
 

[Comment] Not enough openness in the Council, yet 

14.07.2006 - 09:52 CET | By Richard Laming 

EUOBSERVER / COMMENT - The broadcast of the ECOFIN meeting live on the web yesterday 
(Tuesday 11 July) was a welcome innovation in transparency within the EU, but there is some 
way to go before it becomes must-see TV. 
 
The agreement is that meetings of the Council will be open when it is considering legislation 
that is subject to co-decision. There is more to this than meets the eye. 
 
I accept that you wouldn't necessarily expect watching a group of men in suits having a 
conversation round a table to make the best viewing but the approach adopted by the Council 
so far misses even the lowest expectations. Why is this?  
 
It's not because of the camera angles or the cast of characters (although maybe some 
changes there might help a little) but really because we're not actually being shown the 
action that really matters. 
 
Watching the Council meeting rubber stamp a decision is like watching the referee blow the 
whistle for the end of a football match. You get the result, but that's all. Most people watch 
football for the skill and the performance rather than simply to know who won. The 
interesting stuff happens throughout the 90 minutes plus stoppage time, and that's what we 
want to see. 
 
Meetings of the Council are "prepared" by civil servants, meeting in COREPER or in working 
groups. Research by Fiona Hayes-Renshaw and Helen Wallace suggests that as much as 80 
per cent of the business of the Council is fixed like this first, so that all the ministers do at the 
meeting is nod their heads and agree. 
 
And even where the meetings include some debate and discussion before the decision is 
reached, that decision is not the end of the story. 
 
Take the budget decision that was agreed last December. Or rather, you can't take the 
budget decision that was agreed last December, because it wasn't actually agreed then. 
Some outlines were settled, and then the work went back behind closed doors as the debate 
carried on. 
 
As British minister for Europe Geoff Hoon wrote on 3 July, "Discussions are continuing in 
Brussels concerning the technical details for implementation of the December agreement", 
and, just to be on the safe side, that he was "considering the draft texts of the new Own 
Resources Decision carefully to make sure they accurately reflect the outcome of the 
December European Council". 
 
So the decision last December wasn't necessarily the decision that will finally come into force: 
that is something that still needs to be decided. 
 
And it gets worse. Sometimes, the technical details can have serious consequences of their 
own. 
 
In the case of the debate about the EU sugar reform last autumn, for example, decisions by 
civil servants put up the cost of the sugar regime by more than €700 million per year. 
 
That is as big as the EU budget for Trans-European Networks, spent at the stroke of a 
bureaucrat's pen. There is no trace of who said what about this proposal, who voted for it or 
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who opposed it. The only evidence is in our shopping bills and tax burden. 
 
The common thread behind all of these examples is the need to improve the way in which the 
Council works. Decisions should take place in public, and decisions should mean what they 
say. The European Parliament does not go into closed session after a vote to work out the 
meaning of what it has just agreed: there is no reason why the Council should, either. 
 
More openness would lead to more scrutiny and therefore better decisions, and it would also 
lead to greater public understanding of those decisions. The introduction of TV coverage for 
some Council sessions is a start, but it's by no means enough.  
 
The author is Director of Federal Union 
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