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The Role of the European Commission and its place in the EU’s Architecture

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I am pleased to welcome you to the EC information day and hope that it will serve as an opportunity for you to get better acquainted with the European Union and in particular the European Commission. 

My intervention will focus on the European Commission’s role and its place in the EU’s architecture. In the following sessions my colleagues will be presenting an overview of key European Commission policies and activities and the way in which they are articulated in Bangladesh. 

I am particularly pleased that one of our partner organisations with which we have developed both project and policy co-operation – the NGO Uttaran – has agreed to share its experiences of working with us. It is always useful to receive feedback on our work and to be able to respond to concerns or questions that our partners, both in Ministries and civil society, might have.  

*
*
*

Turning now to the European Commission’s role in the EU’s architecture. This year marks the 50th anniversary of the EU’s founding Treaty of Rome. Those 50 years have witnessed a remarkable transformation of Europe. As the then Commission President Romano Prodi stated when 10 countries acceded to the EU in May 2004: “Five decades after our great project of European integration began, the divisions of the Cold War are gone once and for all and we live in a united Europe”.
The European Union’s predecessor – the European Economic Community – was born from the desire to prevent the outbreak of further wars in Europe. A new Europe without internal borders, creating prosperity for its citizens through free movement of persons and trade, was seen as the best defence against future conflicts between the European countries. The founding Member States realised that successful and lasting cooperation to this end would require an institutional framework to make the enterprise sustainable. 

The Treaty of Rome thus created 5 institutions which would ensure the EU’s functioning on a day-to-day basis: a Parliament – representing the EU citizens; a Council – bringing together the national governments; a Court of Justice; a Court of Auditors; and the European Commission vested with significant executive, legislative and administrative powers.
The European Commission can be described as the EU’s executive arm: it adopts proposals for new laws, manages the EU budget and policies, enforces EU law, and participates in the representation of the EU internationally. 

The Commission is Treaty-bound to undertake these tasks in the general interest of the EU. This means that it cannot identify itself with any interest group or political party or take instructions from particular Member States. The role of the European Commission is to work independently towards the goals of the EU as defined in the Treaty. This independence is fundamental to the Commission’s credibility and helps it in working out compromises which are acceptable to the Member States and the Parliament.  

Do not take this to mean that the Commission is merely a technical body. It certainly brings a lot of technical expertise to the table in many areas, but as a consistent advocate of closer European integration, it inevitably plays a role as a motor for the development of the Union. The Commission can certainly take much of the credit for some of the EU’s most successful projects: the single market and the single currency stand out as particular achievements which the Commission has worked concertedly with EU Member States to realise. It has also been a driving force in building a common foreign policy, in successfully enlarging the EU to 27 Member States, and in advocating institutional reform. 

In line with the Commission’s vision for the EU, the Reform Treaty, which EU leaders adopted in Lisbon two weeks ago, is a vital development in terms of giving the EU the instruments that it requires to function democratically and efficiently. I will come back to this point at the end of my presentation. 

For now, I would like to turn to the role of the Commission in more detail. 

Structure of the Commission

In terms of structure, the Commission consists of the college of Commissioners – currently one man or woman from each Member State – which provides the political direction of the institution. The Commissioners are served by a 25.000 member strong civil service.
The Commissioners are appointed for five year terms with the present Commission’s term of office running until 31 October 2009. They are collectively accountable to the European Parliament, which must approve the new team of Commissioners before they take office and which has the power to dismiss the whole Commission – an option which has never been exercised.  

The European Commission is divided into departments known as “Directorates General” (DGs). Each DG is responsible for a particular policy area and is headed by a Director-General who is answerable to one of the commissioners. There is, for instance, a DG for External Relations, one for Trade, another for the Environment, and so on. The DGs prepare the policy decisions and the legislative proposals of the Commission, which become official once they are adopted by the College of Commissioners. 

The European Commission’s headquarters are in Brussels but it also has offices in Luxemburg, in the capitals of the Members States and throughout the world in the form of Delegations such as the one I am heading here in Bangladesh. There are 118 delegations in third countries and five delegations at centres of international organisations, for instance the UN in New York and Geneva. 

Role of the European Commission

The European Commission has four main roles:

First, to propose legislation to the European Parliament and the Council (the EU legislator). In most policy areas, the Commission has a monopoly on making legislative proposals and is thus the initiator of EU action. The European Parliament and the Council have to approve the proposals for them to pass into law. 

It is important to keep in mind that the Commission is not free to propose legislation on any matter which comes to its mind. The EU’s powers and legislative competences are circumscribed by the founding Treaties – taxation, education, health, and labour market legislation are examples of areas which largely fall outside of its competence. But this leaves still a lot for the Commission to do, I can assure you!

A second role for the European Commission is to manage and implement EU policies and the budget. The EU budget stands at around 130 billion euros for 2008 and has three main sources: customs duties, a share of the harmonised value added tax (VAT) base of each Member State, and a further contribution from the Member States based on the size of their gross national income (GNI). The EU has spending programmes in many different areas: agriculture, infrastructure development, and research, for instance. Whilst much  of the EU budget in these areas is spent by the Member States, the Commission has a responsibility for supervising the spending. 

The EU and its Member States also provide over half of the world’s development assistance, with €43 billion allocated to developing countries in 2005. 7 billion euros of this was channelled through the EU, falling under the supervision of the European Commission. The EU is the largest provider of humanitarian assistance, including through the European Commission’s Humanitarian Office, ECHO. 

The Commission also manages EU policies which do not entail budgetary spending; competition policy for example. As the principal competition regulator in the EU, the Commission vets mergers and acquisitions of companies above a certain level to ensure that competition is maintained in the market. 

A third role for the European Commission is to enforce European law. If a Member State is not applying an EU law, the European Commission can initiate a proceeding which ultimately could lead to this country being brought before the European Court of Justice, the highest judicial instance in the EU. 

Fourth and finally, the European Commission represents the European Union on the international stage in certain areas, most prominently in negotiating trade agreements in the WTO context and bilaterally with third countries.

As far as foreign and security policy is concerned, there are a variety of mechanisms through which the EU projects itself on the world stage. The EU Troika is headed by the Presidency of the Council – that is, the EU institution bringing together the national governments. The Presidency rotates between the Member States on a six monthly basis. During the 2nd half of 2007 Portugal has the Presidency but, in countries where there aren’t any Portuguese embassies – such as Bangladesh – another Member State takes the helm. Here in Dhaka, the Netherlands is currently exercising the EU Presidency. The European Commission and the incoming Presidency are also  members of the EU troika whose tasks include carrying out demarches on behalf of the EU. As Head of the Commission Delegation in Bangladesh, I participate in the local troika when the EU requests a meeting with the Bangladesh government. 

The High Representative for the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy, Javier Solana is also charged with a variety of tasks by the EU’s Member States, for example assisting in nuclear-related negotiations with Iran.
*
*
*

I would like to conclude by saying a few words about the Reform Treaty, which was adopted at the EU summit in Lisbon a fortnight ago. 

The Reform Treaty is significant in more than one way. First, it represents the overcoming of the constitutional crisis the EU faced in 2005 after the French and the Dutch electorate rejected the draft Constitution for Europe, which encapsulated many of the elements now contained in the Reform Treaty. Second, it features a series of reforms that are designed to make the EU more democratic, transparent and effective.

This is not the time and place to enter into the details of the reforms. However, the general thrust of the package adopted in Lisbon is to strengthen the role of both the European and the national parliaments in EU decision-making, to make decision-making procedures more efficient, to increase the coherence and visibility of the EU’s foreign policy, and to reinforce European solidarity. 

If all 27 Member States ratify the treaty it is expected to enter into force in the first half of 2009. The Commission strongly supports the Treaty as it gives the EU additional means to respond to the many new challenges of the 21st century, including sustainable development, poverty, demographic change, global warming, security threats and migration flows. 

I am firmly convinced that the EU offers a model for effective regional integration, with clear policies underpinned by strong institutions. By forging unity both internally and on the world stage, the 27 EU Member States and the EU institutions have nurtured domestic prosperity and attained a global influence which is more than the sum of their parts.  The close relations which the EC and EU enjoy with Bangladesh is a testament to that global reach and to the important partnerships - in the trade, development and political fields – which we are building across the world.
I will now take questions.

. 
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