibility of postponing
the document’s entry into force. This was, however, an isolated case (present
in 24 partial answers). Conversely, the majority of questions addressed to the
ECB on banking supervision are answered through justification, providing full
or partial information about a particular issue, explaining the rationale of
decisions, or defending the appropriateness of a measure. The proportion of
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answers marked as ‘full’ as opposed to ‘partial’ justification (427 vs 55) speaks to
the engagement of the ECB with parliamentary questions.

What are the questions that go unanswered? Equivocated replies are
answers that do not offer MEPs substantive responses to the questions they
raised. There are three categories of replies identified here. First, there are
generic answers that come across as evasion or questions not answered due to
time considerations, which were identified on 49 occasions. These correspond
to non-replies in Figure 4.9 and have been discussed above. Second, inter-
mediate replies that claim ‘lack of competence’ are usually seen as problem-
atic in accountability studies because they suggest the passing of responsibility
from one executive actor to another (Hood 2010). On banking supervision,
such answers occur when the ECB claims that certain issues are within the
purview of NCAs or lie outside its mandate in banking supervision (95 in
total). These answers are given in response to questions on (1) themethodology
of stress tests, especially the choice of adverse scenarios, for which the EBA and
the European Systemic Risk Board are responsible; (2) the resolution process
of specific banks, where the SRB and/or the European Commission have
competence; (3) issues of consumer protection – especially concerning unfair
practices of banks – where national bodies have jurisdiction; and (4) cases of
financial misconduct and money laundering in different member states,
where national authorities are also the competent institutions.
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The high frequency of such questions is the result of the intricate multi-
level framework of the banking union, where the division of tasks is spread
across many institutions at different levels of governance. Separating bank
regulation (EBA) from bank supervision (ECB) and bank resolution (the SRB
and the Commission) created overlapping areas of activity that remain diffi-
cult to disentangle from an accountability perspective. At the same time, the
fact that the SSMmandate is limited to prudential supervision and hence does
not include matters such as consumer protection or money laundering add-
itionally complicated matters because it restricts the range of issues for which
the ECB can be held accountable. It is difficult to establish whetherMEPs ask
questions outside the ECB’s supervisory competence unknowingly or on
purpose – because they are important to their constituencies. As a general
pattern, it seems that many MEPs base their questions on current financial
news in the national or international media, which suggests an interest in
politically salient issues that is disconnected from considerations of the rele-
vant competent authority.

Nonetheless, not all cases are straightforward when it comes to the ECB’s
lack of competence. For instance, in the first report on the functioning of the
SSM, the Commission discretely criticised the ECB for pointing the finger at
the EBA regarding the flaws of stress tests methodologies, keeping in mind its
own responsibility for the quality of the process (European Commission 2017).
Another relevant example concerns the Portuguese bank Banif, a less signifi-
cant institution under the supervision of Banco de Portugal, which was put
into resolution in December 2015. The controversy concerned the ECB’s
approval to limit Banif’s access to Eurosystem liquidity prior to the announced
decision that the bank was FOLTF, as well as the involvement therein of ECB
Vice-President Vı́tor Constâncio, who was the former Governor of Banco de
Portugal. In the following year, Portuguese MEP Nuno Melo (EPP) sent 12
letters to the ECB demanding information and justification of conduct about
the ECB’s role prior to and during the FOLTF decision-making process
(European Parliament 2016f). On the supervisory part, the SSM Chair repeat-
edly invoked lack of competence and directed the MEP towards Banco de
Portugal as the ‘right addressee’ for the questions (Nouy 2016b). The point here
is that the banking union established a convoluted system: it is not always clear
who bears responsibility for specific actions or how to differentiate ‘real’ lack of
competence from passing the buck from one institution to another.

The other type of equivocated answer that deserves close attention refers to
non-replies given on confidentiality grounds, present on 24 occasions. Such
answers concern questions that require information or justification of deci-
sions regarding a specific supervised bank. In the early years, the ECB would
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address such requests by invoking its confidentiality regime and offering no
answer whatsoever. Over time, the SSM Chair started to provide general
considerations about the bank in question and what the ECB did under
similar circumstances for any supervised bank. This allowed an answer to be
provided without revealing what is considered sensitive supervisory informa-
tion on specific banks. Such instances are marked in Figure 4.10 as ‘justifica-
tion’ – invoke ‘secrecy generic answer’ in order to distinguish them from
replies where no answer was given at all (illustrated under ‘equivocation –
invoke secrecy’). When confronted with questions about the legitimacy of the
ECB secrecy regime, the Chair of the Supervisory Board answered as follows:

These [confidentiality] requirements, as adopted by the European EP and/or
the Council of the European Union, form the cornerstone of the legal
supervisory framework under which European banking supervision operates.
They are aimed at instilling confidence in credit institutions that the banking
supervisor will treat their sensitive information appropriately. This is essential
for an open supervisory dialogue and thus an important basis for effective
banking supervision. (Nouy 2017)

Invoking confidentiality requirements means that parliamentary questions are
dealt with expediently and unsatisfactorily from the perspective of an account-
ability forum. While some MEPs ask multiple rounds of questions about the
same bank, they give up at some point and move on to different issues – aware
that there is nothing they can legally do to force the ECB to provide public
information or justification.

The importance of the secrecy regime is interpreted differently by the ECB.
According to one official, ‘what is observable by the public is the non-
confidential part. But there are several possibilities to exchange [information]
on a confidential basis’, such as the routine in-camera meetings before hear-
ings of the Chair of the Supervisory Board or the (as-yet-unused) formal
confidential oral discussions and inquiry committees. Moreover, from the
perspective of the ECB, such questions remain important even if they cannot
reply with bank-specific information: ‘On the one hand, it helps us understand
the thinking of MEPs and on the other hand it may allow us to clarify our
general policies which are of relevance to the specific case.’17

Ultimately, the problem of the ECB’s confidentiality requirements can be
solved in two ways: either the two institutions agree on a change in the legal
framework that would allow the EP to receive answers to politically salient

17 Comments by an ECB official on a presentation of an earlier draft of this chapter at a closed
workshop on 8 October 2018 at the Hertie School in Berlin (Chatham House rules).
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questions, or MEPs must alter the type of questions they send to the ECB on
banking supervision. Information about specific banks is at the heart of banking
supervision because it concerns the way in which SSM rules are enforced; for
this reason, it can be expected that the EP will continue to ask such questions in
the future even if they will rarely receive full answers in response.

4.4 the record: holding the ecb accountable in banking
supervision

The early years of the functioning of the SSM institutionalised the account-
ability relationship between the EP and the ECB in banking supervision. As
noted by the ECB Annual Reports on the SSM, the two institutions interact on
a regular basis through hearings and letters. MEPs ask the Supervisory Board
numerous oral and written questions, to which the ECB replies in a timely
manner. Going back to the variables expected to have a positive effect on
parliamentary questions (Chapter 3.3.1), this means that the EP has multiple
structural opportunities for oversight in banking supervision. More specific-
ally, MEPs can interact directly with the Chair of the Supervisory Board in
a single committee (ECON) every couple of months and can ask written
questions of the ECB at any time.Moreover, the aspect of high public pressure
mentioned in the analytical framework is present in banking supervision in
respect of the results of stress tests or if a bank is declared FOLTF. Whenever
such events are covered by the media, the number of follow-up questions to
the ECB increases in a corresponding manner. By contrast, the institutional
characteristics of the EP – the emphasis on law-making and the high number
of political groups – have a negative effect on the strength of parliamentary
questions. This is visible in the significant number of requests for policy views
on legislative dossiers as well as in the diversity of questions addressed by
MEPs across political groups. Overall, MEPs from Portugal, Germany, Italy,
Spain, and France ask the bulk of questions, while smaller political groups on
the left tend to be more active.

In terms of the substance of questions, the analysis identified multiple
examples outside the scope of oversight or related to issues that went beyond
the ECB’s competence in banking supervision. In line with the analytical
framework of Chapter 3.3, the majority of questions were ‘weak’, focused on
demands for information and justification of conduct. The problem, however,
turned out to be systemic – rooted in the strict confidentiality regime that
protects supervised banks and ensures that the ECB does not disclose sensitive
information about supervisory decisions. This is in line with the expectation
regarding the level of asymmetric information in principal–agent relations
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(Chapter 3.3.2): in this case, the underlying accountability deficit is the
inability to assess the performance of the ECB in banking supervision in the
absence of information about the specific decisions taken. Other authors have
already noted the lack of a clear yardstick to measure whether the ECB is
achieving its mandate in the SSM (Amtenbrink and Markakis 2019; Braun
2017: 7). To put it differently, if the ECB is doing a good job in banking
supervision, how would MEPs – and the public at large – know it?

For its part, the ECB engaged openly with parliamentary questions, as most
answers identified were explicit or partial/intermediate replies. The more
important finding is the focus on justification rather than rectification, which
suggests that the ECB is willing to explain and defend the rationale of its
decisions on banking supervision, but it would rarely accept policy changes in
response to EP oversight. In relation to the scenarios for legislative oversight
outlined in the analytical framework, the dynamic puts the relationship
between the EP and the ECB in banking supervision in ‘Transparency’ (scen-
ario 4) – reflecting a higher proportion of ‘weak’ oversight questions and an
emphasis on answers through justification (see Chapter 3.3.1). Nevertheless, the
caveat remains the secrecy regime outlined above. The only time the ECB
changed its decisions as a result of EP oversight occurred when MEPs across
political groups acted together and on the basis of advice from the EP Legal
Service, which provided evidence that specific ECBmeasures went beyond the
tasks delegated to the institution in banking supervision. As in other cases of
political oversight of bureaucratic actors or independent agencies, there is
a clear imbalance between the expertise of the EP and that of the institution
they are supposed to hold accountable. The EP’s Economic Governance
Support Unit (EGOV) has partially helped in this respect by preparing back-
ground notes before every public hearing of the Chair of the Supervisory Board.
But the problem of asymmetric information will continue to characterise
oversight interactions between the ECB and the EP.

In the future, the ECB will be considered accountable to the EP in banking
supervision depending on the way in which the next Chairs of the Supervisory
Board will substantively answer questions from MEPs. While the ECB is not
expected to comply indiscriminately with requests from the EP and thus be
‘responsive’ to a political forum, it should stand ready to explain and defend its
conduct in the SSM – and thus come closer to scenario 2 of legislative
oversight interactions, namely ‘Answerability’ (see Chapter 3.3.1). The book’s
analytical framework had higher expectations for the EP’s accountability
relationship with the European Commission, which were similarly unful-
filled – as shown in the next chapter.
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5

Overseeing the European Commission in the European
Semester

The European Commission is often described as the EU’s central executive
authority – reminiscent of national executives (Egeberg 2009; Wille 2013).
Like regular governments, the Commission has a political and an administra-
tive arm: on the one hand, the Commission’s leadership is ensured by
a politically appointed/elected President working in a team of twenty-seven
Commissioners (one from each Member State); on the other hand, the
Commission’s administrative apparatus is composed of policy-area-specific
departments with permanent staff named DGs (European Union 2016). But
while the Commission may be the central actor in the EU’s ‘accumulated
executive order’ (Curtin and Egeberg 2008), it is by far not the only one. Other
actors with executive functions include the Council (in non-legislative policy
areas), the committee infrastructure (known as ‘comitology’ in relation to
implementing acts), or EU agencies (Curtin 2009; Egeberg 2006; Trondal
2010). Among these actors, the Commission is a classic supranational insti-
tution that conducts independent policy activities within the limits of the
mandate delegated by Member States (Majone 2001; Pollack 1997).

In the EMU, the Commission’s executive powers increased considerably
over time. In the initial intergovernmental framework of the Maastricht
Treaty, the Commission played a support role to finance ministers in the
Eurogroup and the ECOFIN Council – the main actors responsible for
agenda-setting and decision-making in the field (Puetter 2012, 2014). The
centrality of intergovernmentalism in the EMU was consolidated at the start
of the euro crisis when heads of state and government in the European
Council took the lead in setting the reform agenda (Fabbrini 2013). Yet one
of the outcomes was the empowerment of the Commission. In the new
governance framework for economic and fiscal policy coordination – known
as the European Semester – the Commission acquired a strong implementing
role (Dehousse 2016). Since 2010, the Commission has allocated significant
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resources to monitoring and enforcing the myriad of Semester rules on exces-
sive deficits, macroeconomic imbalances, or structural reforms (Bauer and
Becker 2014; Savage and Verdun 2016). In addition, the Commission became
involved in the implementation of financial assistance programmes as part of
the Troika (later ‘Quadriga’) – an informal partnership with the ECB, the
IMF, and later the ESM (European Stability Mechanism 2019: 77).
Nowadays, the Commission is an influential actor in the EMU, performing
key executive functions in the day-to-day management of EU economic
governance and financial assistance (where applicable).

To counter the Commission’s expansion of executive powers from
a democratic perspective, a new transparency and accountability mechanism
was institutionalised in the aftermath of the crisis. This referred to the
Economic Dialogues held regularly in the EP’s relevant committees.
Established by the Six-Pack (2011) and Two-Pack (2013) regulations, the
Economic Dialogues allowed MEPs to ask the Commission questions about
the European Semester and its various instruments. In addition to the
Commission, the EP organises Economic Dialogues with the ECOFIN
Council and the Eurogroup (see Chapter 6), as well as with invited national
governments (European Parliament 2019a). The present chapter examines the
content of Economic Dialogues with the Commission alongside the use of
written questions related to the European Semester. On the one hand, the
analysis is based on transcripts of Economic Dialogues with relevant
Commissioners held at the ECON Committee or jointly with the
Employment and Social Affairs (EMPL) Committee. On the other hand,
the study includes Semester-related letters sent by MEPs from 2010 (since the
launch of the European Semester) until the 2019 EP elections.

The findings reveal a keen interest from MEPs in the activities of the
Commission in the European Semester and the problems thereof. In contrast
to oversight interactions with the ECB on banking supervision (covered in
Chapter 4.3), parliamentary questions to the Commission focus on requests
for justification of conduct and concrete changes to policy priorities or deci-
sions. One problem, however, is the low number of follow-up questions,
demonstrating the diversity of political and national interests of MEPs regard-
ing the activity of the Commission in economic governance. For its part, the
Commission engages with most questions openly, albeit there is a clear
tendency to defend conduct and maintain previous courses of action – regard-
less of what the EP says. Although the Commission does not have the ECB’s
independence nor its strict secrecy regime, there is little evidence of
Commissioners’ willingness to rectify their conduct in response to requests
fromMEPs. Against the expectations set out in Chapter 3.3.2, the EP does not
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exercise ‘High control’ of the Commission in the European Semester; in fact,
their oversight relationship is a mixture of ‘Answerability’ and ‘Transparency’ –
depending on the strength of questions asked by MEPs on different issues.

The chapter is divided as follows. The first part reviews the Commission’s
role in the EMU before and after the euro crisis. Against this background,
the second part maps out the possible issues that could arise in the EP
oversight of the Commission on the European Semester. Next, the chapter
moves to the empirical analysis of Economic Dialogues and connected
parliamentary letters to the Commission. In line with Chapter 4, the analysis
includes an overview of the profile of questioners and respondents, the types of
questions asked, and the categories of answers provided. The conclusion
problematises the findings in light of the six scenarios of legislation oversight
identified in Chapter 3.3.

5.1 background: the european commission in the emu

The European Commission was involved in the creation of the EMU but
became a minor player in the ensuing institutional framework of the
Maastricht Treaty. Former Commission President Jacques Delors chaired
the ‘Delors Committee’ (1988–1989), a group of like-minded central bank
governors and economic policy experts who produced the blueprint for the
EMU (Verdun 1999). But while Member States agreed to establish gradually
the EMU at Maastricht, they made a deliberate decision to empower in the
field intergovernmental bodies at the expense of the Commission (Bickerton
et al. 2015). From a delegation perspective, it would have been easier to have
a supranational actor with extensive competences in economic governance in
order to reduce decision-making costs and provide the stability of a permanent
bureaucracy (Majone 2001: 103). In fact, it is both more complex and more
expensive to organise intergovernmental meetings intermittently instead of
relying on the resources of a long-term supranational administration. Yet
Member States were not inclined to delegate such competences to the
Commission. As macroeconomic and fiscal policy coordination were ‘core
state powers’ – central to national sovereignty and the understanding of
statehood in modern politics – Member States opted for a particular govern-
ance arrangement that ensured that the EU would not turn into a federation
(Genschel and Jachtenfuchs 2016). Careful of the Commission’s standing as
the main EU supranational institution and a proactive ‘engine of integration’
in the past (Pollack 1998; Sweet and Sandholtz 1997), governments sought to
curtail its competences in the EMU from the onset. The following pages
describe the ensuing institutional arrangements in detail.
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First, unlike in other policy fields, the Commission lacked its traditional
right of initiative in the EMU, which meant it had less power to shape policy
negotiations between national governments (Dyson 2000: 69). The key instru-
ment adopted in the field (the SGP) came at the initiative of German Finance
Minister Theo Waigel and was then taken over and adjusted by the
Commission (Costello 2001: 106–107). This is not to say that the
Commission had no influence whatsoever in setting the economic govern-
ance agenda, but its role was diminished – shared with Council senior expert
committees (Puetter 2014: 193). In this respect, the most important bodies were
the Economic and Financial Committee (EFC) and its Eurozone configur-
ation, the Eurogroup Working Group (EWG). In an unconventional move,
the EFC secretariat was located inside the Commission rather than the
Council Secretariat, which allowed the institution to provide expertise to
committee meetings and test policy proposals before they reached the agendas
of the ECOFIN Council and the Eurogroup (Heipertz and Verdun 2010: 68).

Second, the implementation of the SGP did not change the intergovern-
mental dynamic established at Maastricht. Hellen Wallace described the
arrangement as ‘intensive transgovernmentalism’ – an EU decision-making
mode in areas at the heart of national sovereignty in which the European
Council set the overall direction of the policy, the Council consolidated
cooperation by bringing together national policy-makers into dense networks,
the Commission played a marginal role, while the EP and the CJEU had no
involvement whatsoever (Wallace 2005: 87). Alternatively, Bickerton and
colleagues proposed the term ‘new intergovernmentalism’ to capture the
phenomenon, focusing on the deliberative and consensus-seeking nature of
decision-making in the European Council and the Council, in parallel to the
Commission’s open support of intergovernmental decision-making in sensi-
tive policy areas (Bickerton et al. 2015: 711–712). In both accounts, the reduced
role of the Commission is clear.

In fact, in the first decade of EMU, the Commission served as a small
administration helping with the implementation of the SGP and economic
policy coordination. The main focus was compliance with budgetary rules,
namely the 3 per cent deficit-to-GDP threshold and the 60 per cent debt-to-
GDP ratio (Protocol 12 TEU). In this context, the Commission’s powers were
limited to monitoring national economic and budgetary policies and ‘sounding
the alarm’ if a government broke deficit rules (Hodson 2011: 4). Within the
Commission, the key departments involved were DG ECFIN and Eurostat,
the statistical office in charge of gathering economic and social data (Dyson
2000: 69–70). The problem, however, was that Commission forecasts were
dependent on data provided by national authorities, which could easily use
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‘creative accounting’ to update their budgetary reporting whenever they were
close to breaking deficit rules (Buti et al. 2003: 5). Moreover, before initiating any
recommendation against a country, the Commission required the political
endorsement of the College of Commissioners, which could refuse to support
the imposition of sanctions on their own Member State (Schuknecht et al.
2011: 9).

The difficulties in implementing the SGP came to the fore in the early
2000s. In the context of declining economic circumstances, several Eurozone
countries ran excessive deficits: Portugal (in 2001 and 2005), France and
Germany (2002), Greece and the Netherlands (2003), as well as Italy (2004)
(Morris et al. 2006: 16). The Commission made multiple recommendations to
the Council to give countries early earnings (Germany and Portugal in 2002)
or notices that sanctions are forthcoming (France and Germany in 2003), but
the Council did not adopt them (Morris et al. 2006: 17). Faced with strong
opposition from the same governments ignoring deficit rules, the Commission
had to be ready to engage in a ‘losing battle’ or retreat before proposing
unfeasible recommendations (Heipertz and Verdun 2010: 126–127). In the
cases of France and Germany in 2003, the Council decided to hold the
EDP ‘in abeyance for the time being’ (Council of the European Union
2003), meaning that the rules were simply suspended by virtue of Council
conclusions. The Commission challenged the outcome before the CJEU,
which acknowledged the misuse of Council conclusions in the case but
accepted that the Council could de facto hold the EDP in abeyance when
there was no qualified majority to adopt a formal decision.18 However, the
willingness of the Commission to start litigation on the matter showed that it
took its role as ‘guardian of the Pact’ seriously and sought to strengthen legal
obligations in the EDP (Hodson and Maher 2004: 801).

A similar dynamic can be found in respect of the lack of sanctioning
mechanisms in the implementation of the BEPGs. Originally adopted in
1993, the BEPGs expanded in scope over the years and came to include
a variety of issues such as structural reforms in labour and capital markets,
redirecting expenditure towards economic growth, or pension reform
(Deroose et al. 2008: 828). Moreover, the BEPGs had a stronger legal basis
than the Open Method of Coordination (today Article 121(4) TFEU), which
technically should have increased the Commission’s influence in providing
country-specific guidelines. However, the first case selected for a warning
under Article 121(4) – namely Ireland in 2001 – raised suspicions about the
Commission’s impartiality in reprimanding small as opposed to largeMember

18 Case C-27/04, Commission v. Council, ECLI:EU:C:2004:436.
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States (Heipertz and Verdun 2010: 118). Politically, it was tactless to chastise
a government with a strong growth record and a budget surplus at a time when
other countries had clear deficits problems (Hodson 2011: 81). Although the
reasons for warning Ireland revolved around tax cuts in deviation from earlier
BEPGs, the case set a precedent for domestic political backlash against
Commission recommendations in economic governance.

Based on these experiences, the Commission sought to reform the SGP in
2004. Its key proposals included (1) paying more attention to country-specific
conditions when assessing deficits and surpluses, (2) considering debt sustain-
ability (in addition to deficits) in the medium and long term, (3) dealing with
‘inadequate budgetary developments’ earlier in the process of economic
policy coordination, and (4) taking into account economic circumstances in
the implementation of the EDP (European Commission 2004). The final text
adopted by the Council is considered a watered-down version of the original
SGP rules and could not solve the problem of weak enforcement (Morris et al.
2006: 22). In fact, all the difficulties of the post-Maastricht period – the patchy
implementation of rules, the broad Council discretion in decision-making,
and political control by large Member States – were bound to diminish the
Commission’s influence in the field.

The reforms of the euro crisis have strengthened the Commission’s position
in the EMU, as discussed in the following pages.

5.1.1 The Euro Crisis and the Empowerment of the Commission in the EMU

The euro crisis brought significant reforms to the EU economic governance
architecture (Chapter 2.1.1). For the Commission, the most significant devel-
opment was undoubtedly the introduction of the European Semester – an
umbrella framework for the coordination of Member States’ economic,
budgetary, and social policies. The name ‘Semester’ is actually a misnomer
because the process is an annual one. For the Commission, there are three
‘peak’ moments during the year. Every November, the Commission publishes
its ‘Autumn Forecast’, including an Annual Growth Survey (AGS), an Alert
Mechanism Report (AMR) for macroeconomic imbalances, a Joint
Employment Report, general recommendations for the Eurozone, as well as
individual opinions on each government’s Draft Budgetary Plans (DBPs).
February is the month of Country Reports, when the Commission assesses
Member States’ progress towards implementing their respective reform
agendas and provides In-Depth Reviews (IDR) for countries with macroeco-
nomic imbalances highlighted in the AMR. After receiving Member States’
national reform programmes (on economic issues) and stability and
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convergence programmes (on budgetary issues), the Commission starts pre-
paring CSRs – which are officially proposed in May and adopted by the
Council in June (European Commission 2020b). In 2015, the Juncker
Commission adjusted the process by reducing the number and scope of
CSRs for each Member State in order to focus ‘on “key priority issues of
macro-economic and social relevance” identified as actionable and monitor-
able within a twelve–eighteen month timescale’ (Zeitlin and Vanhercke
2018: 163).

Furthermore, the Semester strengthened the Commission’s role in the
EDP and created a new instrument – the MIP – designed to monitor and
assess macroeconomic imbalances in the Member States. In the EDP, the
Commission benefited from a stricter timeline for scrutinising DBPs,
which allowed its policy recommendations to be included in countries’
final budget proposals (EU Regulation 473/2013, Article 1[1c]). In add-
ition, the Commission’s autonomy in the field was consolidated through
the introduction of ‘reverse qualified majority’ in the Council when
voting on sanctions for breaking excessive deficit rules (Dehousse 2016:
620). This ensured that Commission recommendations would be auto-
matically adopted unless there was a qualified majority of Member States
voting to overturn the recommendation. In the MIP, the Commission
evaluated whether countries suffered from simple ‘imbalances’ or imbal-
ances that were ‘excessive’ and required ‘corrective action’ (Regulation
(EU) No. 1176/2011). Similar to the EDP, if a government failed to correct
excessive imbalances, it could receive a fine following a recommendation
from the Commission (Regulation (EU) No. 1174/2011).

From an organisational perspective, the distribution of staff within
Commission DGs mirrored the institution’s expansion of powers. In the
early years of the crisis, both DG ECFIN and the Eurostat team in charge of
macroeconomic and fiscal surveillance saw an inflow of new personnel
(Savage and Verdun 2016: 107–111).More generally, the Commission allocated
significant human and financial resources to producing Country Reports and
the CSR process, which required the close coordination of the Secretariat-
General, DG ECFIN, and DG EMPL (Maricut and Puetter 2018: 206).
Overall, the Semester implied a steady increase in the Commission’s moni-
toring and enforcement capacities in economic governance – stronger than
before the euro crisis and different from its traditional role in agenda-setting
(Bauer and Becker 2014).

To counter this expansion of powers, the legislation establishing the
European Semester included provisions regarding the accountability of the
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Commission to the EP in the field. To this end, five regulations of the Six-Pack
and the two regulations of the Two-Pack specified that:

In order to enhance the dialogue between the institutions of the Union, in
particular the European Parliament, the Council and the Commission, and
to ensure greater transparency and accountability, the competent committee
of the European Parliament may invite the President of the Council, the
Commission and, where appropriate, the President of the European Council
or the President of the Eurogroup to appear before the committee to discuss:
[list of specific instruments].19

The list of instruments captures different elements of the new EU economic
and fiscal governance framework: from the BEPGs to the AGS, the MIP, the
EDP, Commission opinions on DBPs, the application of the SGP and general
results of multi-lateral surveillance, including enhanced surveillance in the
Eurozone and macroeconomic adjustment programmes (de la Parra 2017:
107). The language of the regulations is open-ended, referring to a ‘dialogue’
where the Commission is invited to ‘discuss’ its activities in the field and
‘inform’ the EP of the application of the regulations (see, in particular, Article
18 of Regulation (EU) No. 472/2013). This is different from a classic oversight
‘hearing’ where the purpose is to allow members of parliament to interrogate
executive actors and ask them to justify and defend their conduct.
Nevertheless, the Economic Dialogues open the possibility for accountability
interactions and allow MEPs to question EU Commissioners on economic
and fiscal governance issues. The evaluation of the Commission’s activities in
the field is not conflict-free – as discussed in the next section.

5.2 the accountability of the commission in the european
semester: key issues

From a political accountability perspective, the relationship between the EP
and the Commission is the closest the EU comes to the principal–agent model
in parliamentary democracies (Fearon 1999; Strøm 2000). In line with the
Treaties, the EP has institutionalised procedures for the investiture and
removal of the College of Commissioners (through motions of censure),

19 In the Six-Pack, the text is listed in Article 2a-b of Regulation (EC) No. 1466/97 as amended by
Regulation (EU) No. 1175/2011; Article 2a of Regulation (EC) No. 1467/97 as amended by
Regulation (EU) No. 1177/2011; Article 3 of Regulation (EU) No. 1173/2011; Article 14(1) of
Regulation (EU) No. 1176/2011; and Article 6 of Regulation (EU) No. 1174/2011. In the Two-
Pack, the text is listed in Article 7(1) and Article 15(1) and (3) of Regulation (EU) No. 473/2013
as well as in Article 3(9), Article 7(1), (4) and (10), and Article 18 of Regulation (EU) No. 472/
2013.
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parliamentary questions, committees of inquiry, and budgetary control
(European Parliament 2019b; Remáč 2019). On paper, the EP has all the
regular scrutiny instruments necessary to oversee the activity of the College
of Commissioners as a political body with executive powers. There are,
however, structural limitations to the process. Most significantly, EP political
groups fail to function as ‘transmission belts’ between citizen preferences and
policy outputs in the same way as parties in national settings (Lindberg et al.
2008; Mühlböck 2012). Even if citizens were to endorse a particular political
programme in EP elections, their preferences will not be translated into the
Commission’s policy agenda because of the numerous veto points in the EU
decision-making process (Hix and Høyland 2011: 131–133). That means that
political accountability lines are short-circuited, especially when it comes to
the responsiveness of the Commission to the EP (after investiture) or the
extent to which the EP can use sanctions against the College. The most
notable instance of EP oversight of the Commission – namely the threat of
a motion of censure that led to the resignation of the Santer Commission in
the late 1990s – concerned corruption allegations (Topan 2002), not substan-
tive policy issues. Holding the Commission accountable politically is difficult
because it requires parliamentary majorities in a multi-party, multi-national
system with ever more fragmented interests (Hix and Høyland 2013; Hobolt
2019). Indeed, the government–opposition dynamic is not straightforward in
EP oversight of the Commission: if anything, what seems to play a role is
whether MEPs are members of opposition parties at the national level (Jensen
et al. 2013; Proksch and Slapin 2011).

Despite these limitations, the EP’s accountability relationship with the
Commission remains the most developed among EU executive actors,
which is why it is reasonable to expect a higher level of EP control of the
Commission in the EMU. In the post-crisis period, there were at least three
specific concerns regarding the performance of the Commission in the eco-
nomic governance framework of the European Semester. The list below has
been compiled from existing literature and is not exhaustive, meaning that
these are not the only problematic issues in the conduct of the Commission
likely to be challenged by the EP or other accountability forums. However, for
the purposes of the analysis below, the three elements are sufficient to frame
parliamentary questions in the Economic Dialogues.

First, there is the Commission’s supposed neutrality in assessing various tools
of the European Semester. In theory, the process of defining budgetary deficits,
macroeconomic imbalances, or progress towards structural reforms is apolitical,
based on the Commission’s technocratic expertise (Radaelli 1999). Indeed, the
staff of Commission services – such as DG ECFIN and Eurostat – comprise
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specialists with in-depth economic and statistical knowledge as well as familiar-
ity with the EU economic governance architecture. The official institutional
discourse is that the European Semester is a ‘rule-based’ coordination and
surveillance framework (Angerer et al. 2019: 17) in which the Commission is
responsible to check whether national governments have complied with the
rules and their own commitments in the process of economic and budgetary
coordination. In practice, however, technocratic decisions are more political
than they appear (cf. Boswell 2008). For example, the Commission has signifi-
cant discretion to decide what constitutes a ‘structural deficit’ and whether
countries are making progress towards achieving their respective objectives
(Dawson 2016: 66). The same applies to the MIP, where the Commission can
draw the line between a simple imbalance and one that is harmful enough to
require corrective action (Dehousse 2016: 620).

The leeway of the Commission in taking executive decisions in the
European Semester has been on display onmultiple occasions since the crisis.
In 2015, the Commission gave France a two-year extension to correct its
excessive deficit despite the fact that EDP rules would have suggested the
application of sanctions as the next ‘rule-based’ step (European Commission
2015b). A year later, when asked on French television why the Commission did
not pursue sanctions against France, President Jean-Claude Juncker candidly
replied ‘because it is France’ (Guarascio 2016). The answer sparked contro-
versy across Europe, attracting criticism from Eurogroup President Jeroen
Dijsselbloem, who accused Juncker of damaging ‘the credibility of the
Commission as guardian of the [stability] pact’ (EurActiv 2016). In 2016, the
Commission also decided against imposing fines on Spain and Portugal for
failing to correct their budgetary deficits, taking into account their ‘challen-
ging economic environment, [their] reform efforts, and their commitments to
comply with the rules of the SGP’ (Smith-Meyer 2016). The only instance
when the Commission sanctioned a Member State in the EDP – namely
Spain in 2015 – was not for breaking deficit rules but for manipulating
statistical data on budgetary and debt levels (Savage and Howarth 2018: 213).

In addition, the Commission’s discretion in the interpretation of rules is
present in other areas of the Semester. In the early years of the MIP, the
number of countries subject to an IDR or flagged for having imbalances and
excessive imbalances increased steadily, making authors question the utility of
an instrument that includes so many diverse issues (e.g. Bokhorst 2019: 296).
A report from the ECA condemned the Commission’s practice of connecting
multiple CSRs to the MIP although they were only ‘remotely linked to
macroeconomic imbalances’ (European Court of Auditors 2018: 7). Yet des-
pite the wide use of theMIP, the Commission has never opened the Excessive
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Imbalances Procedure (EIP) for any Member State, not even for governments
failing to correct imbalances in consecutive years (Zoppè 2020: 11). One of the
long-standing disputes of the MIP concerns Germany’s account surplus, seen
by Southern Eurozone governments as a way of exploiting ‘demand in neigh-
bouring countries that have trade and current account deficits, [instead of]
stimulating greater domestic demand inGermany, increasing investment, and
importing more’ (Gnath et al. 2018: 5). Economists recognise the problem that
definitions of thresholds for account surpluses are ultimately arbitrary (Gros
and Busse 2013), so the Commission has leeway to decide when an imbalance
exists and if it is excessive. Overall, these examples show that the
Commission’s technical decisions are much more political than it appears
on the surface (see also van der Veer and Haverland 2018). From an account-
ability perspective, the issue is whether the Commission treats Member States
equally or alternatively, if it shows bias against some countries while ‘turning
a blind eye’ to deviations by others.

The second major concern regarding the Commission’s conduct in the
European Semester refers to the effectiveness of its instruments. Given that
the Commission has invested considerable resources into economic and
social policy coordination since the crisis (Savage and Verdun 2016), it is
legitimate to ask whether the Semester is taken seriously at the domestic
level and if it produces concrete results. In this context, the notion of
‘results’ refers to both the transposition of CSRs into national priorities
and the actual effects of the Semester on the economy (in terms of
unemployment, growth, labour market flexibility, etc.). The poor transpos-
ition record of CSRs into national priorities is well known in the specialised
literature and has only worsened over time (Alcidi and Gros 2017; Darvas
and Leandro 2015; Efstathiou and Wolff 2018; Maatsch 2017). As to the
effects of the Semester on various economic indicators, there have been
several lines of criticism throughout the years. In respect of the first CSRs,
the Commission was accused of adopting a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach
towards Member States, without taking into account the specificities of
their political economies (D’Erman et al. 2019; Regan 2017). At the same
time, critics observed the asymmetry between economic and social issues
among Commission recommendations, as social concerns were subordin-
ated to fiscal discipline and structural reforms (Costamagna 2013; Hermann
2017; Parker and Pye 2018). While the Commission sought to expand its
social priorities since the crisis – especially during Juncker’s mandate
(European Commission 2019: 2) – many voices remain sceptical whether
the Commission’s core ‘neoliberal’ views to the Semester have genuinely
changed (Copeland and Daly 2018; Dawson 2018).
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Last but not least, the third major concern regarding the Commission’s
accountability in the post-crisis context refers to its activities in the Troika
(later the ‘Quadriga’). While financial assistance is not formally part of the
Semester (or the EU legal framework for that matter), the Commission is
responsible for implementing loan programmes in a ‘tangled governance’
arrangement that additionally involves the ECB, the IMF, and since 2015
the ESM (Henning 2017). More specifically, the Commission’s role in bailout
negotiations raises questions about its handling of ‘programme countries’ as
well as the policy reforms required from indebted governments. In terms of
process, the Commission has tasks in (1) the initial evaluation of a country’s
application for financial assistance, (2) the ensuing negotiations with the
applicant state on the conditions attached to each loan, and (3) the monitoring
of compliance with agreed conditions (Bauer and Becker 2014: 218). The new
tasks put the Commission in an ‘uncomfortable dual role’ where it was forced
to act as a ‘punitive surveying institution’ in conflict with governments of
programme countries while at the same time keeping all its other compe-
tences – including guardian of the Treaties (European Stability Mechanism
2019: 81–82). In terms of policy substance, the Commission remained
a staunch supporter of austerity measures throughout the crisis, demanding
that indebted governments enforce fiscal discipline and structural reforms in
exchange for financial assistance (Schmidt 2020: 186). As growth remained low
and unemployment skyrocketed in programme countries, accountability
forums came to contest both the effectiveness of austerity measures and the
lack of democratic oversight of the Troika more generally (European
Parliament 2014f).

Overall, the increase of Commission powers in the EMU not only strength-
ened the supranational institution but also opened it to criticism on different
grounds. From the perspective of democratic accountability, it is essential to
understand whether the Commission’s empowerment in the field was accom-
panied by appropriate oversight mechanisms. Focusing on the EP, the
remainder of the chapter presents the practice of parliamentary questions on
the Commission’s activities in economic and fiscal policy coordination – as
envisaged by the Six-Pack and the Two-Pack regulations.

5.3 overseeing the commission in the european semester

The analysis below includes a list of all the Economic Dialogues, which
occurred between January 2012 and May 2019, covering the 7th and 8th
parliamentary terms. In addition to committee meetings, the data includes
letters with questions on the Semester sent to the Commission by individual or
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groups of MEPs in the period under focus. Written questions are not specific
to economic governance; instead, they are part of regular oversight instru-
ments of the EP vis-à-vis the Commission, according to Rule 138 of the current
Rules of Procedure (European Parliament 2020a). The goal is to see whether
there is any variation between oral and written questions on the European
Semester.

Keeping in mind that the Six-Pack entered into force in December 2011, the
first Economic Dialogue with the Commission took place at the ECON
Committee in June 2012. Since then, there were typically two or three
Economic Dialogues per year: one held at the ECON Committee and the
other(s) jointly with the EMPLCommittee. The joint meetings were attended
by both Commissioners for ECOFIN (Olli Rehn during 2010–2014 and Pierre
Moscovici during 2014–2019) and EMPL (László Andor during 2010–2014 and
Marianne Thyssen during 2014–2019). Since December 2014, all meetings
were also attended by the Vice-President for the Euro and Social Dialogue,
Valdis Dombrovskis. One exception was 2016 when there was an additional
‘structured dialogue’ held jointly between the ECON Committee and the
Committee on Regional Development (REGI). The subject of this meeting
was the possible suspension of structural funds to Spain and Portugal as
a sanction for failing to reduce their budgetary deficits as part of the EDP
(Regulation 1303/2013, Article 23[15]). The structured dialogue was attended
by the Vice-President for Jobs, Growth, Investment andCompetitiveness, Jyrki
Katainen, and the Commissioner for Regional Policy, Corina Crețu. During
the years when only two Economic Dialogues took place, they were usually
organised in November/December to discuss the Commission’s ‘Autumn
Forecast’ and in June to debate the CSRs. In 2013, 2015, and 2016, an additional
joint Economic Dialogue was held in April to cover Country Reports and the
results of the MIP. In 2014, 2016, and 2017, there was a supplementary
Economic Dialogue at the ECON Committee on the DBPs of Eurozone
countries. Figure 5.1 offers an overview of the twenty Economic Dialogues
identified in the period under investigation.

In terms of the format of Economic Dialogues, meetings held solely at the
ECONCommittee are better organised and easier to follow than joint meetings.
This is related to the number of speakers allowed per session: in the ECON
Committee, Commissioners respond to one MEP at a time, which makes it
easier to establish if questions have been answered or not. After the EP elections
of May 2014, once there were two Commissioners present in each meeting,
Dombrovskis andMoscovici started to take turns answering questions in order to
avoid the duplication of replies. By contrast, joint ECON/EMPL meetings have
the practice of grouping three–four MEPs together, who jointly ask around ten
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questions, which are then answered by three Commissioners. The second format
facilitates evasion, as Commissioners can focus their answers on a couple of
questions and leave the rest unanswered due to the lack of time. Since an
Economic Dialogue typically lasts 1.5 hours, it is challenging for committee
chairs to make MEPs keep to the time allocated, especially since many of them
start their questions with a short political declaration on the issues at hand.

Moving to written questions sent by MEPs to the Commission, these
were identified on the EP website using a keyword search for the main
Semester instruments.20 Taking into consideration that written questions
were not dependent on the adoption of the Six-Pack, the data set includes
letters exchanged between December 2010 (the official launch of the
European Semester) and May 2019. A total of 255 documents were
retrieved from the EP website, including 141 letters with questions and
114 letters with answers from the Commission. Typically, the Commission
has an interval of six weeks to reply to written questions, meaning that
letters sent at the end of year will be answered the following year.
Moreover, the Commission can use one response to answer several letters
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figure 5.1 Economic Dialogues with the European Commission
(December 2010–May 2019). Joint Economic Dialogues can be organised with the
ECON Committee and the EMPL Committee or with the ECON Committee

and REGI Committee

20 The search retrieved letters including the keywords ‘European Semester’, ‘CSRs’, ‘MIP’,
‘EDP’, ‘AMR’, ‘AGS’, ‘SGP’, ‘Six-Pack’, and ‘Two-Pack’.

110 Overseeing the European Commission in the European Semester

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611


from MEPs, so the number of letters with questions and letters with
answers need not be equal. There is one instance when an MEP clearly
abused the possibility to ask questions: on 21 June 2012, Portuguese MEP
Diogo Feio (EPP) sent 27 letters to the Commission asking for the CSRs
for each Member State – including the Commission’s specific findings,
challenges faced by national governments, and recommendations to
improve them. However, since the Commission had already published
(and publicised) the CSRs that year, the questions cannot be considered
a form of oversight but rather an attempt by the MEP to boost his record
of parliamentary activity.21 In this respect, Diogo Feio was an outlier; other
MEPs used the instrument of written questions more purposefully.
Figure 5.2 shows the yearly division of letters identified, with 2012 an
exception as explained above.

In respect of structural opportunities for oversight (Chapter 3.3), the avail-
ability of oral and written questions suggests that MEPs have many chances to
exercise oversight of the Commission with regard to the European Semester.
The following pages describe the findings of the analysis in detail, starting with
the profile of questioners and respondents.
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figure 5.2 Letters with questions and answers exchanged betweenMEPs and the
European Commission on the European Semester (December 2010–May 2019)

21 Judging by the sheer number of parliamentary questions, Diogo Feio was one of the most
active MEPs of his term, having sent over 1,400 questions during 2009–2014 (VoteWatch
Europe 2014: 6). However, if most of his questions were as the ones identified here, his high
parliamentary activity is an obvious example of quantity over quality.
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5.3.1 Profile of Questioners and Respondents

Who are the MEPs who ask questions of the Commission on the European
Semester? Figures 5.3 and 5.4 illustrate the nationality of the 319 MEPs
identified as asking oral questions during the Economic Dialogues with the
Commission in the period under focus. Each MEP is only counted once
despite asking multiple questions when taking the floor in a committee meet-
ing. Accordingly, MEPs from Germany (14%), Spain (13%), Portugal (13%),
and France (12%) asked the most oral questions of the Commission on the
Semester.

In respect of party affiliation, the distribution among political groups
reflects the number of seats they hold during a parliamentary term, in
line with the EP’s Rules of Procedure (Rule 171; European Parliament
2020a). Consequently, the most active political groups were the EPP
(29%), the S&D (24%), ALDE (10%), the Greens/EFA (10%), and GUE–
NGL (9%).

For written questions, the breakdown of nationality and political affiliation
does not look very different. A total of 183 MEPs sent 141 letters to the
Commission on Semester topics, with the general tendency that most letters
are single-authored. As illustrated in Figures 5.5 and 5.6, most letters were sent
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figure 5.3 Nationality of MEPs asking oral questions of the Commission in the
Economic Dialogues (January 2012–May 2019). One MEP can ask multiple

questions in a meeting, but (s)he is only counted once. Total number of MEPs
identified: 319
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figure 5.4 Political affiliation of MEPs asking oral questions of the Commission
in the Economic Dialogues (December 2010–May 2019). One MEP can ask
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MEPs identified: 319
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the European Semester (December 2010–May 2019). Some letters can have

multiple authors. Total number of MEPs identified: 183

5.3 Overseeing the Commission in the European Semester 113

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611


byMEPs from Portugal (32%, includingDiogo Feio), Spain (16%), Italy (10%),
Belgium (7%), and Greece (6%).

In terms of political groups, the most active MEPs came from the EPP
(34%, including Diogo Feio), the S&D (33%), GUE-NGL (8%), the Greens/
EFA (8%), and ALDE (7%). Since written questions are not limited according
to the size of political groups during a parliamentary term (as oral questions
are), it was expected that smaller groups would compensate by sending more
letters to the Commission – as they do, for instance, with the ECB as
a complement to the Monetary Dialogue (Fraccaroli et al. 2018: 60).
However, this did not happen in respect of letters on the European Semester
sent to the Commission.

On the whole, the national and political affiliations of MEPs who ask
questions of the Commission clearly illustrate the diversity of interests repre-
sented in the EP. In line with the analytical framework of the book
(Chapter 3.3.2), this is expected to have a negative effect on oversight because
parliamentary questioning becomes more diffuse – and consequently less
targeted than in a two-party or two-and-a-half-party system. As shown in the
next section, the low number of follow-up questions is an indicator of this
diffusion of interests. Nevertheless, in contrast to the ECB in banking
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figure 5.6 Political affiliation of MEPs asking written questions of the
Commission on the European Semester (December 2010–May 2019). Some letters

can have multiple authors. Total number of MEPs identified: 183
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supervision (Chapter 4), the relationship of the EP with the Commission does
illustrate a certain government–opposition dynamic. Indeed, political groups
that did not support the current College of Commissioners (especially the
Greens/EFA, GUE-NGL, and the Eurosceptic EFDD and ENF) were more
likely to ask stronger oversight questions than groups that voted for the
Commission (particularly the EPP and the S&D). However, if an MEP
came from a country heavily affected by the euro crisis – such as Greece or
Portugal – they would ask stronger oversight questions regardless of their
political affiliation to one of the largest political groups in the EP.

Furthermore, when it comes to replies by the Commission, most questions
are answered by the ECOFIN Commissioner, followed by the Vice-President
for the Euro and the EMPL Commissioner (Figure 5.7). This statistic applies
to both oral and written questions, which is interesting because it shows that
the European Semester is generally perceived by MEPs as the competence of
DG ECFIN. This has not changed over time, even though DG EMPL
became more involved in decision-making on the social side of the
Semester (Zeitlin and Vanhercke 2018). As to the Vice-President for the
Euro, the position did not exist before 2014 – the system was introduced by
the Juncker Commission in order to streamline the leadership of the
Commission and coordinate the portfolios of Commissioners in charge of
connected fields (King 2014). It is not clear, however, whether the 2014 reform
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of the College created a hierarchy between Commissioners – as some authors
suggest (Nugent and Rhinard 2015: 98). Between 2014 and 2019, the
Commission Vice-Presidents did not have a DG assigned to them, meaning
they had to rely on their small cabinets, the secretariat-general, and personal
networks for administrative support and policy expertise (Russack 2017: 5). In
the EMU, the authority of Vice-President Valdis Dombrovskis vis-à-vis
Commissioner Pierre Moscovici is doubtful: in 2015, when France was in
the EDP for breaking deficit rules, Juncker reportedly sided with Moscovici
against Dombrovskis regarding the imposition of sanctions (Bürgin 2018: 845).
In the Economic Dialogues, the substance of discussions does not indicate
that Dombrovskis is the superior of Moscovici, albeit in terms of protocol he
gets the floor first for opening remarks. In terms of the format of meetings, the
multiplicity of speakers does not make oversight easier: on the contrary, the
structural opportunities for oversight decrease (Chapter 3.3.2) because MEPs
have fewer chances to ask follow-up questions of the same speaker.

On average, the ECOFIN Commissioner and the Vice-President for the
Euro attend Economic Dialogues more often than the EMPL
Commissioner – because they are present in regular ECON Committee
meeting as well as in joint hearings with other committees (EMPL or
REGI). Consequently, it is not surprising that there is a focus on issues
under the jurisdiction of Commissioners in charge of economic affairs – as
DG ECFIN remains the ‘pre-eminent DG’ responsible for the Semester,
despite the increasing involvement of other DGs in the process (Savage and
Verdun 2016: 110). But while the Semester started as a framework for the
coordination of economic and fiscal issues, the social dimension became
increasingly important over time – both in terms of policy orientations and
the active participation in decision-making of DG EMPL and of Council
formations in charge of employment and social affairs (Zeitlin and Vanhercke
2018: 161–163). As we will see later in the analysis, social issues are central in the
questions MEPs pose to the Commission. The following pages describe the
typology of questions in depth.

5.3.2 Types of Questions

What kind of questions do MEPs ask the Commission on the European
Semester? During the period under focus, a total of 844 questions were
identified in both Economic Dialogues and letters. 600 questions were
asked orally during 20 committee meetings, while 244 questions were asked
in writing using 141 letters. On average, MEPs asked around 30 questions in
one Economic Dialogue and included 1–3 questions in a letter. In line with
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the Q&A approach to legislative oversight (Figure 3.1), questions were classi-
fied as initial or follow-up questions which requested: (type A) information,
(type B) justification of decisions or conduct, (type C) change of decisions or
conduct, (type D) sanctions on responsible actors, and (type E) policy views.
In this chapter, there is a sixth category – titled irrelevant questions (type F).
Unlike requests for policy views, irrelevant questions either touch on topics
that have nothing to do with the Semester (e.g. they are about justice and
home affairs) or appear to be within the scope of oversight, but their subject
blatantly shows MEPs’ lack of knowledge about the functioning of the
European Semester. In the period under investigation, most irrelevant ques-
tions (27) came from letters sent by Diogo Feio on the content of 2012 CSRs –
which technically would qualify as requests for information if the
Commission had not already made the information available as one of the
main points of the Semester. To distinguish these questions from legitimate
requests for information, they have been classified as ‘irrelevant’. The other 8
irrelevant questions concern topics that clearly go beyond the Semester – such
as trade policy, immigration, or defence.

From the outset, Figure 5.8 shows that MEPs ask far fewer follow-up
questions than initial questions. In Economic Dialogues, there were a total
of 483 initial questions and 117 follow-up questions, which suggests that MEPs
rarely press the Commission to answer a specific question. Taking into
account that an MEP who is not a rapporteur has 1.5 minutes to ask
a question, it was to be expected that the number of follow-up questions
would be lower. For this reason, the classification considered all questions
in one meeting pressing for the same issue as follow-up questions, even if
another MEP asked the question. For example, in the 2016 dialogue with Jyrki
Katainen and Corina Crețu, almost all MEPs from the REGI Committee and
many from the ECON Committee spoke vehemently against the suspension
of structural funds for Spain and Portugal, referencing the social difficulties
experienced by the two countries during the crisis (European Parliament
2016e). These were clear requests for change in the Commission’s (and the
Council’s) decisions on the matter, as many MEPs followed up on the
questions of previous speakers.

In general, the low number of follow-up questions suggests the diversity of
interests in the EP, as MEPs tend to ask questions relevant for their constitu-
ency or for their committee mandate (ECON/EMPL/REGI). The situation
does not differ in letters, where MEPs asked 227 initial questions and only 17
follow-up questions. Seldom does an MEP express dissatisfaction with an
answer received from the Commission or with an unfulfilled commitment
of the supranational institution. For instance, on 22 January 2012, Dutch MEP
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Marije Cornelissen from the Greens sent a letter referencing a 2011 EP
resolution that called on the Commission to involve civil society and social
partners in the Semester through the production of annual shadow reports on
each Member State (Cornelissen 2012). There are also a few instances when
a question asked in writing is being reposed to the Commission during an
Economic Dialogue, for example, when Dutch MEP Cora van
Nieuwenhuizen (ALDE) asked for ‘clarification on the precise methodology
and analysis that is being used to determine whether a member states is
compliant with the conditionality attached to financial assistance’ because
the answer provided was ‘rather vague and lacked substance’ (European
Parliament 2016b).

Figure 5.8 shows that the majority of questions are requests for information,
justification of conduct, and policy change – asked to similar extents. In fact, if
we look at the total number of questions across Economic Dialogues and
letters, we find 288 requests for policy change, 246 requests for justification of
conduct, and 230 requests for information. This suggests that there is no clear
trend towards one type of question; if we are to compare the result with
questions asked of the ECB on banking supervision (Chapter 4), we can see

68

138

11

13

61

140

2

43

59

169

3

57

0

0

0

0

10

29

1

4

29

7

0

0

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160

Letters

EDs

Letters

EDs

In
iti

al
 q

ue
st

io
ns

F
ol

lo
w

-u
p 

qu
es

tio
ns

Number of occurences

A. Request information

B. Request justification

C. Request change

D. Request sanctions

E. Request policy views

F. Irrelevant issues

figure 5.8 Types of questions asked by MEPs of the Commission on the
European Semester (December 2010–May 2019). Total identified: 844

118 Overseeing the European Commission in the European Semester

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611


that most of the requests there are for transparency of decisions (Maricut-
Akbik 2020: 1207). By contrast, the Commission does not have the ECB’s
independence nor its strict secrecy regime – which would anyhow not be
justified in macroeconomic and fiscal policy. However, if we follow the six
scenarios of oversight interactions outlined in Table 3.1, we can see that
weaker oversight questions (types A and B) have almost double the frequency
of stronger oversight questions (types C and D). In fact, no single request for
sanctions could be identified in the data set, which could suggest that the
Commission performed well during the period, that the EP was lax in exercis-
ing its responsibility as an oversight body, or that MEPs simply lacked the
mechanisms to demands sanctions. In the institutional dynamic between the
Commission and the EP, demands for sanctions are rare, albeit possible – for
example, in the late 1990s against Edith Cresson, leading to the resignation of
the Santer Commission (Topan 2002).

Requests for information can address a variety of issues. For instance, MEPs
can inquire about the Commission’s current efforts to tackle unemployment
or stimulate growth or pose more specific questions about ongoing reforms
and negotiations with the Council. Take for instance the question asked by
Greek MEP Rodi Kratsa-Tsagaropoulou (EPP) in the joint Economic
Dialogue on 28 November 2012:

Commissioners, first of all I would like to refer to the issue of unemploy-
ment. It’s needless to stress how this is a serious issue for our European
perspectives and also the survival of our political effort, political effort for
Europe. The action groups that have been created in the countries that have
big problems and could develop the various programmes from the
82 million have not been absorbed including [in] Greece. How does this
effort progress? Do you have any results? Do we have an implementation of
programme? (European Parliament 2012c)

By contrast, requests for justification often assume a disagreement with the
Commission’s approach on a given topic. One prominent example concerns
the methodology behind the EDP and theMIP, namely how the Commission
calculates compliance with structural deficit rules or whether a country is
experiencing macroeconomic imbalances. For instance, Portuguese MEP
Miguel Viegas (GUE/NGL) is very critical of the Commission’s assessment
of his country’s DBP:

When you’re calculating the potential output of the economy, which of
course affects the structural balance and primary expenditure, then I mean
the targets are very close and there’s variability as well. These are very volatile
measures. So why do you consider Portugal to be at risk of non-compliance?
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For Portugal’s population, I think it’s difficult for them to understand why
a country that has a nominal deficit of 1.4 is labelled as being at risk of
noncompliance. (European Parliament 2017a)

On the MIP, Marco Valli (EFDD, Italy) has consistently questioned the
Commission’s preferential treatment of Germany, whose persistent trade
surplus caused macroeconomic imbalances in the euro area (European
Parliament 2016b). In general, depending on their nationality and political
affiliation, MEPs either considered the Commission’s approach too harsh or,
alternatively, too lax in running the MIP. For instance, in 2013, GermanMEP
Sven Giegold (Greens/EFA) asked why the Commission did not move to the
next step of theMIP in relation to Spain’s and Slovenia’s excessive imbalances
(Giegold 2013). The importance of equal treatment is a recurrent topic in
parliamentary questions to the Commission, featuring sixty-eight times in the
data set under investigation.

Furthermore, there are questions that are openly critical of the Commission
or dispute the general purpose of the Semester. One example of a clear
demand for change can be found in a letter sent by two French MEPs from
the Front National (ENF group) in 2015:

Within the framework of economic governance, every six months the
European Union sets out recommendations to the Member States as part
of the European Semester, which aims to provide eachMember State with its
own set of country persists in presenting more and more recommendations.

1. Is theCommission aware of the fact that the European Semester is pointless?
2. Does the Commission have any plans to purely and simply abolish it?

(Martin and Mélin 2015)

From an ideological perspective, MEPs from the ENF group are never
expected to say anything positive about the Commission (or the EU for that
matter), and in this case, they are incorrect that recommendations are issued
every six months (that happens once a year). However, their position is not
unique in questioning the effectiveness of the Semester. In fact, multiple
academic and think tank studies have noted the poor implementation record
of CSRs, which has only worsened over time (Darvas and Leandro 2015;
Efstathiou and Wolff 2018; Gros and Alcidi 2015; Maatsch 2017). The failure
of Member States to implement CSRs is a recurrent topic in the Economic
Dialogues, as described by Slovenian MEP Romana Tomc (EPP):

In my country Slovenia, the reforms which Slovenia had to implement
urgently in the health care system, in the pension system and in the labour
market . . . these reforms exist only on paper. So my question is: if we want
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to ensure that the Member States really take this seriously and this applies
not just to Slovenia but to other Member States as well, if we want them to
act in a more responsible way, we’re going to have to come up with some
kind of recipe for what will happen if the Member States do not act. Some
sort of response to that. So I’d like to ask both of you: is there anything
that we can do to ensure that Member States implement reforms more
seriously? (European Parliament 2016a)

The demand to change the Semester by improving the implementation of
CSRs is common; otherMEPs do not ask for sanctions but for ways to enhance
national ownership over CSRs in order to make Member States internally
motivated to implement recommendations. Other topics in reference to
which MEPs request changes concern the democratic accountability of the
Semester. Such a question was posed, for example, in 2013 by two MEPs from
the S&D – Marc Tarabella (Belgium) and Jean Louis Cottigny (France) – in
relation to the role of parliaments in the Semester:

The European Semester must in no way jeopardise the prerogatives of the
European Parliament or the national parliaments. Can the Commission
ensure the proper formal involvement of Parliament in all the steps of the
European Semester process in order to increase the legitimacy of decisions
which affect all citizens? (Tarabella and Cottigny 2013)

Later, after the so-called ‘streamlining of the Semester’ during Juncker’s
presidency, MEPs praised the Commission for publishing Country Reports
threemonths in advance, thus providing the EP sufficient time to discuss them
before the publication of CSRs in May. At the same time, the ECON
Committee – through the voice of its Chair Roberto Gualtieri (S&D,
Italy) – occasionally reminded the Commission to be more responsive to
national parliaments (European Parliament 2015a).

The last type of questions to be discussed are those marked ‘outside the
scope’ of legislative oversight in Figure 3.1 (types E and F). In both Economic
Dialogues and letters, there are a total of forty-four requests for policy views
asking the Commission’s opinion on proposed reforms to the Semester – for
example, ‘What is the Commission’s view on the revision of the Six-Pack?’
(Urtasun 2015) – or inquiring about the Commission’s stance on actions of
other institutions (such as the ECB) which might have consequences for the
Semester. Such questions are thematically relevant but fall outside the scope
of oversight because they are not an attempt to hold the Commission account-
able. According to the analytical framework presented in Chapter 3.3, the
exchange of policy views is a form of interinstitutional dialogue, but it cannot
be subsumed under accountability. As mentioned earlier, this category is
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different from ‘irrelevant questions’ (type F), which refer to topics discon-
nected from the Semester or linked to documents already made public by the
Commission.

Moving to the subject matter of questions, Figure 5.9 provides an overview
of the issues encountered most frequently in the data set. Initially, questions
were coded according to instruments of the Semester (AGS/AMR, CSRs,
MIP, EDP, etc.). However, it soon became clear that these are insufficient
to capture the thematic complexity of the topics covered. Consequently, most
questions received two codes – one denoting an instrument and the other
a substantive concern of the question, for example, the social dimension of
CSRs, their monitoring by the Commission, or the success of their implemen-
tation in the Member States. In respect of the MIP, the SGP, or the EDP, the
EP often questioned the Commission’s interpretation of rules – especially

158

93

101

64

51

50

52

55

26

36

45

37

40

41

19

26

21

24

20

7

11

8

7

1

42

72

48

22

29

29

18

15

45

28

9

11

6

1

22

3

3

0

1

13

8

5

0

4

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160 180 200

Social dimension

CSRs

Econ/Empl situation in MSs

MIP

AGS/AMR

Monitoring implementation

Internal organisation

National debt/budget expenditure

SGP & Fiscal Compact

Rules interpretation

Improve ownership/implementation

Austerity

Legislative/Policy proposals

Link to structural funds

EDP

Financial Assistance

Investment

Draft Budgets

Outside the scope

Six&Two-Pack

Europe 2020 strategy

National Programmes

Eurozone Recommendations

Country Reports

Number of occurrences

Economic Dialogues

Letters

figure 5.9 List of topics raised in questions asked by MEPs of the Commission
on the European Semester (December 2010–May 2019). One question can have

one or two codes. Total codes assigned: 1,423 for 844 questions

122 Overseeing the European Commission in the European Semester

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611


when it came to proposals for sanctions. In the end, any two codes could be
combined, depending on the interests of MEPs.

Figure 5.9 illustrates a clear domination of social aspects – such as
unemployment, pension reform, labour market policies, and so on – although
this is primarily seen in oral rather than written questions.22 CSRs are
the second big topic, especially in relation to their monitoring by the
Commission and ownership/implementation in Member States. Next, there
are questions anchored in the economic or employment situation of one
country – typically linked to the AGS, the AMR, DBPs, or Country Reports.
On substantive issues, ‘internal organisation’ referred to the Commission’s
handling of different Semester processes, including the inclusion of social
partners and increased accountability to the EP. ‘National debt/budget
expenditure’ refers to questions about the application of the SGP or the
EDP in relation to the policies pursued by specific governments. Elsewhere,
some questions concerned ongoing legislative dossiers, policy proposals, and
envisaged reforms to the SGP, the Six-Pack, and the Two-Pack. However,
against the theoretical expectation regarding the profile of the EP as a law-
making parliament, MEPs ask fewer questions about legislative dossiers than
those addressed to the ECB on banking supervision (Chapter 4.3.2) or to the
ECOFIN Council (Chapter 6.3.2). In addition, there are also fewer questions
on ‘austerity’ and ‘financial assistance’ than expected – which were instead
addressed in the Economic Dialogues with the Eurogroup (see Chapter 6.4).

However, the Commission’s participation in the Troika does come up
occasionally in meetings with the EP. For instance, in 2013, Greek MEP
Anni Podimata (S&D) criticised the Commission’s position vis-à-vis reforms
required in Greece as part of programme conditionality:

. . . you said that you support reform efforts in Greece. Since this allows for
very many interpretations, let me ask you: can the European Commission
support decisions that violate basic rules of democratic operation? For the sake
of implementing the goals of the programme, do you think that this increases
the effectiveness of these programmes? Does it strengthen reform efforts or
does it act against them, undercut them? (European Parliament 2013b)

The question here is a demand for justification referring to the discontinu-
ation of the national state-owned radio and television broadcaster ERT (the
Hellenic Broadcasting Corporation). This was ordered by the Greek

22 This difference could be a consequence of data selection: since letters were identified
according to their mentioning of specific Semester instruments, the data set excludes written
questions asking about unemployment and other social aspects without specifying keywords of
the Semester.
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government as part of the Second Economic Adjustment Programme for the
country. In this example, theMEP asked the Commission to justify its position
in the episode, which the Commission failed to provide (see next section).

In general, the operations of the Troika (later the ‘Quadriga’) were of
significant concern for MEPs throughout the euro crisis, but their criticism
was articulated in venues other than the Economic Dialogues with the
Commission. For instance, in May 2013, the ECON Committee organised
a separate meeting with Members of the Troika on the Adjustment
Programme for Cyprus (European Parliament 2013a). In addition, in 2013/
2014, the EP launched an own-initiative report on the role and operations of
the Troika, which resulted in a Resolution criticising the Commission’s ‘dual
role’ in the Troika ‘as both an agent of Member States and an EU institution’
(European Parliament 2014f). Paragraph 53 of the Resolution described
a potential conflict of interest between the Commission’s responsibilities as
‘guardian of the Treaties’ in areas of exclusive of EU competence (such as
competition, state aid, and cohesion policy) and its tasks in the Troika affect-
ing policy areas where the EU has no competence (such as wage policy).
Commissioners Olli Rehn and László Andor were present in the plenary
debate of the report for a resolution (European Parliament 2014b), showing
the overlap between interlocutors of Economic Dialogues and those of other
scrutiny instruments managed by the EP. To put it differently, the low number
of questions on financial assistance included here does not mean that MEPs
were not interested in the topic.

The next section shifts the focus to the Commission and its answers to
parliamentary questions on the European Semester.

5.3.3 Types of Answers

How does the Commission reply to questions raised by MEPs on the
European Semester? Figure 5.10 shows that themajority of answers are explicit
replies provided in both Economic Dialogues and letters. Indeed, 434 out of
844 total answers are explicit replies – although 56 are given in response to
questions outside the scope of oversight on the Semester (types E and F). In
the case of explicit replies during Economic Dialogues, numbers are similar
in response to questions for information (85), justification of conduct (92), and
policy change (98). For letters, there are more explicit replies providing
information (47) and justification of conduct (33) than those addressing
requests for policy change (23). Intermediate replies come second, with 312
occurrences in total – out of which 19 concern questions outside the scope of
oversight (types E and F). In absolute numbers, there are more intermediate
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answers in response to demands for policy change in both Economic
Dialogues and letters. Finally, non-replies make up the last category, with 98
total occurrences and 5 answers to questions outside the scope of oversight on
the Semester. These answers concern questions which the Commission failed
to acknowledge altogether, which are muchmore likely to occur in Economic
Dialogues than in letters. However, there are exceptions: in response to the
letter cited above by Dutch MEP Marije Cornelissen (Greens/EFA), the
Commission gave a generic reply about its commitment to involving civil
society and social partners in the Semester – but mentioned nothing about
shadow reports as required in the question (Rehn 2012). On the whole, this
statistic demonstrates that the Commission is open to engage with questions
raised by MEPs on the European Semester, at least partially if not fully.

Beyond the threefold categorisation into explicit, intermediate, and non-
replies, it is necessary to look more closely at the types of answers provided by
the Commission. Following the typology in Table 3.1, Figure 5.11 further
specifies the direction of the answers, grouping replies depending on whether
the Commission responded through rectification (by accepting policy change
fully or partially), justification (by defending its decisions or conduct fully or
partially), or equivocation (by evading questions or by invoking lack of com-
petence for the issue under discussion and referring MEPs to a different actor
deemed responsible). While the Commission provided on average many
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explicit replies, answers tended to fall in to the second category – defending
the institution’s policies and conduct. For example, in response to the ques-
tions cited above from ENF members Dominique Martin and Joëlle Mélin
(on whether the European Semester is pointless), the Commission gave
a longer defensive answer:

Since its creation, the European Semester has become one of the pillars of
the EU’s economic governance framework. In particular, it has proved its
efficiency in identifying key challenges in Member States, formulating rele-
vant policy advice and fostering the reform process in Member States. All
Member States have made some progress in addressing the issues identified
in the CSRs for 2014–2015.
Moreover, in the recent years, the European Semester has undergone

a number of changes to further improve its efficiency, translating into
CSRs, focused on a selected number of issues of macroeconomic and social
relevance, and more time for exchange at all levels. (Dombrovskis 2015)

Furthermore, in relation to the accusations brought by Portuguese MEP
Miguel Viegas regarding the Commission’s discretion in the interpretation
of rules on nominal deficits (see previous section), Commissioner Moscovici
again defended the approach of his institution:

Let me remind you of what our rules are because of course, the Commission
takes a position on the basis of the rules. We don’t come up with the rules, we
apply them. We’ve got the structural deficit. And if there’s a problem there,
there could be significant deviation with the efforts required. We should be
0.6 percent in 2017 and 2018. I just said to Mr. Pereira a few minutes ago that
that didn’t mean that, uh you haven’t made considerable effort and that the
gaps and deviations often go reduced as the year goes along. And so there is
confidence in the Portuguese economy. . . . So please don’t charge it with so
much emotion because these words aren’t as charged as you think they are.
They will allow us to move forward together. (European Parliament 2017a)

In a similar vein, in response to the question of Slovenian MEP Romana
Tomc (EPP) on the implementation of CSRs, Vice-President Valdis
Dombrovskis explained that sanctions are counter-productive because
national reforms have to be supported by domestic actors; otherwise, they
will not work:

Then on the questions on CSRs’ implementation. Indeed, this is [a] concern
also of the Commission that we see between limited and some progress in
[the] implementation of CSRs and that we need to engage stronger with
Member State to improve this implementation. But once again to reiterate,
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there are no specific enforcement mechanisms linked to the CSRs. Well,
there are some links for example as regards macroeconomic conditionality in
case of EU structural and investment plans which can be put to also, put to
use to effectively implement CSRs. But well the Commission’s intention is
not to come, so to say, with some kind of sanctions mechanisms associated
with CSRs. We believe that those are reforms and recommendations which
are in the interest of Member State. (European Parliament 2016a)

Despite agreeing about the poor record on the implementation of CSRs, the
Commission defends its approach to benchmarking and not forcing Member
States into reforms that lack national ownership. On the other hand, equivo-
cated answers occur when the Commission provides generic responses that
address the broad topic of a question but not the specific issue raised by an
MEP. Take the answer of Commissioner Olli Rehn given to Anni Podimata
(S&D) on the contribution of the Troika to the closure of the national
broadcaster ERT and the inclusion of programme countries in the Semester
process:

Madam Podimata referred to whether [. . .] programme countries should be
part of the overall process of the European Semester and its economic policy
coordination. I think that’s something that we have to discuss and we can
discuss this. On the other hand, I would not say that we do not have a quite
strong accountability as regards these countries because we have discussed
this continuously also in this committee and I have responded to your
questions over the years very frequently and regularly on the economic
policies and programme of the economic adjustment of the programme
countries. (European Parliament 2013b)

In this example, the Commissioner acknowledges the question on the
European Semester but says nothing about the abolishment of the ERT. The
question is thus equivocated. On a different note, the Commission does not
answer many questions through rectification. One important example refers to
the involvement of national parliaments in the Semester, raised by MEPs on
multiple occasions. In 2018, Vice-PresidentDombrovskis acknowledged that the
Semester’s inclusiveness of national parliaments could be improved:

The Commission has repeatedly stressed that, in spite of positive devel-
opments, there is room for a better involvement of national Parliaments
in the European Semester, and made proposals on how to further
increase democratic legitimacy of economic governance, most recently
in its Communication on further steps towards completing Europe’s
Economic and Monetary Union. (Dombrovskis 2018)
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Overall, the responsiveness of the Commission in the European Semester is
clearly focused on justifying its decisions and conduct to MEPs. Figure 5.11
provides a snapshot of the main findings.

Figure 5.11 shows that in 646 of the total 844 answers, the Commission
defended its conduct fully or partially. In respect of the former, the
Commission provided 244 replies providing full information and justification
of conduct (answers A and B in response to weaker oversight questions), and 94
replies defended a decision or conduct (answers C andD in response to stronger
oversight questions). Two well-known examples include the decisions of the
Commission not to propose sanctions against France’s excessive deficit and
Germany’s macroeconomic imbalances in 2014–2015 – which were widely
criticised by the EP (de la Parra 2017: 114). In these cases, MEPs questioned
the Commission’s discretion in the interpretation of Semester rules and con-
tested whether Member States are being treated equally. Such decisions dom-
inated several Economic Dialogues in 2014–2015 and re-emerged in the years
afterwards – especially in terms of sanctioningGermany for its excessive account
surplus that could have been, in the view of some MEPs, used for domestic
investment (meeting on 14 April 2015, European Parliament 2015). In response,
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the Commission defended its position, arguing that Germany was already in the
MIP – albeit not for excessive imbalances – and that the CSRs for the country
consistently emphasised the need to increase domestic investment. In this
respect, the Commission justified or defended its conduct without actually
changing any decisions on the matter.

On the other hand, equivocated questions are wilfully ignored by the
Commission or simply not answered due to the lack of time – which in
practice is difficult to differentiate. Due to the high number of speakers in
joint meetings, it is sometimes impossible for Commissioners to address all
questions even if they wish to, as committee chairs push for short answers due
to time constraints. However, in respect of answers equivocated without time
pressure, László Andor has the worst record among the Commissioners in the
data set, as he repeatedly used his time during Economic Dialogues to make
general policy statements and discuss issues that were not clearly raised in any
questions. In joint meetings, Dombrovskis has a tendency to answer many
questions, leaving only a handful for the ECOFIN and EMPL
Commissioners (especially Moscovici). That is why the practice of taking
turns answering questions is an effective tool in ECON Committee meetings
attended by Dombrovskis andMoscovici. Elsewhere, answers invoking lack of
competence imply that the Commission does not have the authority to decide
on the matter raised in the question, meaning that responsibility lies either
with Member States or with other EU institutions. While only thirty total
answers were identified in this category, some are interesting because they
allow the Commission to shift attention from the subject of the question to
other actors. For example, in response to a question about why the
Commission is holding on to its ‘austerity approach’ vis-à-vis Portugal
although this has not improved growth or lowered unemployment,
Commissioner Moscovici gave the following reply in an Economic
Dialogue in April 2016:

I just wanted to say that [in the Portuguese case] too, the Commission just like
in the case of Spain can’t get involved in politics. We are here to ensure that
certain rules are respected. We have had initial discussions with the
Portuguese government which made it possible to avoid the rejection of the
budget and necessary to have been taken which we felt made it possible to
remain in the right range. And it was done intelligently. It wasn’t easy. We
had a lot of discussion about it but it was done. (European Parliament 2016c;
emphasis added)

The response is equivocated because the Commissioner does not address
the effectiveness of austerity measures for the Portuguese economy.
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Moreover, the classic Commission mantra – that it is not allowed to get
involved in politics – is hard to believe under the circumstances.
Everything that the Commission does with respect to the calculation of
budget deficits, macroeconomic imbalances, or compliance with ESM
programmes has important political implications (cf. Dawson 2019).
Moreover, previous research has shown that the Commission operates in
an increasingly politicised environment and often takes into account
domestic contestation in different Member States (van der Veer and
Haverland 2018).

On the whole, there is a clear hierarchy between the types of answers offered
by the Commission in response to parliamentary questions on the European
Semester. In most instances, the Commission replies through justification (77
per cent of all answers), followed by equivocation (15 per cent of all answers),
and finally rectification (8 per cent of all answers). In the realm of justified
answers, 61 per cent were full replies – suggesting a general tendency of the
Commission to engage with the issues raised by MEPs. At the same time,
within the equivocation category, 40 per cent of replies were not clear eva-
sions. Instead, such instances include cases when the format of Economic
Dialogues reduced the time available for Commissioners to respond to ques-
tions or, alternatively, instances when the Commission was not the relevant
authority responsible for the issue at hand. On balance, these statistics portray
the Commission as a responsive actor to legislative oversight – focused on
explaining and justifying its conduct to MEPs.

5.4 the record: holding the commission accountable
in the european semester

To sum up, how accountable is the European Commission to the EP in the
framework of the European Semester? Going back to the scenarios of oversight
interactions outlined in Chapter 3 (Table 3.1), the analysis above places the
Commission mid-way between scenario 2, ‘Answerability’, and scenario 4,
‘Transparency’. Overall, the proportion of stronger oversight questions (34
per cent) is lower than the proportion of weaker oversight questions (56 per
cent). However, since most questions demand policy changes or the justifica-
tion of conduct, we can conclude that the type of oversight interactions
between the EP and the Commission go beyond the scenario of
‘Transparency’ applicable to the ECB in banking supervision (Chapter 4).

In fact, the questions addressed by MEPs demonstrate their knowledge of
potential problems in the Commission’s management of the European
Semester. In terms of the variables listed in Figure 3.2, the issue is not the
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asymmetric information between the EP and the Commission but the fact that
the European Semester is a multi-level policy framework with several centres
of decision-making and implementation dependent on the national level. For
example, MEPs ask frequent questions about the general effectiveness of the
Semester, which is scarcely implemented in the Member States despite
substantial resources invested by the Commission into the process. The
complexity of the Semester also has an impact on the types of answers
provided by the Commission, which can ‘explain away’ most problems as
located at the national level, depending on the willingness of Member States
to carry out reforms.

Furthermore, the aspect of high public pressure (also listed in
Figure 3.2) is present in the oversight of the Commission when it comes
to the application of sanctions in the EDP and the MIP or the social
consequences of austerity measures in the Member States. As shown in
the analysis above, MEPs complain about the Commission’s discretion to
apply different rules (or exceptions) to different countries’ budgetary
deficits or macroeconomic imbalances. At the same time, MEPs are
concerned about the impact of austerity measures in ‘programme’ coun-
tries and consistently demand more social priorities from the
Commission. Moreover, in line with the variable on the EP’s party system,
MEPs raise different questions depending on their political affiliation and
country of origin. While there are some signs of a government–opposition
dynamic – with stronger oversight questions coming from groups that did
not support the current College of Commissioners – the trend is compli-
cated by the nationality of MEPs and whether their Member State was
heavily affected by the euro crisis. In any case, the diversity of political
and national interests in the EP is undoubtedly a reason for the low
number of follow-up questions addressed to the Commission on the
European Semester.

As to the Commission’s responsiveness to EP oversight, the analysis pre-
sented in this chapter revealed a predominantly positive record of the supra-
national institution in the period under focus. More than half of the questions
identified in the data set are answered explicitly and fully. On average,
Commission officials who attend Economic Dialogues or answer written
questions seem genuinely interested in the concerns of MEPs regarding the
management of the European Semester. Attempts at evasion are few, while
partial replies are often related to the format of joint Economic Dialogues –
which allow too many speakers to ask questions simultaneously and thus limit
structural opportunities for oversight (see Table 3.2). But although the
Commission responds to most questions fromMEPs, its answers are generally
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defensive, justifying institutional conduct or explaining decisions in different
contexts. As such, the Commission rarely changes its decisions – by promising
to rectify previous conduct – in response to demands made by MEPs. For this
reason, principal–agent expectations of control by the EP (scenario 1 in
Table 3.1) or voluntary accountability by the Commission are clearly not
fulfilled in this oversight relationship. To reiterate the assessment above, the
Commission is transparent but not fully answerable to the EP in economic
governance after the crisis.
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6

The Economic Dialogues with the ECOFIN Council
and the Eurogroup

The euro crisis re-affirmed the centrality of intergovernmental institutions in
EMU decision-making (Csehi and Puetter 2021; Fabbrini 2016; Maricut and
Puetter 2018). Next to the European Council – the EU’s highest political
body – the main actors in the field were the ECOFIN Council and the
Eurogroup. Both Council configurations comprise economic and finance
ministers, either from all Member States (for ECOFIN) or just from
Eurozone countries (for the Eurogroup). Since their portfolio is crucial for
a country’s economic performance, finance ministers are typically among the
highest-ranked members in a cabinet at the national level. In the EU institu-
tional setting, ECOFIN is one of the oldest and most influential Council
configurations, with a legal mandate and lead role in EU economic govern-
ance since the Maastricht Treaty (Puetter 2014: 155). The Eurogroup func-
tioned outside the Treaty framework from 1998 until 2009, when it was
recognised as an informal EU body with a fixed-term president (Protocol 14
TFEU). While both institutions have competences in economic policy coord-
ination, the Eurogroup is the more powerful actor (among others) because it
decides on financial assistance programmes that are part of the ESM (ESM
Treaty, Article 5). Nowadays, the activities of the two Council configurations
are distinct, although ECOFIN has to formally endorse Eurogroup decisions
in order to give them legal power (Pisani-Ferry 2006; Puetter 2006).

Owing to their broad mandates and centrality in EMU decision-making
during the crisis, the ECOFIN Council and the Eurogroup raise serious
accountability concerns (Braun and Hübner 2019; Craig 2017). However,
unlike the ECB and the Commission (discussed in the previous chapters),
the two intergovernmental bodies have fewer accountability obligations
towards the EP. In line with the Treaties, Council bodies are democratically
accountable ‘to their [own] national parliaments, or to their citizens’ (Article
10(2) TEU). As a result, the EP does not have legal mechanisms to sanction
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EU intergovernmental institutions for their performance – as opposed to
procedures for dismissing the Chair of the Supervisory Board of the ECB
(see Chapter 4.2) or passing a motion of censure against the Commission
(Chapter 5.2). At the same time, national parliaments and electorates can only
hold their own governments accountable, not the ECOFIN Council or the
Eurogroup as a whole. There is thus a structural flaw in the EU political
system that creates an accountability void for intergovernmental bodies: to put
it simply, ministers are individually but not collectively accountable for EU
decisions (cf. Brandsma et al. 2016: 624–625). As the only directly elected
institution at the EU level, the EP could technically act as the appropriate
forum responsible for overseeing collective decision-making by national gov-
ernments. In fact, the introduction of the Economic Dialogues in the context
of the euro crisis acknowledged the need to increase parliamentary scrutiny of
EU executive actors, asking the ECOFIN Council and the Eurogroup to
appear regularly before the EP’s ECON Committee (Chapter 2.2.2).

This chapter examines how MEPs oversee the ECOFIN Council and the
Eurogroup in the practice of the Economic Dialogues. Organised since 2012 at
the ECON Committee, the Economic Dialogues bring MEPs face to face
with the incumbent minister of the ECOFIN Council Presidency on the one
hand and the Eurogroup President on the other. While the set-up of
Economic Dialogues is similar to meetings with the Commission, the topics
discussed and the political dynamic are substantially different. Often, MEPs
use Economic Dialogues with ECOFIN to ask about the status of ongoing
legislative files, while meetings with the Eurogroup President revolve around
financial assistance programmes. Despite the original purpose of Economic
Dialogues to ensure EP scrutiny of the European Semester, the emphasis is
only partially visible in meetings with the Eurogroup President and almost
completely absent from Dialogues with the ECOFIN Council. Moreover,
parliamentary questions addressed to the Eurogroup President are both more
intense andmore relevant to the activity of the Eurogroup as an executive body
than the questions posed to the ECOFIN Council Presidency. In fact, in line
with the scenarios of legislation oversight outlined in Chapter 3.3.1, the EP’s
relationship with the Eurogroup qualifies as ‘Answerability’, whereas the
interactions with the ECOFIN Council fall in-between ‘Transparency’ and
‘No control’.

The chapter starts by describing the roles of the ECOFIN Council and the
Eurogroup in the EMU governance architecture as well as their centrality
during the crisis. The second section problematises the key accountability
issues of the two bodies, with an emphasis on their (lack of) accountability
towards the EP. Next, the chapter discusses the Economic Dialogues with
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ECOFIN and Eurogroup separately. Since the meetings take place at differ-
ent times and deal with varying topics, it makes sense to present them
independently from each other. In fact, the two types of Economic
Dialogues help show the contrast in mandates between ECOFIN and
Eurogroup, despite their overlap in composition – as Eurozone finance
ministers are part of both institutions. The conclusion reflects on the findings
in line with the theoretical expectations set in Chapter 3.3.2.

6.1 background: ecofin, eurogroup, and the political
accountability of intergovernmental actors in the emu

The ECOFIN Council has had clear responsibilities in EU economic gov-
ernance since the Maastricht Treaty. Nowadays, Article 121 TFEU specifies
the role of ECOFIN in deciding the BEPGs, monitoring economic develop-
ments through multi-lateral surveillance, and providing recommendations to
Member States depending on their performance and compliance with the
BEPGs. In the early 2000s, ECOFIN took charge of the Lisbon Agenda and
later the Europe 2020 Strategy for growth and jobs (from 2010), becoming the
‘dominant political institution’ in EU socio-economic policy coordination
(Puetter 2014: 161). Starting in 2005, the ECOFIN Council combined the
BEPGs with Employment Guidelines into the streamlined ‘Integrated
Guidelines’, which additionally allowed the issuing of CSRs to governments
facing specific challenges (Deroose et al. 2008: 836–837). After the crisis,
ECOFIN continued to play a key role in economic and social policy coordin-
ation in the reformed governance framework of the European Semester
(Maricut and Puetter 2018; see below).

Next to economic policy coordination, the ECOFIN Council covers issues
related to taxation, financial markets, and capital movements, as well as EU
external relations (Council of the European Union 2020a). Similar to other
Council configurations, ECOFIN produces legislative acts (regulations, dir-
ectives, and decisions), often in cooperation with the EP in the ordinary or
special legislative procedures, and non-legislative acts such as joint actions and
common positions (Lewis 2019: 164). Every six months, the rotating Council
Presidency sets ECOFIN priorities – which are especially visible on the
legislative front. In terms of external relations, ECOFIN seeks to coordinate
the positioning of Member States in international organisations such as the
IMF, the World Bank, or the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (Gstöhl 2008).

Furthermore, the ECOFIN Council has competences in the EDP (Article
126 TFEU) as the ultimate decision-maker on whether a government has
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breached EU budget deficit rules and deserves sanctions. As mentioned in
Chapter 2.1, sanctions were never applied before the Lisbon Treaty because
large Member States such as France and Germany could not be outvoted in
ECOFIN (Collignon 2004; Schuknecht et al. 2011: 10). After the crisis, voting
rules were modified in order to allow an easier application of sanctions.
However, the only instance of penalties ever being imposed on a Member
State concerns Spain in 2015; even then, the fine was imposed for failure to
provide accurate statistics to the Commission rather than for breaking EDP
debt and deficit rules (Savage and Howarth 2018: 213). In 2016, ECOFIN voted
that Spain and Portugal had not taken effective measures to correct their
excessive deficits, a decision which would normally trigger sanctions under
the EDP (Council of the European Union 2016). In the end, however, the
Commission chose not to impose a fine given the ‘exceptional economic
circumstances’ in the two countries (Sacher 2019).

While formal votes on the EDP take place in the ECOFIN Council, cases
including Eurozone economies are previously agreed in the Eurogroup. With
the launch of the Stability and Growth Pact (1997) and the last stage of the
EMU (1998), Member States saw an increased need for closer economic and
fiscal policy coordination among economies sharing the common currency.
In this context, the French demanded a political counterweight to the ECB (a
‘gouvernement économique’), and the ECOFINCouncil was considered insuf-
ficient for the task (Howarth 2007). The Eurogroup was the compromise
solution: an informal body functioning outside the EU framework, focused
on facilitating close interactions between Eurozone finance ministers, while
keeping out governments who opted out of the EMU – such as the UK,
Denmark, and Sweden (Puetter 2006: 61). Over time, the Eurogroup evolved
from ‘semi-clandestinity to half-light’ as an informal Council caucus in charge
of implementing the most significant aspects of the SGP (Pisani-Ferry 2006:
840). After the 2005 reform of the SGP, the Eurogroup was tasked with
strengthening the fiscal surveillance of Eurozone Member States by closely
assessing their annual national budgets (Hodson 2011: 40–41). With the Lisbon
Treaty, the Eurogroup was formally incorporated into the EU institutional
framework and assigned the objective to ‘promote conditions for stronger
economic growth’ and ‘to that end, to develop ever-closer coordination of
economic policies within the euro area’ (Article 137 and Protocol 14 TFEU).

From the start, the uniqueness of the Eurogroup came from its working
methods, which included several features (Puetter 2004: 857–858). The first
was informality, which meant that the decisions taken were not official until
endorsed by the ECOFIN Council; however, an agreement at the Eurogroup
level could not be reversed because it signalled approval by a majority of the
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ECOFIN Council. The second feature referred to its restricted participation;
unlike formal Council meetings, where country ambassadors and other offi-
cials were present, the Eurogroup deliberately chose to have few people in the
room, following a ‘minister-plus-one’ formula. Third, all Eurogroup debates
were strictly confidential, that is, there were no minutes, conclusions, or
public votes as in regular Council meetings (cf. Puetter 2006: chapter 3).
The latest version of the Eurogroup’s working methods dates from 2008, when
ministers reiterated their commitment to flexibility/pragmatism and confiden-
tiality as part of the decision-making process (Eurogroup 2008). Overall,
informality and secrecy were seen to encourage frank exchanges between
ministers and decisions taken by consensus in a form of ‘deliberative inter-
governmentalism’ (Puetter 2012, 2014).

From a legal perspective, the informality of the Eurogroup is a matter of
controversy. Despite its significant powers in EU economic governance, the
Eurogroup is still not a formal EU institution which can be held liable for its
decisions. According to a recent judgment of the CJEU, the Eurogroup
‘cannot be equated with a configuration of the Council’, ‘does not have any
competence of its own’, and is not ‘capable of giving rise to non-contractual
liability of the European Union’ (Court of Justice of the European Union
2020: 2). The judgment is important because it closes the door for legal
accountability through national and EU courts, making the political scrutiny
of the Eurogroup all the more relevant.

Between 1998 and 2009, the Eurogroup kept a low profile in the EU
governance architecture. This changed with the onset of the euro crisis,
which brought the institution to the centre of EMU decision-making –
while also expanding the scope of the ECOFIN Council portfolio. The
following pages describe the main developments involving the two
institutions.

6.1.1 The Euro Crisis and the Domination of Intergovernmental Bodies

The euro crisis required immediate and decisive executive action at the EU
level, but the institutional framework was not geared towards emergency
politics (Kreuder-Sonnen 2019: chapter 5). Although the Eurogroup and the
ECOFIN Council were propelled into action, they lacked the political
authority to make credible pledges of financial assistance (Puetter 2012: 171).
In this context, heads of state and government in the European Council took
the lead in crisis management and provided the outlines of the most important
reforms (Van Kemseke 2014; Van Rompuy 2014). For Eurozone Member
States, a special European Council formation was institutionalised – the
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Euro Summits (Council of the European Union 2019). Yet although the heads
of state and government were instrumental in setting the tone for the EU
response to the crisis, finance ministers remained in charge of specialised
decisions within the Eurogroup and the ECOFIN Council. Keeping with the
rapid pace of the crisis, finance ministers intensified the frequency of their
meetings: for example, in the period 2010–2015, the Eurogroup met eighty-
nine times, while ECOFIN held eighty-one meetings (Maricut and Puetter
2018: 201). This means that finance ministers met on average more than once
a month.

Both Council configurations saw their activities increase during the crisis.
In the early days, ECOFIN ministers extended the practice of ‘informal
breakfasts’ to longer, livelier meetings where they exchanged views on crisis
measures (Puetter 2014: 163). In terms of legislative reforms (see Chapter 2.1.1),
the ECOFIN Council formalised quick agreements on the Six-Pack (2011),
the Two-Pack (2013), and the SSM Regulation (2013). Once the European
Semester was established as the new framework for economic policy coordin-
ation, ECOFIN engaged in substantive discussions on different instruments
such as the AGS or CSRs; however, debates moved over time to preparatory
bodies such as the Economic Policy Committee (EPC) or the EFC (Maricut
and Puetter 2018: 203). In this context, the ECOFIN Council ‘machinery’ had
to get used to the increased roles of the Commission and the Employment,
Social Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs Council (EPSCO Council) in
decision-making over the European Semester (Zeitlin and Vanhercke 2018).
In parallel, the post-crisis decade (2010–2020) brought more legislative pro-
posals to the ECOFIN Council agenda on issues such as taxation (General
Secretariat of the Council 2019a) and financial services (General Secretariat of
the Council 2019b). These are complicated files for which ministers needed
years to find agreement – if that happened at all.

For its part, the Eurogroup became the centre of decision-making on all
aspects related to financial assistance programmes and conditionality negoti-
ations. Members of its main preparatory body – the Eurogroup Working Group
(EWG) – sat on the Board of Directors of the temporary European Financial
Stability Facility (EFSF) from 2010 to 2012 (European Stability Mechanism
2020a). After the ESM was established as a permanent institution outside the
EU framework, Eurozone finance ministers became the Board of Governors of
the ESM, while the Eurogroup President served as its Chair (ESM Treaty,
Article 5). The practical administration and monitoring of programme coun-
tries fell to the ‘Troika’ – an informal alliance comprising the European
Commission, the ECB, and the IMF (European Stability Mechanism 2019:
77). Among the public, the Troika was often considered the face of bailouts and
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austerity measures in the euro crisis; in practice, it was the Eurogroup which
brokered agreements and supervised the implementation of aid packages
(Craig 2017: 237; Dijsselbloem 2014). This meant that Eurozone finance minis-
ters decided if and how much financial assistance a country received, as well as
whether governments fulfilled their obligations for the loans. The interactions
between the Eurogroup and the Troika have been compared to a principal–
agent relationship, where Eurozone finance ministers give a mandate to the
Troika to negotiate the conditions of a loan on their behalf and then monitor its
implementation (Braun and Hübner 2019: 14). In this respect, the power of the
Eurogroup was cemented in the early days of the crisis when the Euro Summit
specified that ‘any disbursement on the bilateral loans would be decided by
the euro area Member States by unanimity’ (Euro Summit 2010).

While financial assistance formed the core business of the Eurogroup during
the crisis (Hodson and Puetter 2016), there were other activities in the ministers’
portfolio. As visible from its biannual work programmes, the Eurogroup has
kept a constant interest in the European Semester in respect of assessing DBPs
of Eurozone countries, monitoring their Medium-Term Objectives, and evalu-
ating the implementation of the EDP (e.g. Eurogroup 2014, 2018). Eurogroup
ministers also focus on the economic situation in the Eurozone as a whole and
issue general euro area recommendations (Braun and Hübner 2019: 26). At the
level of preparatory bodies, euro area recommendations are the responsibility of
the EWG, while economic CSRs are discussed by EFC Alternates and the
EPC (Maricut and Puetter 2018: 204). Furthermore, the Eurogroup President
was closely involved in designing the post-crisis economic governance frame-
work, having participated in the Four Presidents’ Report (Van Rompuy 2012)
and the Five Presidents’ Report (2015). On the legislative front, the Eurogroup
paid special attention to the completion of the banking union and its policy
implications for the Eurozone (Eurogroup 2013). Last but not least, with the
institutionalisation of Euro Summits, the Eurogroup became responsible for
preparing the meetings of Eurozone heads of state and government as well as
following up on their conclusions (Council of the European Union 2020b).

Overall, the euro crisis empowered both ECOFIN and the Eurogroup in
the economic and financial framework of the EMU. This empowerment
came at the cost of political accountability, as discussed below.

6.2 the accountability of intergovernmental
bodies: key issues

The political accountability of intergovernmental bodies is structurally com-
plicated in the EU (see Chapter 2.2.1). In theory, each national government is
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accountable to its own parliament and electorate for decisions taken at the EU
level (Article 10 TEU). Yet intergovernmental agreements are collective,
making it difficult for national parliaments or voters to control the outcome
of EU decision-making in the absence of unanimity rules (Brandsma et al.
2016: 625; see also Crum and Curtin 2015). The most blatant example is the
referendum on a new financial assistance programme for Greece, organised by
the Tsipras government in mid-2015. While the referendum had clear populist
motivations, asking the Greek people to ‘say “no” to ultimatums, “no” to
blackmail’, the vote did not change the outcome of intergovernmental negoti-
ations – as Greek PrimeMinister Alexis Tsipras accepted a week later the same
if not heavier conditions attached to financial assistance (Lowen 2015). Former
Italian Prime Minister Mario Monti described the referendum as a ‘violation
of democracy’ because it seemingly offered the Greek voters a choice and then
‘threw it away’ (cited in Vincenti and Michalopoulos 2015). In Monti’s view,
the culprit was Tsipras, not the EU, yet the problem is systemic: national
electorates can vote governments in and out of office, but they have little
control over what is decided at the EU level, even when they give cabinets
unambiguous mandates in Council negotiations.

The other major issue of intergovernmental bodies concerned how equal
Member States were in negotiations. Despite constitutional provisions regard-
ing the ‘equality of Member States before the Treaties’ (Article 4[2] TEU), the
dynamics of the euro crisis inevitably created a hierarchical relationship
between creditor and debtor countries (Crum and Merlo 2020; Fabbrini
2016). This made accountability difficult because it allowed, de facto, for
some national parliaments and electorates to have more control over EU
decision-making than others. Germany in particular was an important player
in its capacity as the Eurozone’s largest and strongest economy as well as the
only country whose national parliament had to vote on ESM lending pro-
grammes both ex ante and ex post (Moschella 2017: 241). In addition,
Germany’s influence was ideational, shaping the post-crisis economic govern-
ance architecture based on its national model of ‘stability through balanced
budgets’, with clear deficit rules and targets (Schmidt 2020: 127). Wolfgang
Schäuble, the German finance minister (2009–2017) in ECOFIN and the
Eurogroup, remained a divisive figure throughout the crisis: vilified in Greece
as an advocate of austerity who imposed harsh conditions on countries in need
of financial assistance while being celebrated at home for protecting taxpayers’
money (Kroet and Oliveira 2015).

In the academic literature (and in reality), the idea of German domination
is appealing because it makes intuitive sense. Indeed, from a rationalist per-
spective, we would expect the preferences of the strongest country to shape the
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outcome of EU decision-making (Schimmelfennig 2015). Nevertheless, this
view overlooks the role of other ‘creditor’ countries that shared the philosophy
of the German government on balanced budgets. Among others, the
Netherlands and Finland were the most fervent supporters of austerity and
structural reforms as necessary conditions for countries requesting financial
assistance (Schmidt 2020: 134). Given the confidential, collegial, and consen-
sus-seeking mode of decision-making in the Eurogroup, ministers were
unlikely to speak out against each other (Puetter 2016: 609). When Greek
Finance Minister Yanis Varoufakis broke this taboo in 2015 by publicly
questioning the democratic character of secretive deliberations and criticising
the treatment of his country, he only attracted hostility from the Eurogroup
(Bickerton 2015). No other minister supported his position, although this
could have been an opportunity to address the Eurogroup’s lack of transpar-
ency and accountability to national electorates.

In fact, finance ministers generally see the Eurogroup working methods as
an advantage. From their standpoint, the flexibility and confidentiality of
Eurogroup meetings are assets because they allow frank discussions among
peers without worrying how domestic audiences will react to their positions at
the EU level. As (in-)famously explained by former Eurogroup President Jean-
Claude Juncker:

Monetary policy is a serious issue. We should discuss this in secret, in the
Eurogroup. The same applies to economic and monetary policies in the
Union. If we indicate possible decisions, we are fuelling speculations on
the financial markets and we are throwing inmisery mainly the people we are
trying to safeguard from this. I’m ready to be insulted as being insufficiently
democratic, but I want to be serious. (. . .) There is insufficient awareness at
the European level when it comes to these issues, because each of us wants to
show his domestic public that he’s the greatest guy under the sky. (Juncker,
cited in Pop 2011)

The problem is that the Eurogroup’s informal and secret decision-making
process is structurally at odds with democratic accountability and transparency
(Braun and Hübner 2019; Craig 2017; Mahony 2015). While finance ministers
might argue they need the ‘space to think’ within the EU’s intergovernmental
institutions, national citizens also have the right to know what positions their
respective governments are taking behind closed doors (Hillebrandt and
Novak 2016: 528). Unsurprisingly, the Eurogroup believes there is ‘an
extremely high level of governmental and parliamentary scrutiny’ at the
national level – even in the controversial cases of financial assistance pro-
grammes through the ESM (Dijsselbloem 2014).
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However, if national parliaments cannot hold EMU intergovernmental
bodies accountable for collective decisions or are unequal in doing so, the
EP is also incapable of compensating for this structural weakness. In the
EMU, the EP lacks formal powers to veto or influence executive decisions
of the Eurogroup and the ECOFIN Council (Crum and Merlo 2020;
Rittberger 2014). From a principal–agent perspective (Chapter 3.2.1), the EP
is not the principal of ECOFIN or the Eurogroup, whose ministers have
a direct relationship to their domestic electorates. In fact, in relation to EU
and national citizens, the EP and EU intergovernmental bodies play the role
of ‘multiple competing agents’ (Strøm 2000: 269), similar to the dynamics
found in presidential systems of government (Lupia and McCubbins 1994;
McCubbins and Schwartz 1984). Going back to the Treaties, the EP and the
Council are envisaged as co-legislators in the ordinary legislative procedure
(Articles 289 and 294 TFEU), representing citizens and Member States,
respectively, in the EU decision-making process (Article 10 TEU). If anything,
the two institutions can frustrate each other’s legislative and budgetary agendas
and exercise a form of ex ante or pre-emptive accountability. For this reason,
the new executive roles of the Eurogroup and the ECOFIN Council in
financial assistance or the European Semester sit uncomfortably with the
constitutional roles of the institutions prescribed in the Treaties. This is not
to say that effective EP scrutiny of the ECOFINCouncil and the Eurogroup is
impossible, but it is difficult from the onset.

Furthermore, the EP’s legislative focus and internal dynamics do not help
the effective scrutiny of intergovernmental actors. The profile of the EP as
a ‘law-making’ parliament (Sieberer 2011) with a transnational multi-party
system (Russo and Wiberg 2010) is bound to limit the structural opportunities
for oversight in the EMU (Ogul 1976; Rockman 1984). In EMU legislative
decision-making, the EP may be on equal footing with the Council under the
ordinary legislative procedure, but in practice the Council is the stronger actor
(Bressanelli and Chelotti 2016, 2018). The ESM is an intergovernmental
organisation outside the EU Treaty framework, meaning the EP has no
influence whatsoever over financial assistance programmes (Howarth and
Quaglia 2014; Rittberger 2014: 117). The only element that gave the EP an
advantage over the ECOFIN Council and the Eurogroup since the euro crisis
was public attention to EMU governance, especially in respect of bailout
decisions. As we know from studies on legislative oversight, public pressure
can be an important factor in the parliamentary scrutiny of executive actors
(Martin 2011b; McCubbins and Schwartz 1984; Wiberg and Koura 1994).

Against this background, the Economic Dialogues with the ECOFIN
Council and the Eurogroup President were established in the hope that they
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will improve political accountability in the EMU (de la Parra 2017; Kluger
Dionigi 2020). The legal basis of the Economic Dialogues is the same as that
for the Commission, including identical articles on transparency and account-
ability found in the Two-Pack and the Six-Pack legislation. Accordingly, the
EP and the Council could organise Economic Dialogues on the BEPGs, the
results of multi-lateral surveillance on budgetary positions (including
the EDP) and macroeconomic imbalances, as well as on the content of
CSRs – especially if there were deviations from Commission recommenda-
tions (the so-called ‘comply or explain’ principle).23 In respect of the
Eurozone, the Six-Pack listed as possible topics the sanctions and fines applied
in the enforcement of the EDP and the MIP, respectively.24 The Two-Pack
added two elements to the list of potential subjects of Economic Dialogues: (1)
the monitoring and assessing of budgetary plans in the Eurozone25 and (2) the
special procedures for countries experiencing financial difficulties – namely
enhanced surveillance, macroeconomic adjustment programmes, or post-
programme surveillance.26 In fact, according to Markakis, the Two-Pack
‘lays down the most detailed accountability and transparency requirements
to date’ (Markakis 2020: 128). While the tasks of the ECOFINCouncil and the
Eurogroup are difficult to separate in the European Semester (e.g. for the EDP
and the MIP), it was clear that the Eurogroup will be the interlocutor for
questions on financial assistance programmes – even if the ESM was technic-
ally not an EU organisation.

Before moving to the analysis of oversight interactions between the EP and
the ECOFIN Council/the Eurogroup, a few words are in order regarding the
appropriateness of the type of actor ‘giving account’ to a parliamentary forum
(cf. Bovens 2007). It is well known that finance ministers representing the
Presidency of the Council still need to run their own national administrations
while knowing the details of legislative and executive decisions taken by
ECOFIN at the level of preparatory bodies and ministers’ meetings. Under
the circumstances, is it reasonable to expect the incumbent of the Presidency
to be held accountable for decisions taken by ECOFIN as a whole? The
format of the EconomicDialogues would suggest this is the case. The problem
is less pronounced for the Eurogroup President, whose position is permanent
(for two and a half years) and who chairs an informal and smaller, club-like
body. In any case, both Presidents – of ECOFIN and the Eurogroup – are

23 Article 2ab of Regulation 1466/97, Article 2a of Regulation 1467/97, and Article 14(1) of
Regulation 1176/2011.

24 Article 3 of Regulation 1173/2011 and Article 6 of Regulation 1174/2011.
25 Article 15 of Regulation 473/2013.
26 Articles 3, 7, 14, and 18 of Regulation 472/2013.
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perceived to speak on behalf of the Council and articulate the common or
consensus position of the Member States in their respective configurations.

The following sections go over the content of the two types of Economic
Dialogues in turn, following the analytical framework outlined in Chapter 3.3.
Each section starts with an overview of the profile of questioners and respond-
ents identified during Economic Dialogues, which is important in order to
grasp political dynamics in the EP as well as differences in responsiveness
between Council Presidencies or Eurogroup Presidents. Next, in line with the
analytical framework of the book, the emphasis lies on the types of questions
asked by MEP – which can request information, justification of conduct,
change of decisions, sanctions, or policy views. Finally, the analysis includes
the types of answers given in response to parliamentary questions (explicit,
intermediate, or non-replies that provide rectification, justification of conduct,
or equivocation/evasion of questions). The conclusion reflects on the findings
of the analysis in relation to the scenarios of legislative oversight identified in
Chapter 3.3.1.

6.3 the economic dialogues with the ecofin council
presidency

The ECON Committee organises Economic Dialogues with the finance
minister of the country holding the ECOFIN Council Presidency between
two and four times a year. In the period under focus (January 2012–May 2019),
most Presidencies attended ECON meetings at the beginning and at the end
of their terms (Denmark, Cyprus, Ireland, Lithuania, Italy, Luxembourg, the
Netherlands, Slovakia, Malta, Estonia, and Bulgaria), while others were
present only once (Greece, Latvia, Austria, and Romania). If Greece and
Romania held the Presidency during EP electoral years (2014 and 2019,
respectively), it is not clear why Latvia (2015) and Austria (2018) attended
Economic Dialogues only at the beginning of their terms. Keeping in mind
that the Six-Pack entered into force in December 2011, the first formal
Dialogue with ECOFIN took place on 23 January 2012. At the start of the
meeting, the Chair of the ECONCommittee described the new procedure as
follows:

As you know, it’s customary for the incoming president of the ECOFIN
Council to come along to the committee and discuss the program and priority
of the Presidency and the challenges ahead. And these exchanges of views
with the president of the ECOFIN Council are also a good occasion to have
an Economic Dialogue as foreseen in the new rules for economic governance
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in the Six-Pack. And in particular, on how the Council will implement the
new economic governance framework, both fiscal and macroeconomic
imbalances in practice. (Sharon Bowles, cited in European Parliament 2012a)

In other words, the Economic Dialogues were incorporated into an estab-
lished practice of the ECON Committee to meet the incumbent Presidency
of the Council to discuss priorities or achievements for the next/past six
months. As the analysis below will demonstrate, this institutional origin of
the Economic Dialogues with ECOFIN will prove impervious to change, as
the topics covered will continue to revolve around legislative files handled by
each Presidency instead of instruments of the European Semester as envisaged
in the Six-Pack.

Figure 6.1 shows that the ECOFIN Council Presidency attended 26
Economic Dialogues in the period under investigation: 9 Economic
Dialogues took place during the 7th EP parliamentary term (2009–
2014) and 17 during the 8th parliamentary term (2014–2019). In total,
the analysis identified 613 questions raised by MEPs in 26 meetings
organised over 7 years. On average, MEPs asked 22 questions per meeting
during the 7th parliamentary term and 25 questions per meeting during
the 8th term.
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figure 6.1 Number of Economic Dialogues with the ECOFIN Council
Presidency and number of questions identified during each parliamentary term

(2012–2014 and 2014–2019, respectively).
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In terms of the format of meetings, the ECON Committee introduced
a change in January 2013 by establishing five-minute Q&A slots for each
MEP. This was clearly beneficial for the dynamic of the Economic
Dialogues, in contrast to the 2012 meetings when many MEPs made long
comments before asking a question (if a question was posed at all). Moreover,
the practice of grouping several MEPs in one slot increased the likelihood for
incomplete replies, for example, in the first Dialogue with Danish Minister
Margrethe Vestager, the time limits did not allow her to address each question
in turn; at the same time, when analysing the answers, it was sometimes hard
to understand to whom she was replying exactly (a similar problem was found
in the early Economic Dialogues with the Commission, see Chapter 5.3.2).
The first sub-section discusses the profile of questioners and respondents in
detail.

6.3.1 Profile of Questioners and Respondents

Who are the MEPs who ask questions during Economic Dialogues with the
ECOFIN Council? In respect of nationality, the findings are consistent with
the apportionment of EP seats to each Member State. Accordingly, the MEPs
who take the floormost often come from the largestMember States: Germany,
France, and Italy, and to a lesser extent the UK and Spain (Figure 6.2). There
are, however, some discrepancies: most notably, MEPs from Greece and
Portugal feature frequently in Economic Dialogues with the ECOFIN
Council Presidency, despite having a lower number of MEPs. In contrast,
MEPs from Poland and Romania rarely take the floor – although they have
a much higher number of MEPs given the population of their countries. This
discrepancy reflects the focus on Eurozone countries hit by the euro crisis;
indeed, Greece and Portugal were highly affected (as were Ireland and
Cyprus, but they have fewer MEPs by default). On a different note, there is
no systematic correlation between the nationality of MEPs and the nationality
of the minister holding the ECOFINCouncil Presidency. The only exception
is Italy, when four ItalianMEPs asked questions ofMinister Pier Carlo Padoan
during Economic Dialogues with ECOFIN in 2014–2015.

Furthermore, when it comes to the party affiliation of MEPs asking
questions of the ECOFIN Council Presidency, Figure 6.3 shows that the
numbers are not entirely consistent with the proportion of seats held by each
political group in the EP. For example, while the S&D ranks second by size
in both parliamentary terms (2009–2014 and 2014–2019), it is the leading
group asking questions in the Economic Dialogues with ECOFIN. In fact,
in the 2009–2014 parliamentary term, the EPP had almost 100 seats more
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than the S&D. The difference between the S&D/EPP and other political
groups is larger than their proportion of seats in the EP; in fact, in many
meetings, after the mandatory round in which all political groups could take
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figure 6.2 Nationality ofMEPs taking the floor in Economic Dialogues with the
ECOFIN Council Presidency (2012–2019). Total MEPs identified: 303
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figure 6.3 Political affiliation of MEPs taking the floor in Economic Dialogues
with the ECOFIN Council Presidency (2012–2019). Total MEPs identified: 303
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the floor, only MEPs from EPP and S&D would continue to ask questions.
This is a reflection of the topics covered in the meetings: since numerous
questions revolve around legislative files currently under negotiation
between the two legislators, there are more MEPs from EPP or S&D who
served as rapporteurs on these files. Otherwise, the order of the smaller
political groups varies because their size changed in the two parliamentary
terms: that is, ALDE and the Greens had more seats during 2009–2014,
while the ECR and GUE-NGL increased their presence in the EP during
2014–2019.

Overall, the political affiliation and nationality of MEPs are important in
terms of the variables expected to have a negative effect on legislative over-
sight: namely the multi-party system of the EP and its profile as a law-making
parliament (Chapter 3.3.2). More specifically, the diversity of political and
national interests represented in the EP is bound to lead to uncoordinated,
diffuse questioning and few follow-ups (see also the dynamic with the
Commission, Chapter 5.3). At the same time, the EP’s long-term emphasis
on law-making is reflected in the interactions with the Council by the relative
dominance of MEPs who serve as rapporteurs on legislative files. Given their
status as co-legislators with the Council, these MEPs tend to prioritise their
legislative activity as opposed to the executive actions of the ECOFINCouncil
in the EMU.

Furthermore, in respect of the number of questions addressed to the
different Council Presidencies, Figure 6.4 provides an overview in absolute
numbers. On average, there were two Economic Dialogues per Presidency,
organised at the beginning and at the end of the six-month period. The
exceptions are Austria, Greece, Latvia, and Romania – which only partici-
pated in one Economic Dialogue at the ECON Committee. While the
number of questions posed to each Presidency is relatively stable, the
outliers are Lithuania, Cyprus, and Romania – which received, for instance,
about half of the number of questions addressed to Luxembourg, Denmark,
or Malta. There are two reasons why some Presidencies receive more
questions: in some cases (such as Luxembourg and Malta), this has to do
with domestic developments that attract media attention, for example, ‘tax
haven’ allegations connected to LuxLeaks and the Panama Papers. In other
instances, Presidencies receive a high number of questions because they
advance important legislative dossiers, as was the case of Denmark (2012),
Ireland (2013), or Italy (2014).

Overall, the nationality and political affiliation of MEPs asking questions of
the ECOFIN Council illustrates the lack of a particular country focus as well
as the dominance of MEPs from the two largest political groups.
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6.3.2 Types of Questions Asked

What kind of questions do MEPs ask in Economic Dialogues with the
ECOFINCouncil Presidency? Figure 6.5 shows that the majority of questions
are requests for policy change (219), followed by requests for information (155).
Often, MEPs would pose questions about ongoing legislative dossiers, taking
a clear stance on their preferred amendments. Next, there are demands for
justification of decisions (128) and questions about policy views (111).
Questions requesting policy views encompass specific requests from MEPs
on the Presidency’s opinion on a variety of issues, such as the likelihood of
finding compromises in the Council on given files, the assessment of the
Presidency on Commission proposals or actions by the ECB, the Eurozone’s
prospects for growth, or the potential impact of envisaged reforms. Questions
for policy views are open-ended, meaning that MEPs do not voice opinions on
necessary reforms, which would imply requests for policy change.

Furthermore, Figure 6.5 reveals that the number of initial questions is
higher than follow-up questions for all the five categories identified. This
suggests that each MEP asks his/her own questions, with fewer instances of
members pushing on a specific topic with multiple rounds of questions.
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month ECOFIN Presidency. Total: 613
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Unlike in the Economic Dialogues with the Commission, no irrelevant
questions were identified in the analysis (questions type F). The only ‘dubious’
performance of the ECON Committee was in the first meeting with the
Estonian Presidency in July 2017, when several MEPs started their interven-
tions with remarks about what a great country Estonia is, with beautiful
landscapes and a successful e-governance infrastructure. Sven Giegold
(Greens/EFA, Germany) even referred fondly to a holiday he had in the
country in his youth (European Parliament 2017d). However, in the second
Dialogue with Estonia, when it becomes clear that the minister has a tendency
to evade questions (see below), the same Giegold pushes for replies to his very
specific questions. Another instance of questionable conduct by MEPs is the
Dialogue with the Bulgarian Finance Minister Vladislav Goranov on
12 July 2018. The meeting is scheduled early in the morning, and at the
beginning, only two MEPs are present. Since the room is almost empty, the
same two speakers take the floor twice on behalf of their colleagues. This raises
questions about parliamentary interest in various ECOFIN Presidencies,
based on their Eurozone membership or current controversies captured in
the media.

Next, it is important to link the types of questions asked by MEPs with the
policy issues raised during Economic Dialogues with the ECOFIN Council
Presidency (Figure 6.6). By far, the topic at the forefront of most meetings
concerns ongoing legislative files negotiated by the EP and the Council either
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figure 6.5 Types of questions identified in Economic Dialogues with the
ECOFIN Council Presidency (2012–2019). Total questions: 613
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through the ordinary or the special legislative procedure. This clearly reflects
the profile of the EP as a law-making parliament (Chapters 1.2 and 3.3). In the
data set analysed, questions on legislative dossiers feature in 346 out of the 613
questions identified. Most often, such questions refer to the Banking or the
Capital Markets Union (151 times), taxation files (112 times), and less fre-
quently issues concerning planned EMU reforms (46 times) envisaged in
documents such as the Five Presidents’ Report. In this context, MEPs often
inquire about the status of negotiations (requests for information) or they
express their own preference for outcomes on given legislative files (requests
for policy change). In respect of the latter, the MEPs end the question by
asking the ECOFINCouncil Presidency what they think about their proposals
or whether it is feasible. One Dialogue with more heated exchanges revolved
around the negotiations on the SSM Regulation and the CRD IV in
January 2013, during the Irish Presidency of the Council. In the meeting,
several MEPs accused Minister Michael Noonan of withdrawing support for
the compromises reached during the previous Cypriot Presidency. The min-
ister defended his position by saying his team was conducting all the necessary
meetings and trialogues, thus showing his country’s commitment to solving
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figure 6.6 Range of issues raised byMEPs during Economic Dialogues with the
ECOFIN Council Presidency (2012–2019). Most questions are assigned two codes.
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the files. MEP Philippe Lamberts (Greens/EFA, Belgium) pointed out that
the problem is not the lack of meetings but the diplomatic language of
negotiators who obviously wanted to change things that had already been
agreed (European Parliament 2013c). When it comes to questions on legisla-
tive dossiers, this meeting was among the few that clearly illustrated attempts
by the EP to hold the Council Presidency accountable for its chairing of
ECOFIN negotiations on legislative files.

By contrast, questions about the European Semester (including instru-
ments such as the AGS, DBPs, or CSRs) are only present in 35 of the 613
questions identified. Such instruments are sometimes connected to ques-
tions about fiscal consolidation (reducing deficits and making structural
reforms), identified in 75 questions; however, the discussion on fiscal con-
solidation can take place independently of the Semester, in connection with
the overall EMU architecture and the need for policy reforms (26 times).
This is very surprising, given that the main reason for establishing the
Economic Dialogues was to discuss fiscal and macroeconomic develop-
ments linked to the Semester. In fact, the only meeting that clearly focused
on the Semester is the Dialogue on 10 July 2012. In contrast to other
meetings, Cypriot Finance Minister Vassos Shiarly did not focus his open-
ing remarks on his country’s Presidency priorities on ongoing legislative
files. Instead, his speech centred on the recently adopted CSRs for that year,
including descriptions of the ‘comply -or -explain’ principle applied to 10
out of 27 countries. The introduction sets a different tone for the meeting,
which ended up debating concrete differences between the Commission
proposals and the final version of CSRs adopted in the Council (European
Parliament 2012b). Another novelty is that the minister came accompanied
by his country’s EU ambassador, who answered the more specific questions
on the Semester. A nice example of a request for information about the
decision-making process behind CSRs can be found below:

Olle Schmidt (ALDE, Sweden): I wonder how the discussion, the debate
is going on, because you have a recommendation, and then you do some
changing in them and then you do some [more] last-minute changes. How is
this actually happening and what is the reasoning behind this? Because that
would be interesting to hear. Is it an open debate or is it solved beforehand?
(European Parliament 2012b)

From a legal perspective, the Dialogue with Cyprus on 10 July 2012 remained
the only meeting where the topics of questions followed the rules set out in the
Six-Pack. Otherwise, MEPs continued to use meetings with the ECOFIN
Council Presidency in the same way they did before the Six-Pack (and before
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the crisis for that matter), namely to inquire about the status of negotiations on
legislative files. From this perspective, it is clear that the Economic Dialogues
with the ECOFIN Council Presidency are a missed opportunity for the EP to
oversee the activities of the ECOFIN Council as an executive rather than as
a legislative body.

Moreover, the interactions betweenMEPs and the Council Presidency can
be described as peaceful if not friendly; it is rare that MEPs confront a finance
minister about anything. One example refers to domestic political issues in the
Presidency country (present in seventy-three total questions) when MEPs
inquire about tax haven allegations made against Luxembourg in 2015, the
Netherlands in 2016, and Malta in 2017 (identified fifty-three times). Based on
revelations associated with LuxLeaks and the Panama Papers, several MEPs
criticised the tax regimes of these countries and demanded justification of
conduct and changes in national tax policy. For instance, during both
Economic Dialogues with the Maltese Presidency in the first half of 2017,
Finance Minister Edward Scicluna was repeatedly asked about the tax system
of his country, so much so that ECON Committee Chair Roberto Gualtieri
reminded MEPs that the minister was present in his capacity as ECOFIN
President – not as finance minister of Malta – meaning that questions should
be raised accordingly (European Parliament 2017b). The intervention of the
Chair is problematic, keeping in mind that at the start of the meeting on
25 January 2017, he mentioned that he was friends with the minister (who was
a former MEP).

Overall, the Economic Dialogues with Malta are the most confrontational
in the data set, as MEPs also criticise the Council’s lack of cooperation with
the EP’s special investigative committee on the Panama Papers (the PANA
Committee). One issue mentioned repeatedly was transparency, especially
the PANA Committee’s access to tax ruling documents available in the
Council. And since the ECOFIN Council Presidency was at the time held
by a country accused of being a ‘tax haven’, severalMEPs attacked theminister
for keeping important documents secret and thus limiting the EP’s inquiry
into the topic. Indeed, the meetings with the Maltese minister are one of the
few instances of Economic Dialogues with ECOFIN when the EP came
across as a strong accountability forum (European Parliament 2017b).

On a different note, MEPs also ask about financial assistance programmes
(forty-four times) in different countries and public investment, especially
Juncker’s Investment Plan for Europe (thirty-three times). Far less discussed
are implementation issues (mentioned on twenty-three occasions) and social
problems such as unemployment, poverty, and the impact of austerity more
generally (identified seventeen times). In contrast to meetings with the
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Commission, MEPs rarely raise social issues with the ECOFIN Council
Presidency – although the adoption of CSRs is ultimately done by the
Council after the preparatory bodies (the EPC and the EFC) discuss
Commission proposals.

Having reviewed the types of questions addressed in the Economic
Dialogues with the ECOFIN Council Presidency, the focus now moves to
the range of answers received by MEPs in response.

6.3.3 Types of Answers Provided

How does the ECOFIN Council Presidency answer questions from MEPs
asked during the Economic Dialogues? The data set shows that the majority of
questions (313) are answered explicitly, while the rest are answered partially
(210) or constitute non-replies (90). Figure 6.7 offers an overview of the types of
answers identified, capturing the variation in the willingness of finance minis-
ters to engage with different types of questions. While answers providing
information and answers to requests for policy change have similar ratios in
the three categories (explicit, intermediate, and non-replies), there is
a difference when it comes to requests for justification of conduct and policy
views. On average, ministers are more likely to engage with these questions
fully, providing an explicit reply.

Intermediate replies also occur frequently for all categories of questions. One
example comes from the Dialogue on 21 January 2015 with the Latvian Finance
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Minister Jānis Reirs, who answered most questions by drawing comparisons to
domestic developments in his country. In fact, ten out of his total twenty-two
replies were intermediate, as the minister did not seem too familiar with several
legislative files currently negotiated at the EU level. Although his lack of
knowledge could be justified by his recent appointment (less than three months
in office at the time of the Dialogue), the minister had a clear tendency to avoid
questions rather than engage with them (e.g. he provided six non-replies).
A different yet equally unresponsive style can be found in the Dialogue with
the Estonian Finance Minister Toomas Tõniste on 11 July 2017. The minister
tended to give very brief answers, not going into details for any question. Overall,
he provided ten intermediate replies, ten non-replies, and seven explicit replies.
However, his short and dry answers seem to bemore of a personal feature rather
than a lack of interest in engaging with the EP.

On a different note, there were instances when a finance minister
avoided or refused to provide policy views on a topic because of the
required neutrality of holding the ECOFIN Presidency. In this respect,
a relevant exchange occurred during the meeting on 22 January 2014 with
the Greek finance minister:

Hans-Peter Martin (Non-affiliated, Austria): What is your position
on the forthcoming structural reforms of the banks? On the Liikanen report
basis and the perspective of the postponed Commission proposal.

Yiannis Stournaras (ECOFIN Presidency, Greece): Actually, we
are waiting for this report. If I’m right, . . . the Commission will make
a proposal towards the end of the month and then we’ll take it to ECOFIN.

Hans-Peter Martin (Non-affiliated, Austria): Well, actually, my
question wasn’t about the procedure, but about your position on the
substance.

Yiannis Stournaras (ECOFIN Presidency, Greece): I haven’t seen
the report yet, so I’m just waiting for the Commission proposal.

Hans-Peter Martin (Non-affiliated, Austria): But my question is
really very specific. What’s your position?

Yiannis Stournaras (ECOFIN Presidency, Greece): Well, as an
economist and an ex-banker, I have many ideas about the problem. But
now I am the President of ECOFIN, so I have to be very careful. I have to
see the report of the Commission first before I make [an opinion]. . . . So be
patient. (European Parliament 2014)

Apart from non-replies related to the perceived neutrality of the ECOFIN
Presidency, there were cases when ministers simply refused to engage with
questions. The most blatant example of this dynamic was found in the
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Dialogue with the Romanian Finance Minister Eugen Teodorovici on
24 January 2019. First, the minister gave the longest introductory remarks to
date, where he effectively listed all legislative dossiers currently under negoti-
ations between ECOFIN and the EP.When the first two speakers pushed him
to outline three to four concrete priorities of the Presidency where theminister
believes progress was possible, he dodged the question twice before finally
answering. Several MEPs complained about the lack of preciseness in the
minister’s answers – most vocally Siegfried Muresan (EPP), a member of an
opposition party in Romania. What is surprising in this case is that the non-
replies are in response to easy questions about the government’s priorities for
the Presidency or the national point of view (as a non-Eurozone country) on
the creation of a Eurozone budget. It is hard to understand why the minister
avoided giving a clear answer to this type of question. In fact, the minister has
the worst record on responsiveness among ECOFIN Presidents, having
answered explicitly only five of the seventeen total questions addressed to him.

Next, when examining the range of answers more closely (Figure 6.8), we can
observe that finance ministers representing the ECOFIN Council Presidency
tend to reply to the majority of questions through justification. In other words,
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when challenged through parliamentary questions, ECOFIN ministers provide
information about their decisions and decision-making processes, rationales for
adopting them, or defend their conduct. The high number of policy views is also
subsumed under justification, although technically they are outside the scope of
legislative oversight (because requesting policy views does not engage with the
past activity of an actor, so it is beyond the purpose of accountability).

One illustrative example of justification comes from the Dialogue with
Dutch Finance Minister Jeroen Dijsselbloem on 14 June 2016, when Green
MEP Philippe Lamberts (Belgium) lamented the lack of progress in the
negotiations on EDIS, saying that he had hoped for more from the Dutch
Presidency – as opposed to sending the Commission ‘back to the drawing
board’ and delaying the completion of the banking union until 2024. The
minister defended the conduct of the Presidency with an ironic answer,
matching the tone of the MEP:

Jeroen Dijsselbloem (ECOFIN Presidency, Netherlands): You
expected so much more from the Dutch Presidency. We just aim to
deliver. You know, this is what we do. We aim to please you. But we still
have a couple of days left. Maybe we can improve the final grade that you will
give us. So, you say that we’re sending the Commission back to the drawing
board. I don’t think that is true. We are talking about the whole roadmap and
how to take the next steps in the coming years. Also, technical work is already
being done at Council level on the EDIS proposal itself. So, the Council has
taken up on that proposal. Will it be changed in these negotiations? Of
course, it always does. But that doesn’t mean by sending the Commission
back to the drawing board. You’re worried about 2024? I’m not. This was
already agreed also between us and the Parliament that the resolution fund
should be fully completed and set up by 2024. (European Parliament 2016d)

By contrast, Figure 6.8 shows that instances of rectification happen rarely,
albeit in response to demands for policy change (on fifty-two occasions). For
instance, in the first Dialogue with the Bulgarian finance minister, MEP Paul
Tang (S&D, Netherlands) pushed for the Council to take into account the EP
position on the CommonConsolidated Corporate Tax Base (CCCTB) file. In
fact, a lot of questions since 2016 onwards concern taxation files. The minister
replied clearly:

Vladislav Goranov (ECOFIN Presidency, Bulgaria): Of course, we
will take it into account. We know what the role of the European
Parliament here is. I’m a supporter of CCCTB. We are looking forward to
your position and we will take it into account. (European Parliament 2018b)
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This means that the ECOFIN Council Presidency is in principle open to
listening to the voice of MEPs. The more concerning trend is the relatively
high number of equivocations, which occur not only by dodging questions or
running out of time for responses but also by providing generic replies that
acknowledge the topic of questions but do not respond to the query in any
meaningful way (present in forty answers overall). An illustration of the
generic replies can be found in this exchange from the Dialogue with the
Austrian Presidency:

Othmar Karas (EPP, Austria): And what will you do to make sure that
the CSRs of the European Semester are more quickly and completely
implemented within Member States?

Hartwig Löger (ECOFIN Presidency, Austria): Structural reforms
within the Semester? Well, I did say in my introductory remarks that we
would be doing everything possible to try and find substantive points which
would ensure this is possible. (European Parliament 2018a)

While theminister acknowledges the topic of the question, he does not refer to
the implementation of CSRs specifically or give any indication about what the
Council will be doing on the topic.

6.3.4 Summary

Overall, the Economic Dialogues with the ECOFIN Council show a clear
focus on legislative negotiations under the ordinary and special legislative
procedures. The ECOFIN Presidency attended ECONCommittee meetings
prior to the crisis, so in practice little has changed in the interactions between
the two institutions since the introduction of the Economic Dialogues in 2012.
The emphasis on legislative negotiations corresponds to the classic relation-
ship between the EP and the Council as co-legislators: if anything, MEPs use
the Economic Dialogues with ECOFIN in order to exercise influence on
future decisions to be made in the EMU. By contrast, there is little ex post
oversight of executive actions taken by the ECOFIN Council. Although there
were a few instances when MEPs asked about the European Semester in
particular, the Economic Dialogues with the ECOFIN Presidency are gener-
ally divorced from the legal framework of the Six-Pack on transparency and
accountability. When there are controversies in the Member States – for
example, the ‘tax haven’ scandals – MEPs take advantage of the presence of
a finance minister in the EP to ask questions about domestic issues.
Nevertheless, the practice is rarely related to economic and fiscal policy
coordination or the parliamentary scrutiny of the Semester.
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For their part, ECOFIN Presidencies are different, depending on the
expertise of the incumbent on EU matters: the more a finance minister
knows about the specific EMU issues discussed, the more comprehensive
his or her answers. This opens an important question about the appropriate-
ness of holding the current Presidency accountable for the activities of the
ECOFIN Council as a whole. Formally, the Council Presidency is supposed
to represent the entire institution – not only the reunion of ministers but also
the preparatory bodies (senior committees and working parties). The extent to
which the incumbent ECOFIN President has knowledge of discussions and
negotiations held at various levels depends on the country holding the
Presidency and the person involved. In the period under analysis, most finance
ministers present in the Economic Dialogues appeared to make an effort to
engage with questions from MEPs – with the exception of the
Romanian Presidency. At the same time, the number of intermediary and
non-replies is not negligible, as finance ministers were sometimes found to
dodge questions or provide generic answers on the topic under debate. On
average, their performance is worse than that of the Eurogroup President, as
shown in the next section.

6.4 the economic dialogues with the eurogroup
president

The first Economic Dialogue with the Eurogroup President took place in
March 2013, in connection with the upcoming entry into force of the Two-
Pack. Since then, there have typically been two Economic Dialogues per year,
in March and September, in line with the Eurogroup practice to adopt a work
programme every six months. Each programme broadly defines the main
areas on which the Eurogroup plans to focus its efforts. An exception to the
practice of biannual meetings occurred in 2013, when four Economic
Dialogues took place in the context of Juncker’s ending mandate as
Eurogroup President (in January) and a special meeting on the ESM adjust-
ment programme for Cyprus (in May). Another exception is 2019, when there
was no meeting in March due to the upcoming organisation of EP elections.
From the four institutions analysed in this book, the Eurogroup clearly has the
fewest direct interactions with the EP.

In total, there have been 14 Economic Dialogues in the period under
investigation (Figure 6.9), during which 474 questions were identified.
Typically, the Economic Dialogues with the Eurogroup President include
on average 30 questions per meeting.

6.4 The Economic Dialogues with the Eurogroup President 159

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611


As a general observation, the Economic Dialogues with the Eurogroup
President tend to last longer than similar meetings with the ECOFIN
Council Presidency. Moreover, if smaller political groups sometimes fail to
ask questions in the Economic Dialogues with ECOFIN, this rarely happens
in meetings with the Eurogroup President. Indeed, the stakes are much higher
in Economic Dialogues with the Eurogroup, which also serves as the ESM
Board of Governors and thus directly takes decisions on financial assistance
programmes. As such, it is not surprising that the ECON Committee room is
full whenever the Eurogroup President is attending – in contrast to ECOFIN
meetings. The next section discusses the profile of MEPs asking questions and
that of the respondents on behalf of the Eurogroup.

6.4.1 Profile of Questioners and Respondents

The profile of MEPs asking questions in the Economic Dialogues with the
Eurogroup President follows the patterns of interactions with other institutions
(Chapters 4 and 5). First, in respect of nationality (Figure 6.10), there is a partial
correlation with the national apportionment of seats in the EP and a partial
overlap with countries that were subject to financial assistance programmes from
the ESM. Consequently, while Germans still take the floor most often (on forty-
five occasions), they are followed by MEPs from Greece (twenty-six times).
Portuguese MEPs also rank in the top ten, as do those from the Netherlands
and Belgium – a feature likely related to the nationality of the Eurogroup
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President for most of the period under analysis (Dutch Finance Minister Jeroen
Dijsselbloem, 2013–2018). The surprise here comes from the lack of questions
from ItalianMEPs (only ten during the period under focus), who tend to bemore

Germany
20%

Greece
12%

France
11%

Netherlands
11%

Portugal 
8%

Spain
8%

Belgium
7%

UK
5%

Italy
5%

Others
13%

figure 6.10 Nationality of MEPs taking the floor in Economic Dialogues with
the Eurogroup President (2013–2018). Total MEPs identified: 224
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active in meetings with the Chair of the Supervisory Board of the ECB
(Chapter 4) and the Commission (Chapter 5). By contrast, other absences are
to be expected, for example, MEPs coming from large non-euro area countries
(the UK, Poland, and Romania) are less likely to ask questions of the Eurogroup
President.

Next, when it comes to party affiliation (Figure 6.11), the distribution of MEPs
taking the floor in everymeeting reflects the political allocation of seats in the EP:
during the period under investigation, the EPP is first (identified on sixty-five
occasions), followed by the S&D (with fifty-five interventions). Relative to their
representation in the EP, MEPs from ALDE ask questions of the Eurogroup
President more frequently (on twenty-seven occasions), while the ECR typically
intervenes once per session, as prescribed by EP rules. As with other Economic
Dialogues and EP hearings, the coordinators of political groups take the floor in
almost every meeting: for example, Jean-Paul Gauzès (EPP, France) and Elisa
Ferreira (S&D, Portugal) for the 2009–2014 parliamentary term and Burkhard
Balz (EPP, Germany) and Pervenche Bères (S&D, France) during 2014–2019.

Furthermore, the Economic Dialogues with the Eurogroup had different
interlocutors over time, in line with the changing Presidents of the intergov-
ernmental body (Figure 6.12). Accordingly, MEPs met with Jean-Claude
Juncker (in 2013), Jeroen Dijsselbloem (during 2013–2017), and Mário
Centeno (in 2018). Figure 6.12 shows that Dijsselbloem answered most ques-
tions – which is not surprising since he occupied the office for the longest time
during the period under investigation. By contrast, Juncker attended one
meeting, while Centeno was present in two. For the Dialogue in
November 2015, the ESM Managing Director Klaus Regling accompanied
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Dijsselbloem to discuss the latest adjustment programme for Greece. In fact,
this meeting is split into two: the first part is considered ‘an ad hoc exchange of
views on Greece’ (following the eventful summer of 2015), while the second
half is the ‘regular Economic Dialogue’ of that autumn.

Having established the profile of questioners and respondents, the following
pages provide an overview of the substance of interactions between MEPs and
the Eurogroup President in the Economic Dialogues.

6.4.2 Types of Questions Asked

What type of questions doMEPs pose to the Eurogroup President? Figure 6.13
shows that the majority of questions are demands for changes of decisions or
conduct (166 times), followed by demands for justification (145 times).
Requests for information and policy views are almost identical (82 and 81,
respectively). While most questions are related to the activity of the Eurogroup
as an EU body, there was one instance where the personal conduct of the
Eurogroup President was contested due to remarks he made in the media. At
the meeting on 21 March 2017, several Spanish MEPs confronted Jeroen
Dijsselbloem for claiming in reference to Southern European countries that
‘one cannot spend all the money in drinks and women and then ask for help
[from] the Eurozone’ (European Parliament 2017c). The minister defended
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his statements over and over again, saying he was talking about collective
efforts to maintain solidarity in the Eurozone – and that his remarks could also
apply to the Netherlands. After several back-and-forth exchanges on the topic,
MEP Gabriel Mato (EPP, Spain) concluded that the minister missed a ‘third
opportunity to apologise’ and consequently lost his authority as an impartial
Eurogroup President. Unrelated to this controversy, Dijsselbloemwas about to
lose his mandate as Dutch finance minister following national elections –
which resulted in his replacement as Eurogroup President by the end of
the year.

Furthermore, as a general trend, the Economic Dialogues with the
Eurogroup President are characterised by a high number of follow-up
questions, with MEPs continuing to push for answers on specific topics.
An example is the special Economic Dialogue that took place on
7 May 2013 on the ESM adjustment programme for Cyprus. The meeting
started strongly with ECON Committee Chair Sharon Bowles asking twelve
questions that requested information about the negotiation process or justi-
fication of conduct about the mistakes made. Some iconic questions are
extracted below:

Sharon Bowles (Chair, Econ Committee): . . . why was the situation
allowed to worsen until such time as the two largest Cypriot banks
collapsed? What lessons have been learned from the previous experiences
with Iceland, Ireland, Spain, and Greece that might have been deployed to
good effect in Cyprus? (. . .) How did the Euro Summit meeting on the
night of the 15th and 16th of March reach its conclusions? (. . .) How was the
meeting prepared and by whom? And actually, we’re still a little bit curious
about who was in the room and how many in particular from the IMF and
whether there were any sub rooms. (. . .) Did the Cyprus authorities provide
or withhold all relevant information at all stages of the crisis? (. . .) And how
can we be certain or not that the best value was achieved in the interest of
the Cypriot people? (. . .) but more importantly, we’d quite like to know who
opposed the levy on small depositors. And were other wealth tax options
investigated or why was a wealth tax targeted just on deposits? (. . .) How do
the capital controls in Cyprus that were applied and some of which still
apply conform to EU rules? And can we establish that there has been
equality of citizens and Member States in the various bailouts? And is this
within both the spirit and the letter of the Treaties and legislation?
(European Parliament 2013d)

This is a remarkable example of accountability at work, as we see the EP
demanding very concrete information and justification of conduct about the
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decision-making process, the legality of the decisions, and the general fairness
of the outcome for Cyprus. In response, Dijsselbloem engages with eleven of
these questions in his introductory remarks; the only issue he leaves aside
concerns the equality of Cypriot citizens to other EU citizens whose countries
were under ESM programmes. The meeting continues with numerous ques-
tions on Cyprus, the mistakes of the Eurogroup on the matter, and the need to
reform the ESM by bringing it under the democratic control of the EP.
Throughout the Dialogue, Dijsselbloem holds his ground and defends the
position of the Eurogroup:

Jeroen Dijsselbloem (Eurogroup President, Netherlands): In
the Cypriot case, there was a big burden to be carried and there were only
a few options. Who is going to carry the burden? We couldn’t pass the
burden onto the Cypriot government because that would simply not have
been sustainable and there would have been no future for Cyprus for a very,
very long time. We couldn’t pass it on, the whole burden, to the ESM. That
would still be a loan to the government and we would have the same
problem. We considered [it] because some thought it preferable to put
the burden on all the deposits, as you know. That was the first solution
within Cyprus. The fallout of that was that people hesitated or were worried
about the effects that would have on the deposit guarantee system, which
was a completely different thing than the levy. But this was the concern that
arose. So finally, the burden was put on those investors and the uninsured
depositors of two banks where the main risks were concentrated. Is that a fair
way to deal with this crisis in the banks of Cyprus? I think so. And I stand to
defend that. (European Parliament 2013d)

Next, which issues do MEPs raise with the Eurogroup President? Figure 6.14
shows that the most discussed topics by far refer to ESM financial assistance
programmes (187 out of the 474 questions), which often goes hand in hand
with developments in Member States other than the country holding the
Eurogroup Presidency (167). In fact, out of the 184 questions that address
financial assistance programmes, 97 are about Greece (many from 2015) and
58 about Cyprus (the majority from 2013). This finding corresponds to the
special Economic Dialogues held on the Cyprus adjustment programme in
May 2013 and the ad hoc exchange of views on Greece organised in
November 2016. Legislative files also often refer to the Banking and Capital
Markets Union (75 occurrences), especially the adoption of the SSM, the
SRM, and the deadlock of negotiations over EDIS.

Another popular topic refers to planned reforms to the EMU architecture
(166 times), especially the Five Presidents’ Report and the importance of
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integrating the ESM into the Treaties. In fact, MEPs have often voiced their
criticism of the intergovernmental nature of the ESM and the need to
transform it into a European Monetary Fund accountable to the EP. From
this perspective, the code ‘internal organisation/EMU architecture’ often
comes together with ‘legislative files/policy proposals’ or ‘financial assistance
programmes’. MEPs have repeatedly demanded increased accountability of
the ESM, although the Eurogroup has constantly defended the matter in
relation to national parliaments. The dynamic is evident in this exchange
from the Dialogue on 20 February 2014:

Jeroen Dijsselbloem (Eurogroup President, Netherlands): The
ESM is as you know basically intergovernmental and therefore the
ministers . . . will go to the national parliaments and be accountable
in the national parliaments. There is also if I understand correctly my
predecessor Mr Juncker sent a letter to Parliament saying that the EP
would be informed on a regular basis on the works of the ESM. And
we are always ready and able to do so. . . . That’s why I am here. You
see, sometimes you can make things complicated. The easy thing is I am
here now. You can ask me anything you want on the ESM.
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figure 6.14 Types of issues raised by MEPs in Economic Dialogues with the
Eurogroup President (2013–2018).Most questions have two codes, except those that
address ESM programme countries, Greece and Cyprus (which have three codes).

Total codes assigned: 1,095
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Bas Eickhout (Greens/EFA, Netherlands): . . . you know very well
that for example the Dutch Parliament does not have a veto on any
payments and whereas the German Parliament has because of the voting
rules. So there is a democratic gap in the ESM and – by promised
democratic scrutiny of the Parliaments – that is more than just you that
you are here [every] couple of months’ time. So how to improve that
democratic scrutiny; that’s more than just have a nice talk.

Jeroen Dijsselbloem (Eurogroup President, Netherlands): . . . if
you think the Dutch Parliament will let for example programs and
disbursements from programs to countries from the ESM pass, likely
you are mistaken. There is no subject that is debated that much and
that often in the Dutch Parliament as the Eurozone agenda including
all the programs and all the money that comes from the ESM is
heavily debated. And if the Parliament would in majority say
‘minister, we do not agree with this disbursement’, then I have
a major problem. So in fact there is a strong accountability certainly
in my Parliament as in the German [one] as is in others. (European
Parliament 2014c)

Indeed, the subject of democratic accountability of the Eurogroup and the
ESM is a recurrent topic in the Economic Dialogues with Dijsselbloem. He
has consistently defended his views that intergovernmental decision-making is
completely democratic, while MEPs in turn have repeatedly followed up on
their requests to increase the accountability of the Eurogroup to the EP. The
gap between the structural weakness of national parliaments in the EU polit-
ical system and the impossibility for the EP to make up for it – especially in
relation to the ESM – is highlighted in the following exchange from
10 November 2015, in relation to a question on the rise of Euroscepticism in
Europe:

Jeroen Dijsselbloem (Eurogroup Presidency, Netherlands): My
opinion is that the issue of democratic legitimacy is more than a power
struggle between institutions. If the European Parliament would have full
competences in the field of the ESM and the programmes, I’m not sure that
that would reduce the rise of Euroscepticism throughout Europe. I don’t
think it works that way. I know for a fact that the turnout for national
elections in some countries is a lot higher than it is for European
elections. I know for a fact that a lot of people in Europe feel more
represented maybe by the local Council than they do by the national
parliament, and more by the national parliament than they do by
European institutions. So it’s a bit more complex than that.
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Philippe Lamberts (Greend/EFA, Belgium): I’d like to take one
example for that, because here Mr. Dijsselbloem you say that you are
open to change the institutional framework that would make you more
accountable here. Yet when I read your declaration in the Tweede Kamer
[House of Representatives of Netherlands], well known to you, I read
a completely different story. Or I see a rather different story where you say
‘well you know we do not want to go further in the direction of the
community method, we are very happy with keeping things
intergovernmental.’ So the national context in the Netherlands, you sing
a Dutch song, you come here you, sing a more European song. This is why,
actually, we would like to have a stronger role here, and changing the
institutions for that. So which Dijsselbloem do I have to believe?

The ‘double hat’ of the Eurogroup President – as representative of an EU
institution and finance minister of his/her own country – is reflected in the
suggestion of duplicity implied by Philippe Lamberts. Indeed, what prevents
the Eurogroup President from saying one thing to the EP and another to
a national parliament? A solution would be for the Eurogroup President to be
a permanent EU official who stops acting as the finance minister of aMember
State – in a similar vein to the President of the European Council. This,
however, is not an option currently discussed in EMU reform circles.

Furthermore, in comparison to the Economic Dialogues with the
ECOFIN Council Presidency, the ‘European Semester’ and ‘fiscal consolida-
tion’ feature more frequently in meetings with the Eurogroup – in 112 out of
474 questions – which in relative terms is more than for ECOFIN. This is an
interesting finding, keeping in mind that ECOFIN (and not the Eurogroup) is
formally responsible for the European Semester – with the exception of the
recommendations for the euro area. Another issue worth mentioning is
‘domestic politics in the Presidency country’, as Jeroen Dijsselbloem was
sometimes questioned about the Netherlands (thirty-four times), for example,
in relation to allegations that the country serves as a tax haven and should
reform its tax laws (on twelve occasions). Otherwise, the Eurogroup President
is also asked to comment on ECB monetary policy (twenty-four times), which
is always a demand for policy views. Social aspects (twenty times) and invest-
ment (five times) are rarer than in Economic Dialogues with ECOFIN,
although there are complaints about the ESM treatment of Greece and
Cyprus, questioning the soundness of austerity policies or the fairness of ‘bail-
in’ measures (seventy times).

Overall, in terms of the relevance and intensity of the questions, the
performance of MEPs is very strong – especially when compared to the

168 The Economic Dialogues with the ECOFIN Council & the Eurogroup

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108886611


other institutions analysed throughout the book (see Chapter 6.1). The next
section turns towards the responsiveness of the Eurogroup President to ques-
tions asked during Economic Dialogues.

6.4.3 Types of Answers Provided

To what extent is the Eurogroup President open to answering questions
from MEPs in the Economic Dialogues? Against common perceptions
regarding its democratic accountability flaws, the Eurogroup has the best
record of engaging with questions head-on, without trying to change the
topic or obfuscate answers (Figure 6.15). Explicit replies rank the highest
among all categories of questions identified, showing that on average the
Eurogroup leadership does not try to avoid questions from MEPs.
However, requests for policy change (type C) are more likely to receive
an intermediate or non-reply than other types of questions. In terms of
the different Presidents, Dijsselbloem provides explicit replies in response
to 66 per cent of all questions, Juncker in response to 60 per cent, and
Centeno only in response to 30 per cent of all questions received. The
period under investigation includes significantly different observations for
the three Presidents because of the duration of their mandates (Juncker
was present in one meeting, Centeno in two, and Dijsselbloem in
eleven). Overall, Centeno is inclined to acknowledge questions and
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speak about the topics covered in general terms, without giving details as
mentioned in the questions of MEPs.

Next, how does the Eurogroup engage with MEPs during Economic
Dialogues? Similar to the dynamics with ECOFIN, the majority of answers
fall into the ‘justification’ category – meaning that the Eurogroup President
addresses most questions by providing information, explaining the rationale
for decisions, or defending the conduct of the institution (Figure 6.16). When
taken together with answers giving policy views, the proportion of replies
providing justification is 73 per cent of the 474 answers identified in the period
under investigation. Such answers typically respond to transparency requests
or classic ‘why questions’, demanding justification of past decisions (173). At
the same time, there are numerous answers defending the Eurogroup’s con-
duct and explaining why there can be no changes, for example, in respect of
financial assistance programmes. One pertinent example comes from the
Dialogue on 24 February 2015 – focused on the situation in Greece and the
difficult negotiations with Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras and Finance
Minister Yanis Varoufakis as the new interlocutors of the Greek government.
At the time of the Dialogue, a 4-month delay had been agreed with the Syriza
government on the fifth review of their second adjustment programme (which
had been negotiated by the previous cabinet before elections). During the
meeting, Dijsselbloem acknowledged the state of uncertainty but re-affirmed
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the intention to provide further financial assistance as long as Greece stuck to
the conditions agreed. Some of exchanges were fierce, as illustrated below:

Marco Valli (EFDD, Italy): First of all, I would like to congratulate the
President of the Eurogroup because I think what you have mentioned is
incredible. A few weeks ago, we were facing a democratically elected
government which had made promises to Greece and obviously that
meant a 70 percent haircut to the debt. The end of the program they
promised that and reimbursing war debts on the part of Germany. And
just a few weeks ago that’s what we heard and now we’ve got this result. So
well done then for showing that we are really in a sort of technocratic
dictatorship. I’m sure that’s going to increase Euroscepticism and the
consensus about people who don’t believe in this Europe.

Jeroen Dijsselbloem (Eurogroup President, Netherlands): Let
me first of all say something about the democratic process and promises
made to electorates. I think the outcome of the Greek election was a clear
signal from the Greek electorate. But in the Eurogroup we have to deal with
19ministers who have 19mandates from 19 electorates. And if there is reason
for further support for one specific country it has to be on a joint agreement
and therefore 19 mandates are to be taken in consideration. You may not
find that democratic but I do. Ministers have to go back to their Parliaments
and have to get support in their parliaments for further support, in this case
Greece. So it’s not just about the choice of the Greek electorate, which we
have to respect and I’m sure that the new Greek government will put their
stamp on the programme as we know it given the flexibility that we have.
But you are mistaken if you think democracy is that one election results can
change the way we work in the Eurozone or in the European Union. That
will be a very strange interpretation of democracy. (European Parliament
2015b)

Answers to demands for policy views are also included under justification (61
times), although they are not a traditional accountability instrument. As part of
the interinstitutional relationship between the Eurogroup and the EP, ques-
tions for policy views are most of the time ‘easy’ to answer – although they can
occasionally touch upon controversial policy issues.

In Figure 6.16, the next category is made of equivocated answers (16 per cent
overall) – including 5 per cent generic replies, that is, answers that acknow-
ledge the topic of a question but discuss the subject in broad terms, without
referring to the specific issues raised byMEPs. One interesting example comes
from the regular Dialogue on 10 November 2015, when Dijsselbloem is asked
by Jonás Fernández (S&D, Spain) whether he is ready to sign an
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interinstitutional agreement in which he ‘agrees to answer written questions
from MEPs’ in order to show ‘the democratic legitimacy of the European
Union’. The answer is evaded, as theminister does not mention the prospect of
answering written questions at all:

Jeroen Dijsselbloem (Eurogroup President, Netherlands): The
inter-institutional agreement, as mentioned in the Five Presidents’ Report,
had a different function. It was about involving the Parliament at the
beginning of the Semester and at the end of the Semester and having
a debate also on the euro area recommendations – the euro area stance –
before the CSRs etc. are designed. That’s how I understand what we had
outlined in the Five Presidents’ Report and I hope that the Commission will
pick that idea up. (European Parliament 2015c)

Finally, there are answers in which the Eurogroup President recognises that
mistakes were made in the past or, alternatively, that there is a need for
a change of approach on a given issue (11 per cent of the total, Figure 6.16).
It is worth noting that Eurogroup Presidents acknowledge errors at times: for
example, Dijsselbloem has repeatedly taken responsibility for the decisions
regarding Cyprus in March–April 2013 – especially when it came to the
controversial decision of ‘bailing in’ all depositors (including those with less
than 100,000 euros) in order to ‘bail out’ the banking system. In this particular
instance, MEPs insisted to know which governments supported the move, but
Dijsselbloem refused to reveal internal Eurogroup dynamics, arguing that the
Council takes decisions as a whole and it does not matter who supported what
during the negotiations. This is consistent wih Puetter’s accounts of informal
working methods in the Eurogroup, focused on secret deliberations and
consensus decision-making (Puetter 2004, 2006, 2016). It also suggests that
the Eurogroup President is an appropriate interlocutor for the EP in account-
ability exchanges; so far, the person holding the office of Eurogroup President
has consistently been able to speak on behalf of the nineteen Eurozone
Member States.

6.4.4 Summary

On the whole, the Economic Dialogues with the Eurogroup President are
probably the most targeted and straightforward oversight interactions in the
ECON Committee. Given the high profile of the Eurogroup in the EMU,
MEPs were interested in asking questions about financial assistance, upcom-
ing Eurozone reforms, or sensitive issues in the European Semester such as
the EDP. The period under focus has also covered some of the most
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controversial episodes in the euro crisis – including the ESM programmes for
Cyprus in 2013 and Greece in 2015. The media paid attention to such
Economic Dialogues and MEPs asked a lot of questions about ongoing
negotiations and decisions taken. In 2018, as the Eurozone was back to
economic growth and Mario Centeno took over the Eurogroup Presidency,
MEPs seemed less antagonistic towards the intergovernmental body. But
given the lack of formal control the EP has over the Eurogroup and the
ESM, it is not surprising that MEPs have consistently complained about the
democratic accountability credentials of the institution. What is surprising is
the answerability of the Eurogroup President in response to oral questions by
MEPs. Given the notorious secrecy of the institution, we would have expected
less engagement with parliamentary questions. While this responsiveness
might be related to the personal style of Jeroen Dijsselbloem – who served as
Eurogroup President for five years – it is a positive finding that the majority of
questions identified were explicit replies. Judging by the answers, it is clear
that the Eurogroup has a specific understanding of its accountability obliga-
tions to the EP, namely it stands ready to describe and explain its decisions
(justification) but not change them (rectification).The dynamic also reveals the
ultimate accountability flaw of EMU intergovernmental bodies, whose col-
lective decisions can be scrutinised but not controlled in the EU political
system.

6.5 the record: holding finance ministers accountable
in the emu

Drawing on the analysis above, it is possible to make an assessment of the type
of legislative oversight scenario that fits the Economic Dialogues with the
ECOFIN Council and the Eurogroup. In line with Chapter 3.3.1, the choices
are based on a continuum from ‘High control’ by the EP (oversight scenario 1)
to ‘No control’ (scenario 6). Depending on the strength of questions asked and
the corresponding responsiveness of executive actors, the continuum further
includes the possibility for ‘Answerability’ (scenario 2), ‘Voluntary account-
ability’ (scenario 3), ‘Transparency’ (scenario 4), and ‘Drift’ (scenario 5).
Bearing in mind the EU Treaty framework and the representative roles of
the EP and the Council thereof, the relationship between the two institutions
can be compared to legislative–executive interactions in a presidential sys-
tem – where the legislature is not the principal of the executive and both actors
have a direct mandate from citizens. In this respect, the best-case scenario of
oversight interactions expected between the EP and ECOFIN/the Eurogroup
was ‘Answerability’ (see Chapter 3.3.2).
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Furthermore, as illustrated in the analytical framework (Figure 3.2), there
were additional variables considered such as the extent of public pressure on
key oversight topics and structural opportunities for parliamentary scrutiny,
which were expected to have positive effects on accountability interactions. By
contrast, other variables were seen to have negative effects on oversight,
namely the profile of the EP as a law-making parliament and its multi-party
system, the asymmetry of information between the EP and executive bodies,
and the difficulty to disentangle collective decision-making in intergovern-
mental bodies. In the analysis presented in this chapter, some variables turned
out to be similar in the EP’s relationship with ECOFIN and the Eurogroup:
for instance, structural opportunities for oversight are limited to oral questions
in committee meetings for both executive bodies, albeit the ECOFIN
Council Presidency comes to the ECON Committee more often than the
Eurogroup President. At the same time, it is equally difficult to disentangle
collective decision-making in the ECOFIN Council and the Eurogroup, as
ministers do not disclose the positions of individual Member States in inter-
governmental negotiations.

However, there are also important differences between the variables of the
analytical framework reflected in the EP’s oversight interactions with ECOFIN
and the Eurogroup. Most crucially, public attention to Economic Dialogues
varies significantly, as the media covers meetings with the Eurogroup President
much closer than encounters with the ECOFIN Council Presidency. In terms
of parliamentary questions, this is visible in the types of questions asked to the
Eurogroup (which focus on financial assistance programmes, future Eurozone
reforms, or European Semester decisions) and the high number of follow-up
questions identified across political groups and nationalities of MEPs. In other
words, high public pressure on specific EMU issues outweighs other variables
such as the profile of the EP as a law-making parliament and its multi-party
system. Conversely, in the relationship with the ECOFIN Council, where
media attention and public pressure are generally low, parliamentary questions
reflect much closer the emphasis of the EP on law-making and its multi-party,
multi-national system. This is illustrated by the high number of questions
regarding legislative dossiers and the low number of follow-up questions
addressed to ECOFIN ministers (as opposed to the Eurogroup President).
Last but not least, when it comes to the asymmetry of information between
the EP and the ECOFIN Council/the Eurogroup, it was expected that the
Eurogroup would perform worse than ECOFIN due to its informal and secret-
ive proceedings (Craig 2017; Puetter 2006). In practice, however, the Eurogroup
provided more explicit replies and less equivocations than ECOFIN in the
period under focus, showing a higher readiness to engage with substantive
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oversight questions fromMEPs. Nevertheless, this record could just be owed to
the personal style of Jeroen Dijsselbloem, who tended to give direct and frank
answers in response to parliamentary questions.

Taking all this into consideration and in line with the expectations of
different oversight scenarios (Chapter 3.3.1), the Economic Dialogues with
the ECOFIN Council are considered an example of ‘Transparency’ (scen-
ario 4), with some elements of ‘No control’ (scenario 6) – given the focus on
legislative negotiations (ex ante policy-making as opposed to ex post account-
ability). The assessment takes into account the proportion of weaker oversight
questions (283 in total), which is slightly higher than stronger oversight
questions (219 in total) but with more requests for information than justifica-
tion of conduct. In turn, the ECOFIN Council answers the majority of
questions through justification: either in full (273 times) or partially (123
times). In addition, a relatively high number of replies are equivocations
based on generic answers or dodged questions (130 in total). Given this record,
both MEPs and the ECOFIN Council Presidency could do more to improve
their accountability interactions, as discussed in the next chapter.

For its part, the Eurogroup President also receives weaker oversight ques-
tions (227 times) more frequently than stronger oversight questions (166 times).
Nonetheless, the topic of questions is much more relevant for the parliamen-
tary scrutiny of an executive actor than the questions addressed to ECOFIN.
In the Economic Dialogues with the Eurogroup,MEPs actually inquire about
the past activities and specific decisions of the institution in the ESM or the
European Semester. By contrast, the Economic Dialogues with ECOFIN
revolve around legislative negotiations and are thus less a case of parliamen-
tary scrutiny of the executive as they are an example of interactions between
co-legislators in a bicameral political system. Moreover, the general respon-
siveness of the Eurogroup President – answering more than half of the
questions through full justification – puts this type of Economic Dialogue in
the ‘Answerability’ scenario of legislative oversight (see Chapter 3.3.1, scen-
ario 2). In other words, the EP has no control over Eurogroup decisions, but it
can successfully scrutinise its actions ex post by demanding transparency and
justification of conduct. The next chapter situates this record in relation to the
oversight interactions examined in the book.
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7

Conclusions

Comparative Evaluation and Necessary Reforms

This book examined the effectiveness of the EP as an accountability forum
that oversees EU executive actors on a day-to-day basis. The policy area under
focus was the EMU– a politically sensitive field whose salience at the EU level
increased significantly as a result of the euro crisis. Debates about the account-
ability of EMU executive actors included controversial issues such as the
fairness of austerity measures, the need for solidarity between countries,
divisions between North and South, the stability of the Eurozone banking
system, the importance of equal treatment of the Member States, the domin-
ance of national executives in EU decision-making, and so forth. Owing to its
transnational composition and European profile – as the only directly elected
institution at the EU level – the EP showed great promise to hold executive
actors accountable for collective decisions that affect the EU as a whole.
Against this background, the book explored four case studies of EP oversight
of EMU executive actors, namely the ECB, the Commission, the ECOFIN
Council, and the Eurogroup, respectively. Notwithstanding small variations
dependent on the date when EP oversight was established, all cases covered
the period during and/or after the euro crisis (2010–2019).

The conclusion consists of three parts. The first section compares the
oversight interactions between the EP and the four institutions discussed
throughout the book. Based on the analytical framework described in
Chapter 3.3, the findings show that the EP has the strongest accountability
record in the EMU vis-à-vis the Eurogroup, followed by the Commission, the
ECB in banking supervision, and finally the ECOFIN Council. But there are
important limitations even in the case of the Eurogroup, which is answerable
but not responsive to EP oversight. In other words, the EP can make the
Eurogroup justify its conduct but cannot control its decisions or change the
direction of existing policies. Moreover, the EP’s oversight interactions with
the other institutions display different problems. In the accountability
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relationship with the Commission, MEPs ask few follow-up questions and
generally put less pressure than on the Eurogroup.When overseeing the ECB,
MEPs are willing to be confrontational on multiple topics but face structural
obstacles such as the secrecy regime in banking supervision and the ECB’s
institutional independence. Finally, in interactions with ECOFIN, the EP
focuses on influencing legislative decision-making rather than overseeing
executive measures adopted by the Council. Based on the scenarios of legisla-
tive oversight specified in the analytical framework (Chapter 3.3.1), the four
case studies are correspondingly positioned on the continuum from ‘High
control’ to ‘No control’ by the EP.

The second section is forward-looking, outlining ways to improve the
performance of the EP as an accountability forum and increase the respon-
siveness of executive actors in the EMU. The idea is to provide concrete policy
recommendations for both the EP and EMU executive actors, in line with the
accountability purposes emphasised in the analytical framework. The final
section situates EP oversight in the broader context of EU accountability and
democratic legitimacy. Despite the fact that the EP is only one piece of the
puzzle of EU accountability, its scrutiny powers can undoubtedly contribute
to bridging the gap between citizens and executive actors in the EU political
system.

7.1 case comparison

The findings of previous chapters reveal a nuanced picture of oversight
interactions in the EMU. In order to facilitate the analysis, the comparison
below focuses on the percentages27 of questions and answers identified across
the four cases. The discussion starts with the types of questions asked by the EP
as an accountability forum, followed by a description of the answers provided
by executive actors, and finally an assessment of the cases in relation to the six
scenarios of oversight interactions outlined in the analytical framework.

7.1.1 The Performance of the EP as an Accountability Forum

Figure 7.1 provides an overview of the share of initial and follow-up questions
posed by MEPs to the ECB, the Commission, the ECOFIN Council, and the

27 A comparison of absolute numbers of Q&A would not make sense given the different time
periods under investigation, varying from five years (in the case of the ECB) to nine years (in
the case of the Council and the Eurogroup). Moreover, the chapters on the ECB and the
Commission include written questions, which are not available when analysing the relation-
ship with ECOFIN and the Eurogroup.
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Eurogroup in the case studies analysed in the book. As a reminder, follow-up
questions can be asked by MEPs from different political groups, keeping in
mind that EP Rules of Procedure have strict time limitations for oral questions
posed by the same member. Examining the four data sets side by side, we can
see clearly that there are more follow-up questions addressed to the Eurogroup
and the ECB on banking supervision than to the ECOFIN Council or to the
Commission. In fact, only 15.9%of the questions posed to the Commission are
follow-ups, which suggests a lower intensity of oversight. MEPs ask the
Commission numerous questions, but these are unrelated – illustrating the
diverse interests of Member States and political groups represented in the EP.
A similar dynamic can be found vis-à-vis the ECOFIN Council, albeit with
a higher number of follow-up questions (30.8% of all questions identified). By
contrast, MEPs ask more follow-up questions of the ECB on banking supervi-
sion (53.1%) and the Eurogroup (55.7%), revealing an overlap of interests from
MEPs regardless of national or political affiliation. To put it differently, the EP
is more likely to push the ECB on its supervisory decisions or the Eurogroup
on financial assistance than it is to press the Commission on the European
Semester or the ECOFIN Council on ongoing legislative files.

Next, there is also variation in relation to the types of questions asked by
MEPs of the four institutions. In line with the analytical framework
(Chapter 3.3), a distinction is made between weaker oversight questions
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(types A and B), stronger oversight questions (types C and D), and questions
outside the scope of oversight (types E and F, where applicable). As stated at
the outset, weaker oversight questions request information and justification of
decisions by executive actors. Stronger oversight questions demand changes of
decisions or conduct, and in more extreme cases, the imposition of sanctions
on actors considered responsible for past errors. Stronger oversight questions
are relevant for the responsiveness of executive actors to accountability forums
and overlap with notions of control in principal–agent theory (Fearon 1999;
Strøm 2000). Finally, questions outside the scope of oversight simply ask for
policy views from executive actors or mention irrelevant issues that have
nothing to do with oversight or the policy area under discussion.

Figure 7.2 offers a snapshot of the typology of questions identified in the four
cases covered in the book. While weaker oversight questions are the most
frequent category employed by MEPs for all institutions, there is significant
variation between the ECB in banking supervision (which received weaker
oversight questions over 70 per cent of the time) and the ECOFIN Council or
the Eurogroup (which received weaker oversight questions less than
50 per cent of the time). This finding is related to the institutional independ-
ence of the ECB in the EU political system and, subsequently, the sensitive
nature of asking the ECB to change supervisory policy or conduct (see
Chapter 4.1). The Commission is not far behind intergovernmental bodies,
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receiving weaker oversight questions 56 per cent of the time. Keeping in mind
that the Eurogroup, ECOFIN, and the Commission are political bodies with
key responsibilities in setting or implementing the policy agenda in economic
governance, it would have been expected to find more examples of ‘stronger
oversight questions’. Yet it is worth noting that within the category of ‘weaker
oversight questions’, the number of requests for justification of conduct is
higher than the number of requests for information (at least for the
Commission and the Eurogroup, see Chapters 5 and 6). The only exception
is the ECOFIN Council, which receives numerous demands for information
as well as many questions for policy views (type E, outside the scope).

When it comes to ECOFIN and the Eurogroup, Figure 7.2 illustrates
a similar division between types of questions; however, the topics discussed
vary significantly. According to the book’s analytical framework (Chapter 3.3),
accountability has an important ex post dimension of executive decisions. Yet
in the Economic Dialogues with ECOFIN,MEPs focus on legislative dossiers
in the ordinary or special legislative procedure and thus examine the activity of
the Council as a legislative rather than as an executive body. In this respect,
Dialogues with ECOFIN are better described as a form of ex ante policy-
making by the EP as opposed to ex post oversight of executive decisions and
conduct (Bovens 2007a: 453). By comparison, the Economic Dialogues with
the Eurogroup focus on financial assistance programmes and the role of
Eurozone finance ministers on the ESM’s Board of Governors. It means that
MEPs emphasise ex post oversight of executive decisions in the field. This is
not to say that MEPs do not address questions for policy views to the
Eurogroup, as these are present in 17.1 per cent of the identified instances.
The difference is that such questions inquire about prospective Eurozone
reforms, whose contours are typically set by the Eurogroup (and the European
Council) before moving to the Commission and the Council in the formal
decision-making process. While the questions still illustrate a form of ex ante
policy-making, they are related to the role of the Eurogroup as the key
executive actor in the EMU.

Overall, the performance of the EP as an accountability forum depends
more on the activity than on the type of executive actor under scrutiny.
Somewhat surprisingly, there is no significant difference between EP oversight
of supranational institutions (the ECB and the Commission) and oversight of
intergovernmental bodies (ECOFIN and the Eurogroup). The Eurogroup
and the ECB are subject to more intense oversight by MEPs (as shown by the
number of follow-up questions), but the direction of the scrutiny differs:MEPs
often request the Eurogroup to change policies but do not (and cannot) ask the
same of the independent ECB. Conversely, EP oversight of the Commission
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lacks focus, potentially because the Commission’s competences in the
European Semester cover a variety of socio-economic issues that attract
different attention in the Member States. Finally, the ECOFIN Council
seems reduced to a legislative body from the perspective of EP oversight,
which is unexpected because the Council machinery is still responsible for
many executive decisions on the European Semester.

Keeping this in mind, the next section moves to comparing the types of
answers provided by executive actors in response to EP oversight in the EMU.

7.1.2 The Responsiveness of EMU Executive Actors to EP Oversight

Figure 7.3 captures the classification between explicit, intermediate, and non-
replies identified for the four institutions under consideration. A first observa-
tion stemming from the figure is that all institutions tend to provide more
explicit replies than intermediate and non-replies combined. This is an
important finding, confirming that EMU executive actors do not systematic-
ally seek to evade questions or give partial answers in response to the questions
raised by MEPs. On the contrary, there is a tendency to engage with parlia-
mentary questions head-on, especially on the part of Eurogroup President
Jeroen Dijsselbloem and the Chair of the ECB Supervisory Board, Danièle
Nouy. In respect of the Commission, there are some differences between
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each institution, based on Chapters 4–6
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ECOFIN Commissioners and the Vice-President for the Euro (who have
similar levels of responsiveness) and EMPL Commissioners (with Marianne
Thyssen having a better record than László Andor).

Moving to the categories of intermediate replies, Figure 7.3 shows that the
Commission and the ECOFINCouncil have a higher tendency to give partial
answers than the Eurogroup and the ECB on banking supervision. On the one
hand, this might be due to the composite nature of questions put to the
Commission and ECOFIN, as MEPs inquire about multiple dimensions
regarding social or economic issues in the European Semester (for the
Commission) or different points of ongoing legislative files (for the
ECOFIN Council). On the other hand, some respondents simply do not
engage with the substance of questions asked. In the case of the
Commission, László Andor had the tendency to make generic statements
that did not clearly address any of the questions raised, while in respect of
ECOFIN, there were some Presidencies with a higher percentage of evasions
or partial answers (e.g. finance ministers from Romania, Latvia, or Estonia). In
fact, ECOFIN Presidencies also scored the highest number of non-replies
(14.7%), although the difference is not as large when compared to the
Commission (11.6%) and the Eurogroup (11.2%). In respect of non-replies,
the ECB is a special case because its answers are often not about attempts at
evasion but references to the secrecy regime in banking supervision and the
institution’s lack of competence on the issues discussed by MEPs. In fact, out
of the four institutions, the ECB has the most reasonable and legally defens-
ible justification as to why it sometimes provides non-replies to parliamentary
questions (10.3% of all instances).

Furthermore, the analytical framework (Chapter 3.3) additionally made the
distinction between answers that provide rectification (a promise to change
conduct or correct past errors), answers that provide justification (defending
conduct or explaining the rationale/content of a decision), and answers that try
to equivocate (‘dodging a question’ or rejecting to comment because of
confidentiality requirements or lack of competence on the matter). As
shown in Figure 7.4, there is a general trend across the four institutions to
answer questions through justification: this applies to over 70% of all replies
from the Commission and the ECB on banking supervision, followed by the
Eurogroup (69.0%), and the ECOFIN Council (64.6%). In other words, most
parliamentary questions get answers providing information about existing/
past/future policies, the rationale for past conduct, or explanations why
a decision taken was the correct one. The last category is especially prevalent
in answers given by the Eurogroup, the Commission, and ECOFIN in
response to requests for policy change. This is a notable distinction because
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it suggests that EMU executive actors rarely commit to changing their deci-
sions or conduct as a result of EP oversight. The ECB case is different because
the majority of questions identified are ‘weak’ (types A and B), so the institu-
tion can only answer through the provision of information and justification of
conduct.

The low number of questions answered through ‘rectification’ reveals the
limited responsiveness of the four institutions to the EP. In principal–agent
terms, this means that parliamentary questions ensure little to no control of
executive actors in the EMU. Due to its political independence, the ECB’s
record is the poorest: MEPs cannot just ask the ECB to change supervisory
policy in the SSM. In the few instances when rectification occurs, it is related
to potential abuses of power by the ECB (a legal matter) as opposed to the
direction of policy (a political matter). This logic does not apply to the other
three institutions, which have political leadership and should in theory be
responsive to the EP as a democratic accountability forum. Nevertheless, the
analysis discovered a very low number of instances categorised as rectification,
ranging from 8.3% to 10.8% of the replies identified for the three institutions.

In respect of equivocated replies, the Commission is doing better than the
Eurogroup, the ECB, and the ECOFIN Council – which provide evasions or
non-replies in more than 20 per cent of all instances. Again, the ECB is
a special case because of the secrecy requirements in banking supervision,
allowing the institution not to answer questions by invoking confidentiality
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rules. The Eurogroup and the ECOFIN Council do not have the same legal
defence regarding the secrecy of their decisions. In fact, most of their equivo-
cated answers are either examples of ‘dodging questions’ in Economic
Dialogues or openly refusing to make public the positions of specific
Member States in intergovernmental negotiations. For instance, in 2013,
after the tumultuous negotiations of the financial assistance programme for
Cyprus, Eurogroup President Jeroen Dijsselbloem repeatedly rejected ques-
tions on the internal dynamics of Eurogroup negotiations, arguing that the
Council takes decisions as a whole and there is no reason to make country
positions public (see Chapter 6.4.3). In the literature on Council and
Eurogroup decision-making, consensus is a strong institutional norm pro-
tected by Council Presidencies and the Eurogroup President (Puetter 2006,
2014). From this perspective, it is essential for the Council to present a unified
front to the ‘outside’ world – including vis-à-vis the EP.

To sum up, there are many similarities regarding the responsiveness of
executive actors to EP oversight in the EMU. All actors tend to provide explicit
replies and answers justifying their conduct – offering information about past
decisions, decision-making processes, or the rationale behind executive
action. However, there are also clear differences between oversight inter-
actions: the ECB and the Eurogroup provide fewer intermediate replies
than the Commission and the ECOFIN Council, yet the Commission has
the lowest number of equivocated answers. Moreover, there were only
a handful of instances when executive bodies promised to rectify past policies
or change decisions in response to demands made by MEPs. Yet although the
percentage of answers through rectification remains low across the four insti-
tutions, the Eurogroup is outperforming the others – a surprising finding given
its reputation for lacking accountability in the EMU (Braun and Hübner 2019;
Craig 2017). The next section discusses the comparative findings in light of the
theoretical expectations of the book.

7.1.3 Assessing Oversight Interactions: A Comparison

In respect of the six scenarios of oversight interactions outlined in
Chapter 3.3.1, it is possible to plot the four cases studies in the book on
a continuum from ‘High control’ to ‘No control’ by the EP. When deciding
the hierarchy among cases, the relative effect of the variables listed in Table 3.2
was considered in a qualitative fashion.28 Most significantly, the analysis

28 Further quantitative analyses on the independent variables listed in Table 3.2would have to be
conducted in order to discern their individual effect on Q&A in legislative oversight.
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showed that MEPs asked stronger oversight questions when there was public
pressure on an issue, as was the case of financial assistance programmes agreed
by the Eurogroup or FOLTF decisions taken by the ECB in banking supervi-
sion. The more the media reported on an issue, the higher the likelihood for
follow-up questions and stronger oversight requests by MEPs. Moreover, the
influence of high public pressure was often related to ‘scandals’ reported by the
media rather than the persistent discontent of citizens on sensitive topics such
as the impact of austerity in countries affected by the euro crisis. Moreover,
public attention to an EMU issue can offset the effect of other variables that
would otherwise impact the performance of the EP as an accountability
forum, such as its profile as a law-making parliament and its multi-party, multi-
national composition. The interest of the EP in legislative dossiers was most
significant in oversight interactions with the ECOFIN Council (given the
relationship between the two institutions as co-legislators) and in the account-
ability hearings with the ECB on banking supervision (when MEPs would
take advantage of the presence of the Chair of the Supervisory Board in the
ECON Committee to ask for the ECB’s expert opinion on upcoming files).
Conversely, the EP poses fewer questions to the Commission on legislative
dossiers, although technically the Commission has exclusive right of initiative
in the EU law-making process. Furthermore, under conditions of low public
pressure – for example, in many Economic Dialogues with the Commission
and the ECOFIN Council – parliamentary questions are diverse and diffuse,
with few follow-ups, illustrating the diversity of political and national interests
in the EP.

Next to public pressure, structural opportunities for oversight also had an
important positive effect on the EP’s accountability relationships with execu-
tive actors in the EMU. The effect was evident in the format of committee
meetings: whenever committee meetings were combined and more speakers
were allowed in one round of Q&A, the number of intermediate replies and
non-replies increased proportionately. For instance, joint Economic
Dialogues with the Commission had so many speakers that it was difficult, if
not impossible, for Commissioners to answer all the questions posed within
the allocated time. Conversely, committee meetings with only one executive
actor present allowed MEPs to get answers to their questions right away, for
example, hearings with the Chair of the Supervisory Board or Dialogues with
the Eurogroup President. The other issue related to structural opportunities
for oversight concerns the adequacy of staff supporting MEPs to ask relevant
questions of executive actors, which would could theoretically close the gap of
asymmetric information usually found in executive–legislative relations (see
Chapter 3.3.1). In this respect, most questions ‘outside the scope’ or ‘irrelevant’
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requests were identified in accountability interactions with the ECB and the
Commission, which carry out complex tasks in the EMU and benefit from
a high level of expertise in comparison to MEPs (and their assistants). Under
the circumstances, structural opportunities for oversight are limited because at
times the EP lacks an understanding of the division of competences and the
responsibilities of different institutions in the EMU.

In fact, the variable of asymmetric information between the EP and execu-
tive actors is most clearly present in the oversight interactions with the ECB in
banking supervision. This confirms the expectation regarding the relationship
between legislatures and bureaucracies/independent agencies (Table 3.2):
indeed, the ECB is the least political of the four institutions covered in the
book. As an expert body delegated to perform specific functions (banking
supervision in the Eurozone), the ECB has much more information than
MEPs regarding the operation of the SSM. Moreover, the ECB benefits from
the professional secrecy requirements in banking supervision, which permit
the Chair of the Supervisory Board not to disclose details about the individual
banks supervised by the ECB. For this reason, the majority of questions
addressed to the ECB are weaker, requesting information or justification of
conduct. The dynamic of asymmetric information is less pronounced vis-à-vis
the Commission, which is simultaneously an expert institution and a political
body whose leadership was elected by the EP, according to Articles 14(1) and
17(7) TEU. In respect of ECOFIN and the Eurogroup, the aspect of asymmet-
ric information goes hand in hand with the difficulties of disentangling
collective decision-making in intergovernmental negotiations, as finance min-
isters are unlikely to share with the EP the details of country positions and
compromises reached inside the Council.

At the same time, given the ex post definition of oversight used throughout
the book, it was crucial to consider the focus of parliamentary questions,
namely whether MEPs were interested in the ex post scrutiny of executive
actors or if they were attempting to influence future decisions (ex ante policy-
making). Regular definitions of accountability emphasise the ex post dimen-
sion, that is, accountability for past decisions and conduct (Bovens 2007a: 453).
Figure 7.5 shows the variation between the Eurogroup (placed in scenario 2,
‘Answerability’) and the ECOFINCouncil (placed mid-way between scenario
4, ‘Transparency’, and scenario 6, ‘No control’). Not only does the ECOFIN
Council have the highest number of non-reply, but also the issues covered in
Economic Dialogues with ECOFIN revolve around the legislative process
instead of the activities of the Council as an executive body. The ECON
Committee used tomeet with Council Presidencies before the introduction of
the European Semester in 2010, so the euro crisis failed to change the dynamic
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between the two institutions – which interact as co-legislators rather than as
parliaments and executives in legislative oversight. For this reason, the
ECOFIN Council is placed on the lower end of the continuum from ‘High
control’ to ‘No control’ by the EP in the EMU.

The ex ante emphasis of EP scrutiny of the ECOFIN Council is also the
reason why the case is classified below that of the Commission. Although the
Commission gives a similar number of intermediate and non-replies as
the ECOFIN Council (Figure 7.3), the supranational institution receives
questions that are much more relevant for accountability than ECOFIN.
Considering the topic of parliamentary questions, it is evident that MEPs
use this type of oversight to scrutinise, ex post facto, decisions taken by the
Commission on various instruments of the European Semester – their arbi-
trariness, effectiveness, or benefit for Member States in economic and social
terms. By contrast, MEPs use the Economic Dialogues with ECOFIN to get
their points across on legislative dossiers, demand information about the status
of legislative negotiations in the Council, or ask the opinion of different
Presidencies on the (desirable) outcome of a decision-making process.
When MEPs press the ECOFIN Council on given issues, these are related
to domestic developments in the country holding the Presidency (e.g. tax
haven allegations against Cyprus, the Netherlands, or Luxembourg, see
Chapter 6.2.2). Last but not least, the Commission has a better record than

Commission ECOFIN Council
•  focus on ex post scrutiny of the
   European Semester
•  few follow-up questions, higher
   percentage of weaker oversight
   questions
•  fewer explicit replies, answers
   through justification, little
   equivocation

Eurogroup
•  focus on ex post scrutiny of
   financial assistance decisions
•  more follow-up questions, weak
   & strong oversight questions
•  high percentage of explicit
   replies, answers through
   justification & (less)
   equivocation

ECB banking supervision
•  focus on ex post scrutiny and
   ex ante discussion of ECB
   decisions (limited by secrecy)
•  more follow-up questions, high
    percentage of weaker oversight
   questions
•  high percentage of explicit
   replies, answers through
   justification & equivocation

1. High control

2. Answerability

Scenarios 2 & 4

4. Transparency

Scenarios 4 & 6

6. No control

•  focus on ex ante discussion of the
   legislative process, priorities of the
   Council Presidency
•  fewer follow-up questions, weak &
   strong oversight questions
•  fewer explicit replies, answers
   through justification &
   equivocation

figure 7.5 Overview of case studies in the book on the continuum from ‘high
control’ to ‘no control’ by the EP in the EMU
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ECOFIN on equivocated answers – 15.2% as opposed to 25.3% of all replies in
the data set – which shows that one in four replies provided by Council
Presidencies do not engage with the issues at stake.

Next, if we compare the Commission to the Eurogroup, there are three
reasons why the latter is ranked higher than the former on the continuum from
‘High control’ to ‘No control’ by the EP. First, MEPs pose far more follow-up
questions to the Eurogroup President than they do to the Commission (55.7%
vs 15.9% of all questions29). This clearly shows a keen interest from the EP to
press the Eurogroup on specific issues – in particular financial assistance
programmes or Eurozone-specific decisions in the European Semester.
Although the preponderance of weak and strong oversight questions is similar
for the two executive actors, it does matter whether MEPs push to get answers
on the same topic or if they move on with other subjects in line with their
diverse national or political interests. Furthermore, even though most ques-
tions focus on past activities of the two institutions (ex post scrutiny), it is easier
for the Commission to get away with partial or equivocated replies than it is for
the Eurogroup President. One explanation for this is the format of joint
Economic Dialogues with the Commission, where time constraints do not
allow MEPs to follow up on issues of interest to their committee or political
group. Yet differences in answerability between two institutions cannot be
ignored, as the Eurogroup provides on average more explicit replies than the
Commission (62.0% as opposed to 51.4% of all replies). In fact, this is
the second reason why the intergovernmental body was placed higher than
the Commission in scenario 2 of oversight interactions – namely
‘Answerability’. The finding, however, might be related to the personal style
of Jeroen Dijsselbloem, who was Eurogroup President for most of the period
under investigation. By contrast, Mário Centeno displayed a lower responsive-
ness to parliamentary questions.30

The third reason why the Commission is considered to have a worse record
than the Eurogroup is related to democratic expectations in the EU political
system. Legally speaking, the Commission is accountable to the EP (Article
234 TFEU), while finance ministers in the Eurogroup remain accountable to
their respective national parliaments and citizens (Article 10 TEU).
Accordingly, we would have expected the EP to exercise the strongest control
over the Commission and, in turn, the Commission to be the most responsive

29 Even whenwe discard written questions to theCommission and only consider those addressed
in the Economic Dialogues, the percentage of follow-up questions is still low – at 19.5%.

30 It is difficult to provide an evaluation for Jean-Claude Juncker because he was present in only
one meeting included in the data set.
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executive actor in the EMU. Overall, the Commission is less prone to equivo-
cation than the Eurogroup (15.2% vs 20.3% of all replies), but the Eurogroup
acknowledges errors and promises rectification more often than the
Commission (10.8% as opposed to 8.3% of all replies). For example, the
Commission tends to justify its decisions on EDP sanctions or the MIP by
claiming to apply the existing framework of rules in EU economic govern-
ance. But as demonstrated by the lax approach to sanctions or the arbitrary
definitions of macroeconomic imbalances (Dawson 2019), the framework of
rules in the EMU is more open to political interpretation than the
Commission is ready to acknowledge. Conversely, the Eurogroup President
repeatedly took responsibility for collective decisions taken by finance minis-
ters, for instance, regarding the controversial financial assistance programmes
for Cyprus in 2013 and Greece in 2015 (see Chapter 6.4). The problem is that
the Eurogroup explains its decisions and defends them beforeMEPs, but there
is nothing the EP can actually do to change the policies or course set by
Eurozone finance ministers. For this reason, we can talk about ‘Answerability’
when it comes to EP oversight of the Eurogroup but certainly not about EP
‘control’ over the institution.

Finally, EP scrutiny of the ECB in banking supervision is a clear-cut case of
scenario 4, ‘Transparency’. Given the low number of strong oversight ques-
tions addressed to the Chair of the Supervisory Board, the case could not
compete with the Eurogroup and the Commission – which receive numerous
requests for policy change. However, the ECB does better than the ECOFIN
Council on two dimensions. First, MEPs pose more follow-up questions to the
ECB than to ECOFIN (53.1%vs 30.8%of all questions). As discussed earlier in
the case of the Eurogroup, follow-up questions reveal cross-national and cross-
political interests of MEPs in holding an institution accountable on specific
issues. Second, the Chair of the Supervisory Board is more open to answering
questions than finance ministers representing Council Presidencies (bearing
in mind that 60.8% as opposed to 51.1% of all replies given by the ECB are
explicit). Moreover, if the ECB provides non-replies, this typically happens
because of confidentiality requirements or lack of competence rather than due
to evasion – which is the case with ECOFIN Presidencies. The secrecy regime
in banking supervision remains a caveat for the oversight interactions between
the EP and the ECB, blemishing an otherwise ‘clean record’ of the supra-
national expert institution.

On the whole, the analysis of EP oversight of executive actors in the EMU
yields both expected and surprising results. The expected findings concern the
focus on transparency in the scrutiny of the ECB in banking supervision,
taking into account the institution’s independence and the confidentiality
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requirements of the field. In addition, we could have also anticipated the poor
oversight of the ECOFIN Council by the EP – given that the two institutions
used to meet in the ECON Committee prior to the accountability reforms
introduced during the euro crisis. Conversely, results are surprising when it
comes to the Commission and the Eurogroup: on the one hand, EP oversight
of the Eurogroup was much more intense and better targeted than that of the
Commission; on the other hand, the Eurogroup was more open than the
Commission to accepting political responsibility for EMU decisions (through
defence of conduct and sometimes rectification). But even in the case of the
Eurogroup, EP oversight stopped short of ‘control’ in principal–agent terms: in
other words, MEPs could make the Eurogroup answerable but not responsive
(meaning amenable) to the EP as an accountability forum.

Having established the main features of oversight interactions between the
EP and executive actors in the EMU, the following pages turn towards
avenues for reform – in line with the deficiencies identified.

7.2 looking forward: policy recommendations

What implications does the analysis above have for the future of the EP as an
accountability forum in the EMU? This section outlines concrete policy
recommendations applicable to MEPs and the executive actors covered in
the book. Based on the theoretical framework introduced in Chapter 3.3,
policy recommendations are connected to broader ‘accountability purposes’
applied to the empirical evaluation of oversight interactions. Starting with the
EP, the focus should be on increasing opportunities for follow-up questions
(through the format of meetings), improving the relevance and strength of
questions, and encouraging higher responsiveness from actors. In order to act
as an effective accountability forum, the EP needs to examine, ex post facto,
decisions by executive actors – demanding justification of conduct, changes of
policy, and sanctions when deemed appropriate. Table 7.1 captures the key
policy recommendations coming out of the empirical analysis. All items are
applicable to oral questions, whereas recommendations #3–5 are also valid for
written questions.

The first accountability purpose, namely ‘improving opportunities for fol-
low-up questions’ by MEPs, is well known in the specialised literature. With
some variation, recommendation #1 has been made in previous research on
the EP’s performance as an accountability forum, especially in respect of the
Monetary Dialogues (see recently Claeys and Domı́nguez-Jiménez 2020;
Lastra 2020; Whelan 2020). In terms of the format of meetings, many critics
agree that the EP needs to lower the number of speakers per session to allow
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more time for each question and ensure a back-and-forth between MEPs and
executive actors. In Table 7.1, the novelty concerns the coordination between
political groups (recommendation #2) in advance of accountability hearings
or dialogues with executive actors. Keeping in mind that all political groups
appoint coordinators for each committee (Rule 214 of the EP’s current Rules of
Procedure), the idea is to use coordinators’ meetings to organise the question-
ing of executive actors along specific lines of inquiry. This would give more

table 7.1 Policy recommendations addressed to the EP in order to improve
its performance as an accountability forum

Accountability purpose Concrete recommendations

Increase opportunities for follow-up
questions

(1) Change the format of committee meetings
to address specific topics in order, one
question at a time (streamline Q&A session)

(2) Centralise questions at the committee level,
ensure that there is coordination between
political groups (deliberate choice to press
on similar/different issues)

Improve the relevance of questions (3) Expand in-house expertise by tasking
research units to provide a monthly round-
up of possible questions to various executive
actors in the EMU (offer MEPs a selection
of appropriate questions)

Improve the strength of questions (4) Coordinate a division of labour within pol-
itical groups, with different MEPs taking
the lead in overseeing specific executive
actors (specialisation of oversight)

(5) Focus questions on the mandate of the insti-
tution and its performance of tasks (ex post
oversight)

Encourage higher responsiveness
from executive actors

(6) Use the existing voting system to allow
MEPs to give instant feedback on the
answers of executive actors to parliamentary
questions. Voting ‘yes’ would indicate
approval, and ‘no’ would suggest dissatis-
faction, while ‘abstain’ would show indif-
ference to the topic.31

31 I am grateful to Marcel Magnus from the EP’s EGOV unit for this suggestion (email
correspondence, 11 May 2020).
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coherence to the meetings and allow MEPs to put pressure on single issues,
depending on their interests at a given moment in time.

The next accountability goal in Table 7.1 refers to the need to ‘improve the
relevance of questions’ addressed by MEPs in accountability interactions. In
any parliament, it is not realistic to expect members to have expertise on all
the issues pertinent to the activity of executive actors. The EMU is more
complicated than a national system because of overlapping competences
between different EU institutions and national authorities (as shown in
Chapter 4.3 in relation to banking regulation, supervision, and resolution).
For their part, parliamentary assistants may be overwhelmed by the amount
of information available on the implementation of different EMU policies.
As a result, it would be beneficial for MEPs to receive expert guidance on
policy issues relevant for legislative oversight (recommendation #3). For
example, research departments in the EP’s administration could provide
MEPs with a list of potential questions relevant for each executive actor in
a given month/quarter. In EMU sub-fields, questions can be compiled by
research-oriented departments such as the EGOV or the economic branch
of the DG for Internal Policies of the Union. While this might increase the
workload of the departments, the solution would take advantage of existing
in-house knowledge regarding institutional competences and policy prob-
lems in the EMU.

Next, there is the goal to ‘improve the strength of parliamentary questions’
by going beyond requests for information to demands for justification of
conduct, changes of policy, or sanctions of actors. While such an increase
would not apply equally to all institutions (e.g. the ECB), the point is to shift
the focus from what EMU executive actors are doing to assessing the appro-
priateness – however defined – of a course of action. Such an evaluation would
require MEPs to specialise in the activities of all executive actors, which is not
feasible given the high number of executive institutions in the EMU (the
Commission, the ECB, the Council, Eurogroup, SRB, etc.). For this reason,
recommendation #4 proposes a division of labour within political groups,
allowing different MEPs to take the lead in different oversight interactions.
For example, permanent members of the ECONCommittee could choose to
focus on the ECB, the Commission, or the Eurogroup – facilitating a gradual
specialisation in the mandate and instruments adopted by one institution.
This was illustrated in the past in the accountability relationship between the
EP and the ECB in banking supervision, whenmembers like Pervenche Berès
(France, S&D) or Sven Giegold (Germany, the Greens/EFA) clearly had the
expertise to question supervisory decisions in a systematic manner (see
Chapter 4.3) – which improved the quality and intensity of Q&A sessions.
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Politically speaking, MEPs might reject such specialisation as undesirable
because they would like to keep a ‘generalist profile’ in case they change
committees or careers after their term comes to an end. Nevertheless, the
move would make a lot of sense in the EP – given both the size of the assembly
and the diversity of national interests (as well as the EU interest) it seeks to
represent. The point is to facilitate a parliamentary focus on the ex post
decisions taken by specific institutions and examine their appropriateness
(recommendation #5). A similar notion is advocated in policy research by
those who argue thatMEPs need to askmore ‘technical’ questions, in line with
the mandate of each executive actor (e.g. Claeys and Domı́nguez-Jiménez
2020; Lastra 2020; Whelan 2020). The ‘appropriateness’ of executive action can
be judged in multiple ways – assessing for instance whether decisions have
been transparent, non-arbitrary, effective, or advancing the public interest
(Dawson and Maricut-Akbik 2020). In other words, the current allocation of
MEPs into committees is not sufficient to achieve the goal of specialised
oversight.

Finally, the EP could ‘encourage higher responsiveness from executive
actors’ using the existing voting system to evaluate instantly answers to parlia-
mentary questions (recommendation #6). This would offer MEPs the chance
to signal on the spot whether they accept, reject, or are indifferent to replies
given by executive actors in a committee meeting. The system would be
imperfect because political groups on the fringes will always be inclined to
evaluate the responsiveness of executive actors in a negative manner. Yet the
more interesting finding will refer to the voting behaviour of MEPs from the
main political groups, who also supported the Commission President and
the College. For their part, executive actors will be more likely to answer
questions explicitly, avoid generic answers, or refrain from dodging questions
if they know their performance is evaluated immediately by MEPs present in
committee meetings.

Moving to the responsiveness of executive actors, Table 7.2 provides both
general and institution-specific recommendations. The first accountability
goal mentioned refers to the imperative to reduce the number of non-replies
or equivocated answers. These occur for different reasons, so two of the
recommendations are general and two are tailored to the ECB and the
Commission, respectively. In respect of oral questions, it is essential for all
executive actors to stop making generic statements in order to pass the time
allocated to an answer in committee meetings (recommendation #1). When
MEPs ask questions that are outside the competence of an executive body, the
responding actor should explain the division of competence and why their
institution is not the appropriate addressee for that specific issue
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(recommendation #2). In banking supervision, the problem is the strict
secrecy regime that does not allow the ECB to answer many questions on
supervisory decisions on individual banks (see Chapter 4). A possible solution
is to reform the system in a way that takes into account the concerns of
supervised banks and responds to the public interest in knowing what the
ECB actually does in the field. The idea proposed here is to establish a specific
time period after which supervisory decisions can become public

table 7.2 Policy recommendations addressed to EMU executive actors in order
to improve their responsiveness to the EP

Accountability purpose Concrete recommendations

Reduce number of non-
replies or equivocated
answers

Applicable to all:

(1) For oral questions: stop making generic state-
ments to pass the time allocated to an answer.

(2) For oral and written questions: when you are
not the competent institution for an issue
raised by anMEP, explain which other body is
responsible and why.

Specific to the ECB:

(3) Reform the confidentiality regime in banking
supervision to allow supervisory decisions to be
disclosed under certain conditions, for
example, after a sufficient period of time has
passed.

Specific to the Commission:

(4) For oral questions: cooperate with the EP to
change the format of Economic Dialogues in
order to ensure that each MEP asks one ques-
tion at a time of one respondent (streamline
Q&A session).

Reduce number of
intermediate replies

(5) In response to multi-pronged questions, make
sure to address all the parts mentioned by an
MEP. When a full answer is not possible due
to time constraints, promise to deliver a written
response (and do so after the meeting).

Increase number of answers
through rectification

(6) When several political groups demand
a change of policy or decisions, show consid-
eration and reflection*: how complicated
would it be to meet the demand?

* Legal exception: the ECB in respect of sub-
stantive policy issues
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(recommendation #3). The waiting period will ensure that the positions of
financial institutions are not jeopardised in the eyes of depositors or competi-
tors – thus alleviating key concerns regarding transparency in banking super-
vision (Angeloni 2015). For the Commission, one problem identified in
Chapter 5 was the format of joint committee meetings, which allowed several
speakers to pose multiple questions to two to three Commissioners in one
sitting. Accordingly, the proposed solution invites the Commission to collab-
orate with the EP in order to streamline the Q&A process in Economic
Dialogues, ensuring that one question is put to one respondent at a time
(recommendation #4).

The second accountability goal listed in Table 7.2 emphasises the need to
‘reduce the number of intermediate replies’. As found in Chapters 3–6,
intermediate replies are often the result of multi-pronged questions, when
MEPs inquire about several issues using one or two interrogative sentences. In
response, executive actors tend to answer such questions only in part, making
it difficult to assess whether the reason is obfuscation or lack of time to engage
with all the aspects raised by anMEP. If the reason is obfuscation, it is essential
for executive actors to engage with different parts of a question by providing
clear and concise responses. When time does not allow for comprehensive
replies, actors could promise MEPs to provide written answers after the
meeting – and then task their administrative staff to do so (recommenda-
tion #5).

Last but not least, there is the sensitive issue of ‘answering more questions
through rectification’ – by promising to change policies or conduct in the
future (recommendation #6). This is particularly applicable to executive
bodies with political leadership: the Eurogroup, the ECOFIN Council, and
the Commission. Being responsive to EP oversight would mean that system-
atic demands for policy change by MEPs are taken into account by executive
actors. This is not to say that executive bodies should make endless promises to
implement changes in response to every request made by an MEP.
Nevertheless, when several political groups draw attention to specific deci-
sions or conduct, executive actors should show openness and consideration of
the merits of the claims.

Overall, the feasibility of the recommendations above depends on the
political will of MEPs and the leadership of executive actors in the future.
The following years will be crucial to establish a functional oversight
relationship between the EP and EMU executive actors. The EU response
to the COVID-19 crisis will have long-term implications on the economic
governance framework given the adoption of the Recovery and Resilience
Facility (RRF) – expected to last until 2027. The RRF is a financial support
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instrument of up to €672.5 billion that will be allocated to Member States
in the form of grants and loans designed to help alleviate some of the
negative economic effects of the pandemic (European Commission 2021).
The RRF is revolutionary in many ways, allowing the accumulation of EU
debt for the purposes of common expenditure and creating EU fiscal
capacity for the first time, albeit as a temporary measure (Guttenberg
et al. 2021).

In terms of institutional changes, the RRF will be merged with the
European Semester for the 2021 cycle, with governments being asked to
replace the submission of annual reform programmes with national recov-
ery and resilience plans, listing the investments for which they require EU
funding (European Commission 2020a). The Commission will be in
charge of evaluating the plans (similar to the Semester process), while the
Council will give final approval on a case-by-case basis (European
Commission 2021). This means that both the Commission and the
ECOFIN Council (rather than the Eurogroup) will have a prominent
role in the RRF and be subject to public scrutiny. In this context, MEPs
have a chance to affirm their role as an accountability forum by keeping
a close eye on decision-making and ensuring that executive actors stick to
the promises made in order to obtain EP support, for example, the focus on
green transition, digital transformation, or respect for the rule of law
(European Parliament Press Release 2021). From the perspective of demo-
cratic accountability, the EP should seize the opportunity to oversee this
new yet significant increase of executive power in EU economic and fiscal
policies.

Beyond the EMU, the analysis in the book raises important questions about
the role of the EP in improving the EU’s democratic accountability creden-
tials. The final section problematises the discussion.

7.3 the big picture: ep oversight and eu accountability

To put the analysis of the book into perspective, the final question addressed is
whether effective oversight by the EP will solve the EU’s long-standing
accountability deficit – in the EMU and beyond. As described in
Chapter 3.1, accountability is a multi-faceted concept that carries political,
legal, and administrative connotations (Bovens 2007a; Dubnick 2014). EP
oversight of executive actors is a form of political accountability that cannot
replace judicial review of EU decisions by national and EU courts, auditing by
the ECA, or administrative review by the European Ombudsman. These
mechanisms need to function simultaneously: a strong process of judicial
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review will not make up for weak political accountability mechanisms – or the
other way around (Dawson et al. 2019). Even in the realm of political account-
ability, improving the EP’s performance in legislative oversight will not fix, on
its own, the EU’s long-standing democratic accountability problems. The
issues are systemic, rooted in the complexity of a multi-level, multi-national
polity (Brandsma et al. 2016: 624–625) in which democratic elections take
place regularly but where political competition does not translate into control
of the policy agenda (Føllesdal and Hix 2006). Improving the effectiveness of
EP oversight of executive actors is therefore a necessary but insufficient
condition to overcome the EU’s systemic accountability problems. However,
such reforms can help expand political accountability at the supranational
level and improve perceptions of democratic legitimacy among citizens. The
argument is developed below.

The starting point is the complexity of the EU political system, whichmakes
it difficult to identify the ‘right actors’ accountable for past decisions
(Brandsma 2013: 50–51). First, EU decisions are taken collectively, so it is
impossible to disentangle individual responsibility at the national level –
which means that citizens cannot easily assign blame via the ballot box
(Hobolt und Tilley 2014). Second, EU decision-making involves numerous
networks of national and sub-national authorities that lead to a dilution of
responsibility and a higher likelihood of blame-shifting from one level of
governance to the other (Bovens 2007b; Harlow and Rawlings 2007;
Papadopoulos 2010). Third, from a principal–agent perspective, EU executive
actors can have multiple principals with conflicting objectives, for example,
national electorates, EU citizens, national governments, the EP, and so on,
which inflate and confuse the object of accountability (Busuioc 2013;
Dehousse 2008). To put it bluntly, the EU political system makes it difficult
to know who is responsible for what or why that is the case.

Furthermore, democratic elections take place on a regular basis but offer
citizens few opportunities to hold EU actors accountable in practice
(Gustavsson et al. 2009). As mentioned above, national elections are under-
mined by collective decision-making at the EU level, whereas EP elections
remain disconnected from EU politics or considerations of control over the
policy agenda. In respect of the EP, the lack of an ‘electoral connection’
between MEPs and their voters is notorious (Hix and Høyland 2013: 184).
EU citizens do not vote in EP elections in response to the performance of
individual MEPs or their political groups; instead, voters often cast ballots in
order to ‘punish’ national governments for domestic issues (Hix and Marsh
2007). Moreover, even if citizens had clear preferences about the direction of
EU policies, EP political groups would not be able to translate them into
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policy outputs in the same way as national parties (Lindberg et al. 2008;
Mühlböck 2012). Given the complexity of the EU decision-making process,
the EP has to negotiate constantly and reach compromises with the other
institutions (Hix and Høyland 2011: 131–133). The dynamic illustrates the
problem described above, namely the difficulties of identifying the ‘right
actors’ responsible for EU decisions and subsequently holding them
accountable.

Taking all this into consideration, it becomes clear that EP oversight of
executive actors is only one element of political accountability in the EU.
Improving its effectiveness will not magically solve the EU’s infamous
democratic deficit (Føllesdal and Hix 2006). Yet there is significant added
value in enhancing EP scrutiny of EU executive actors in the EMU and
beyond. To begin with, parliamentary oversight offers a way to bridge the
gap between those who hold authority in the EU political system (the
citizens) and those who exercise it on their behalf (EU executive institu-
tions) (cf. Føllesdal and Hix 2006). Indeed, MEPs can ask questions of EU
executive actors drawing on items of concern in their own constituency –
which is one of the basic purposes of parliamentary questions (Martin 2011a;
Wiberg and Koura 1994). Next, effective oversight can improve citizen
perceptions of democratic legitimacy in the EU and increase their atten-
tiveness to the EP as a representative assembly. For instance, if citizens see
footage of confrontations between MEPs and EU executive actors in com-
mittee meetings or if they read media reports of effective parliamentary
questioning, they are likely to appreciate the activity of their representatives
in holding executive actors accountable.

At the same time, effective oversight can increase the informal influence of
the EP in the EU political system. Heated committee hearings or pointed
written questions are likely to attract media attention and put public pressure
on EU executive actors to change conduct or adjust policy decisions. The EP
has thus a lot to gain from expanding its profile as an accountability forum,
keeping in mind that ex post scrutiny has pre-emptive effects on the behaviour
of actors – who know they will be constantly observed and questioned about
their decisions (Schillemans 2016: 1408). To put it differently, after fighting for
decades to expand its budgetary and legislative competences, the time has
come for the EP to assert its scrutiny powers – which it already possesses in
many policy fields. In this respect, the EMU provides an excellent setting for
the EP to exercise its oversight powers and hold EU executive actors account-
able in an area at the heart of citizens’ concerns.
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